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Prologue

Xan looked across the narrow table at the woman facing her and struggled to suppress her smile. It was a rare occasion that she got the opportunity to talk to someone who wasn’t terrified merely by being in the same room as her, and as unprofessional as it was, she enjoyed the company.

The interrogation chamber on loan to her was small and claustrophobic. The austere furnishings and the pervading scent of old blood made it impossible to ignore the room’s singular function of extracting information from the unwilling. A small part of her regretted that the more gruesome implements of her trade were not on show. Their presence always served to give her words that little bit of added emphasis; she was unused to conducting interrogations without it, but then she had to remind herself that this ‘interrogation’ was supposed to be a polite formality. The woman sitting opposite her was not someone she could afford to nail down to her table no matter how much she wanted to—at least, not without causing an even bigger storm back in the capital.

“Tell me again,” Xan asked, the joy in her eyes not making its way down to her impassive face as she carefully studied the adventurer’s response.

“I’ve already told you three times,” Mara said, the healer’s frown deepening—she was growing visibly more frustrated by the second. The high-level adventurer was clearly unused to being on the backfoot for quite so long, and as much as Xan may have sympathised with her, the woman’s frustration suited her needs perfectly. The inquisitor had come to learn over the decades that frustrated people simply made more mistakes.

“Then you won’t have trouble with a fourth time, will you?” she asked politely, her lips barely twitching upwards into a small, almost imperceptible smile. A flash of anger appeared on the healer’s tanned face before it was quickly suppressed.

“Inquisitor Xanthia, surely your valuable time would be better spent pursuing other lines of inquiry,” Mara said, trying diplomacy again. It was a passable effort, but the woman had given herself away by subtly grinding her teeth before speaking.

“Please, call me Xan, and indulge me, Mara. I would like to hear it one more time.”

“Fine, but as I’ve already told you three times, there isn’t much to tell. I saw Azoth for scarcely more than a few minutes before we parted and yes, while we did arrange to meet up again, I was to contact him by messenger with the details later,” Mara explained. Her story was unchanged, though a little bit briefer the fourth time around.

“And you had no further contact after that point?” Xan asked, tenting her fingers in front of her.

“Of course not, he disappeared that very same night—”

“—Died,” Xan interrupted, silently relishing the look of shock that wiped the smug look of annoyed condescension from Mara’s face.

“I’m sorry?” the healer asked, her voice breaking slightly.

“Azoth is dead. He died on the top floor of the Moonlit Rose the same day as your meeting. The owners covered it up since the assassin left no body to dispose of, and they didn’t want to take the hit to their business,” Xan continued, taking no small amount of pleasure from the woman’s discomfort.

“. . . I see,” Mara said, recovering swiftly. The speed at which she got over her shock elicited no surprise from Xan, who knew all too well that death and destruction were the bread and butter of every adventurer. “If there was no body, how do they know that he died? Azoth was iron rank and triple classed. Perhaps there’s been some kind of mistaken identity?” she asked, her hopefulness sounded painfully genuine to Xan’s perceptive ears.

“Let me stop you there. Azoth is dead. He was a regular known to the brothel and its staff. Two of them witnessed his quite gruesome death. Now I want you to tell me everything about your meeting. Including the bit you left out.”

“She . . . wanted to know about the stables,” Mara confessed, sounding defeated.

“The Royal Alchemist’s Stables?”

“Yes.”

“And ‘she’ would be this Typh girl you brought with you?”

“Yes.”

“And you didn’t question how an unclassed commoner already knew about one of our kingdom’s most secure facilities?”

“It’s not like that—Enora brought it up in front of her. Typh is an innocent. Just another traumatised girl who very understandably hates dragons.”

“Because of her condition when you found her in the dragon’s lair?”

“As I told you before, yes.”

“Can you expand on that?” Xan asked, watching Mara carefully for any signs of further deception. A few of her skills quietly thrummed away in the back of her mind to help Xan impose her will on the proud woman.

“When we found her she was sobbing naked on the cave floor covered in blood and viscera. I couldn’t see the true extent of her injuries, since I healed her before we cleaned her off, but I assume they were severe based on how much mana the spell drained from my reserves.” Mara explained.

“And you didn’t find that suspicious? I know you walked away from your family’s title, but as a highborn woman you are still privy to certain . . . secrets, about the true nature of Creation.”

“Of course I was suspicious. I tested her myself; I observed her under daylight, I watched her eat untainted food and handle silver cutlery. I put holy water in her beer and made her cross running water not once but three times. My party mocked me for it, but I am certain that she is just a normal traumatised girl.”

“Then how do you account for the mana cost? The unclassed aren’t supposed to be that hard to heal.”

“They’re not, but she had been sculpted, extensively so. If I had to guess, whoever did it made mistakes that were slowly killing her—they certainly made mistakes with her proportions. Added to that, dragons aren’t known for treating their captives well.”

“Dragons that young aren’t known for taking captives at all.”

“No they’re not, but the Stunted Dragon isn’t normal, is it. Maybe it was already under the influence of the Dragonrider?” Mara said with a shrug.

“Did you see any evidence of it being in contact with a human other than Typh when you entered its cave?”

“No, aside from the pieces of dead adventurers it was just her. She claimed to have been its captive for over a year, and she didn’t mention anything about the dragon receiving visitors.”

“A year you say . . .” Xan repeated, her mind racing as she thought through the implications that were obvious to them both.

“Inquisitor Xanthia, I assure you she is just a normal traumatised girl,” Mara insisted, oddly invested in a girl she had admitted to barely knowing. That certainly piqued Xan’s curiosity. Everything she knew about Mara suggested that she was hopelessly in love with her teammate, Caeber, a man who had made no real efforts to hide his affections for other men.

So why did Mara care so much? Could it be Typh’s charisma score? Reports on the mageling’s stat-distributions were wildly conflicting, something that Xan had attributed to exaggerated tales from Typh’s growing legend.

Dragonwife, Leech, Immolator, Dragonrider. Not the most flattering of titles, but well-known ones especially for someone so new to her class. It was such a shame that the last one was demonstrably false. How much easier Xan’s life would be if Typh really was the Dragonrider.

“Just a normal traumatised girl who hasn’t been seen since or heard from since the attack on the Traylan estate,” Xan deadpanned.

“She hasn’t? I . . . I had hoped that she would have lived longer,” Mara said, letting out a low sigh that seemed to almost deflate the proud woman. “She was a bright spark, but I suppose mage classes have a very high mortality rate, even worse for the self-taught . . . What?”

“It’s nothing, it’s just this ‘normal traumatised girl’s’ adventuring partner has managed to make it to level 37 in under half a year, which either makes her the greatest talent in a millennium, or something else is going on. She’s wisely keeping her head down from the Guild, but that level gain had to come from somewhere.”

“And what? You think she got it from killing Azoth?”

“I did initially, but the timelines don’t match. If she didn’t get her levels through murder, then someone had to help her with them and I think that whoever power levelled this, Arilla girl, did the same thing for Typh.”

“So why are you telling me this?” Mara asked, finally getting around to the meat of the matter.

“Because I need your help,” Xan admitted. “I want to find this Typh girl, because I think she knows who the Dragonrider is—and I do not believe that she’s as dead as everyone seems so keen to believe.”

Mara hesitated, the woman mentally wringing her hands as she debated complying with Xan’s demands, but for all of the social training that the woman had undergone in her youth, that youth was a long, long time ago, and those carefully honed instincts had dulled with age.

She was like putty in Xan’s hands.

“What do you want me to do?” Mara asked, finally saying the words that Xan had always known she would.

* * *

Xan’s impassive face faltered the moment Mara left the room. Adventurers, they made her sick. How a noble from a dynasty as prestigious as Mara’s could have walked away from her responsibilities to play at being a hero was part of a worrying trend that—like so many of her other problems—stemmed from the century-old clusterfuck that was Rhelea. If she had her way, the entire city would have been put to the sword decades ago, but nobody ever asked Xan to prevent problems from growing—no, she was only ever called out long after the shit had piled up high enough to drown a man.

She supposed that this was the life she had chosen for herself when she’d agreed to take her position within the Inquisition, forsaking family, marriage, and even the eventual possibility of children in service of something greater than herself. Her father had said that she would grow bored within a decade and come to regret her decision, but it had been over a century now and she still had no doubts. The child that she’d never had was the peace that existed between Terythia and everything else—human or otherwise—her work the culmination of several lifetimes’ worth of secret dealings and clandestine missions.

She was inquisitor Xanthia Karatos and it was her sacred duty to ferret out the monsters that could play at being human, to sniff out treason, insurrection and espionage—all with a frighteningly small staff, especially considering the seriousness of her duties. All too often it fell to her to put a stop to the increasingly regular revolts where the peasants’ eternal rage against their highborn betters threatened to boil over. It was an all-consuming job that at times felt like it had swallowed her whole, but she still loved it.

Most of the time, that is. Rhelea, as the locals were so keen to say, was different. Here, she would have her work cut out for her.

The King had predictably finally seen reason and returned the city, for that’s what it was now officially, over to the Traylans. The decision may have been a little too hasty or far too late, as the current patriarch was seemingly blaming the inadequacies of the city’s adventuring community for his son’s—admittedly quite dramatic—death. The already antagonistic relationship between liege lord and unbound classers was one that threatened to tear the city apart as he searched high and low for the elusive Dragonrider: the one human who had done the impossible and tamed a dragon before they even hit bronze rank.

If that was the extent of her problems then she wouldn’t be quite so worried, but she also had the Royal Alchemists Guild breathing down her neck. Surprisingly, it wasn’t for the unavenged death of one of their own, or even the capture of the elusive sovereign dragon, but over a severed hand found beside the young Lord Galen’s corpse.

The alchemists wanted to know exactly where it had come from—and more importantly how they could get a hold of more of the apparently odd flesh. Their early experiments had purportedly yielded results so impressive that even the Queen had gotten involved and dispatched a squadron of her Alchemic Knights to ‘aid’ Xan in her inquisitorial duties, but she knew her politics well enough to understand that those twisted creatures the Queen called knights were the blunt end of her worryingly desperate diplomacy.

Then there was the ratling army, which had razed a noble’s stronghold down to its very foundations within an afternoon before essentially disappearing in a puff of smoke. It was a force at least four thousand strong and unprecedentedly well-armed and armoured that was still in the wind.

There was also Epheria, the old bogeyman in the west that gave kings and queens across Astresia nightmares. Word had it the empire had found religion again in a big way, and while the Terythian church was busy tearing itself in half trying to decide whether or not to declare the Epherian Angel an arch-heretic or the promised messiah, spies from all corners of the map were reporting the mass conscription and levelling of the classless into new soldiers; all the while, priests shouted from their pulpits that the end times were finally upon us.

The worst thing was, they might be right. As winter took hold of the continent, most monsters typically went dormant, ready to emerge again with the spring thaws. But across the board from every town and city, reports of dire beasts and grotesque monstrosities attacking were higher than ever before and if Epheria truly was preparing to march for war against Terythia, then learning the secret behind the mysterious Dragonrider might be the only thing that could save the country. And at the centre of it all was a missing mageling, a human girl who was the kingdom’s best chance at finding out how the Stunted Dragon was tamed. Her initial arrival in Rhelea was seemingly the first in a long chain of increasingly dire events.

As inquisitor Xanthia held her head in her hands, she couldn’t help the words from escaping:

“Where are you, Typh, and what secrets are you hiding?”


Chapter 1

Charisma

Eliza awoke to the unpleasant sensation of a small, wet tongue lapping against her face. The hot, fetid breath of a carnivore blowing its way up her nose ruined those blissful few moments of not-quite-wakefulness that shielded Eliza from the harsh realities of her waking life. Blearily, she wiped the sleep from her eyes and pushed Thanatos off of her chest, the old tomcat hissing loudly in protest as it was forcibly removed from its warm seat and sent onto the old floorboards of her bedroom. The predictable consequences of his actions were unpalatable to her feline roommate.

“I’m awake, you cantankerous old bastard,” Eliza grumbled, her normally smooth voice rough and strained from another long night of singing, drinking, and smoking the variety of semi-legal substances that were always on offer at any party worthy of the name.

Name: Eliza the Bard

Species: Human

Age: 49

HP: 240/240

SP: 227/240

MP: 0/0

Strength: 10

Dexterity: 20

Vitality: 24

Intelligence: 0

Willpower: 0

Charisma: 45

Class: Baldric Troubadour - Level 42

Troubadour’s Ear - Level 42

Troubadour’s Instrument - Level 42

Troubadour’s Presence - Level 42

Troubadour’s Voice - Level 42

Troubadour’s Ear Level 42 - You may apply this skill’s level + your charisma score as a modifier to the range and volumes of sound that you can safely perceive. Additionally, you may choose to ignore, or focus, on specific sounds with perfect clarity.

Troubadour’s Instrument Level 42 - You may add this skill’s level to your dexterity score whilst wielding any instrument. Additionally, wielded instruments gain an increase to their durability as if they were affected by your vitality score and you gain an improved understanding of timing in relation to affected instruments. 

Troubadour’s Presence Level 42 - You may add this skill’s level to your charisma score and gain the use of a crude aura with a range limited by your effective charisma score. For the purposes of holding attention, the charisma bonus provided by this skill is doubled. 

Troubadour’s Voice Level 42 - You may add this skill’s level + charisma score as a modifier to the range and volumes of sound that you can produce. Additionally, you may choose to spend stamina to achieve perfect control over emitted sounds and imbue understandable concepts into sound.

“Not yet . . .” she told Thanatos. Her status hadn’t yet updated her age as she braced herself for approaching the big five-zero.

Today was her birthday and she had spent her last night as a woman in her forties doing everything in her power to ensure she forgot about the looming anniversary. Unfortunately, her brilliant plan of sleeping through the day had been ruined by her cat’s desire for breakfast. The prodigiously fat old creature was unwilling to miss out on a single one of his regularly scheduled meals. It was greedy, really—inconsiderate too, as she knew for a fact that half the spinsters on her street sneaked him extra meals and no-one was lining up to do the same for her. Her empty stomach grumbling to emphasise her point, she turned her mind towards making breakfast for them both.

Eliza clambered out of bed, her clothes hanging off her lithe body as she stumbled across the creaking floorboards in search of cat food. She supposed she should be grateful—if she lived in virtually any other town in Creation, her back would be bent and wrinkles would line her face, but here in Rhelea, for good or ill, everyone had classes. With a vitality score of 24, she didn’t look or even feel thirty. Still, the time was fast approaching when she would have to gain levels again—or bite the sword and try to find another city to live in. Men could get by as bards until their voices failed them, but in Rhelea women’s careers typically petered out as soon as the first lines started to appear around their eyes; given her unique set of circumstances, she couldn’t allow that to happen.

As much as the threat of aging worried her, she was currently flush with cash for the first time in years and Thanatos’s waistline was certainly feeling the benefit. Her song ‘Typh The Dragon’s Wife’ had enjoyed a late resurgence in popularity when the self-same dragon had led a horde of ratlings to destroy the much hated Lord Traylan’s castle. The success of the song meant that for the first time in years, she was being paid to play in taverns. Not much, but the mere fact alone was remarkable considering how half-hearted her initial bout of songwriting had been. She alone had made Typh the most famous adventurer in the city below bronze, and after the dragon attack she was probably the most famous below iron, even if few people could put a face to her name.

It wasn’t something she was particularly proud of. Because of her song, even though Typh was a mage and the Dragonrider was warrior tagged, half of Rhelea thought that Typh was the mysterious Dragonrider who had tamed the Stunted Dragon with her womanly wiles. That was a polite way to say it was her fault people thought she had fucked a dragon into subservience, a frankly ludicrous idea.

It was also a very dangerous belief, especially since Lord Traylan had returned to Rhelea and issued a bounty on the Dragonrider’s head. Twelve-and-a-half-thousand gold talents made it the largest bounty for a human in Terythia’s history, matching the one issued by the Royal Alchemists Guild for the Stunted Dragon’s live capture. If that wasn’t enough of an incentive, the old patriarch had declared his intention to formally adopt whoever killed the Dragonrider, making them the sole heir to Rhelea and its surrounding territories. The combined bounty was so large that it had drawn adventurers from all over Astresia to try their luck—and more than a few of them were steel-ranked.

Eliza knew that there was a song in there somewhere, but nobody was talking, and try as she might, her best attempts had failed to yield anything that didn’t feel bland or derivative. Hopefully when the Dragonrider was eventually unmasked, inspiration would strike her. If not, she could always just make it dirty. It wasn’t exactly the best use of her talents, but it certainly paid the bills.

She poured some chunks of dried meat into Thanatos’s bowl, rehydrated them with water from a clay jug, and stood back as she watched the little pest happily dig into his breakfast. Her cat’s hissing fit was quickly forgotten as he noisily munched away at his very-late-morning feast, spraying her clean floorboards with half-chewed flakes of meat. The smell caused a wave of nausea to run through Eliza, and she swayed slightly before finding refuge in a chair. As cute as Thanatos was when he ate, she had earned herself enough scratches over the years to know better than to risk petting him. Instead, she was content to sit as still as humanly possible while she nursed her hangover and contemplated getting drunk again to better pass the ignoble day.

“Oh, Thanatos, you’re the only man for me,” she grumbled, and she meant it.

“Really? I take offense at that.”

Eliza froze in her chair. Her heart skipped a beat as she fought against her familiar terror. A flood of adrenaline instantly banished her hangover to the farthest recesses of her mind as she forced herself not to scream or to cry out for help.

That never worked. Resisting only ever brought her more pain.

She felt her fingers beg to dance along the neck of her violin, a song about fright, murder, and torment in the works as her class tried to turn the source of her anguish into inspiration. The words in her mind tried to contort themselves into the shape of a song, until she smothered the urge with her will.

Eliza had gone through this so many times before and had survived him up until now. She reminded herself that there was no reason for that to change today—she could be good. All she had to do was stick to the script and soon he’d be out of her hair, and then she could go back to pretending that he wasn’t in control of her life. With a monumental amount of effort and [Troubadour’s Presence] pulsing with stamina, she forced a smile onto her face and tried her best to give him the vacant ‘come-fuck-me’ look that he liked so much as she turned around to face Riyoul.

Riyoul the Smiling Knife, a founding member of the famous Shining Swords, her longtime ‘paramour,’ ‘protector,’ and ‘patron.’ A rogue so skilled he could bypass the doors of a century old dungeon, so stealthy that he could walk through a monster nest undetected, and so deadly that he could kill a basilisk from over 200 feet away with a lazily thrown knife. And of course, all of these feats of skill were far easier to replicate when your intended target was a hungover bard in her fifties who lived alone with her overweight cat.

People never really thought about what it was like to live in an adventurer town, nor what free classes for all really meant. The prospect of living for centuries in the prime of your youth, casting spells, or casually juggling boulders, gave Rhelea a broad appeal to the downtrodden masses of Terythia. But the sort of people who were particularly attracted to combat classes when they had other, safer options, were in her opinion the last people who should be allowed to take them. While she didn’t doubt for a moment the veracity of the horrors and abuses that the unclassed suffered at the hands of their noble lords, she simply wasn’t convinced anarchy was the solution to that particular problem.

Everything she knew about the system suggested that naturally violent people benefited more from gaining combat classes than their cooler-headed counterparts. Those who truly embodied the precepts of their class levelled faster and easier than those who chose them out of sufferance or duty. It was a subtle difference, one that didn’t really show until the higher ranks, when classes became more vocal, but it was there and it was enough to ensure that—everything else being equal—the worst kind of people were more likely able to push past levelling plateaus.

As a bard she knew that common folk just wanted to hear nice stories about merry bands of heroes slaying monsters. No one cared about the truth. Nor did they care about how one of their famous heroes was a worse monster than the things he killed, how he abused his system-granted strength to make her life and the lives of the other women he tormented a living hell.

Riyoul was a complete and utter bastard.

“Good morning, honey, I didn’t know to expect you,” Eliza said, smiling sweetly at him, her skill [Troubadour’s Voice] ensuring that her voice stayed light and steady in the face of her fear and [Troubadour’s Presence] stopping her from shaking like a leaf as she projected out a sense of relaxed enjoyment.

“It’s past midday,” he stated, smiling as he always did. His tone was layered with condescension and disapproval as if she didn’t know what time it fucking was. “You look terrible,” he added, because he was a bastard.

“Well, if you refuse to use doors, or at least knock, then you can’t blame a girl for looking a little rough around the edges,” she said, softening the rebuke with a laugh as she smoothed out her thin shift, silently wishing that she had been given some time to prepare for his arrival.

“Why would I knock when I’m just entering my own house?” he asked, no hint of shame in his voice as he played the part of a doting lover—even going so far as to lean down and give her a peck on the cheek that very nearly made her puke.

“If it’s your house then maybe you could pay rent . . .” she grumbled, too drunk or hungover from the night before to stop herself.

She yelped in pain and immediately grasped at her forearm. A thin line of blood welled up from between her fingers where he’d cut her.

As usual she’d neither seen nor heard him move, her perception skill [Troubadour’s Ear] completely failing to warn her of his rapid approach, his drawn knife, or whatever combination of skills he’d used to part her flesh seemingly without moving. She knew better than to comment on the assault—he certainly wouldn’t. Riyoul was so committed to living in the fiction that he was a good man that he had never once acknowledged that he hurt her. He’d already demonstrated years ago that he was perfectly content to carry out a one-sided conversation with her as she struggled to resist passing out in a pool of her own blood.

The fucking sadist.

“Can I get you something to eat?” she asked, hoping that if she prayed hard enough his ludicrously high stats wouldn’t prevent him from possibly choking to death.

“No thank you, I won’t be staying long. I have a job for you,” he said casually. A pit of dread formed in her stomach.

“Oh?”

Eliza made a point of never saying no to him. No matter what Riyoul asked of her, the implicit threat of violence was more than enough to get her to go along with his schemes. The fact that his jobs were usually quite profitable helped as well: the coin often let her drown out her guilt and shame for weeks at a time. She was just grateful that he had stopped coming to her for sex years ago; he kept other more willing girls for that.

“My teammate Mara had a chat with an inquisitor the other day,” he admitted nonchalantly like it was the most normal thing in Creation. “And it turns out that the King is quite interested in finding your favourite dragon’s wife. Naturally, lacking an inquisitive bone in her body, Mara turned it over to me—and being the great talent that I am, I found her,” he continued, pausing for a moment like he expected her to fucking applaud him. “Now I’m supposed to pass this information along, but it doesn’t sit right. Nothing about Typh ever has, not with me at least, and now that I find her at level 49 just sitting on a rank up, I know that my gut was right.”

“That’s impossible!” she blurted out, jealousy gnawing at her. The girl had gotten her class on the same day that Riyoul had first told her to write the song. If he wasn’t lying—and why would he lie about this?—then Typh had made it to peak pewter inside of a season, whereas Eliza had been stuck at level 42 for years, passively levelling since hitting the stat interval at 40 when Riyoul had put a very memorable stop to her adventuring career. That her decade and a half of toil and torment could be surpassed before one of her more lacklustre songs even finished doing the rounds terrified her; from the way Riyoul was acting, it even rattled him.

Typh had secrets, big ones. Potentially big enough to buy Eliza’s way free and clear of Riyoul if she played this right. If he ever suspected that she was being less than perfectly loyal, she knew that he would disappear her just like he’d done to so many other girls.

“I don’t see what you want me to do,” she added, carefully choosing her words while trusting in her skill to keep her tone light and even.

“I’m getting to that. I want you to get close to her, to find out how she got to her level. Learn everything she knows about the Stunted Dragon, any clue that could lead me to the Dragonrider or how to replicate the feat,” he smiled.

“Okay, but why are you asking me to do this? I doubt she’ll even talk to me. She must have heard the song by now, so I can’t imagine that she’ll want to spill her secrets, especially not to me of all people,” she asked.

Something else was clearly at play.

“I think you’d be surprised. By the way she’s drinking her way into a coma every night, it won’t be too hard for you to worm your way close to her. She’s lonely and if I had to guess by the way that warrior isn’t hanging around her anymore, recently single. Just use your gods-given assets and pretend to like it when she takes you to bed. Pillow talk used to be your bread and butter, after all.”

“Thanks . . .” she said, trying and ultimately failing not to think of her time on the row before Riyoul had plucked her from obscurity. She had been so naive back then. Gods, she’d even thought herself lucky when she traded in her pimp for the murderer who now stood before her.

Looking back, she knew that she should never have taken Riyoul up on his offer. At the time she had thought herself walking along a deadly tightrope, always one wrong move away from her clients going after her for divulging their secrets on the information market. But with the benefit of hindsight, she realised that the secrets she’d traded were rarely worth more than a handful of drachma, and nobody would have risked the guard or her brothel’s bouncers to punish a prostitute for relaying information that had been freely given. She had traded what was working itself towards being a powerful information broker class into being Riyoul’s pet bard, someone to sing the man’s praises and worm her way into places that he wouldn’t quite fit in—usually so he could kill someone who rarely deserved it.

“You’ll find her here pretty much all day,” Riyoul said, tossing her a crumpled-up piece of paper. “Although I would take a bath first if I were you,” he added, the insult going almost unnoticed amidst her fear.

Then she blinked and he was gone.

Eliza knew better than to assume that just because she couldn’t see him, Riyoul had actually left. The man often chose to stay and watch her unseen, depending on his mood. So rather than cry or rage as she so desperately wanted to do, she kept her stamina running through her skills. Through the System’s grace she remained composed as she carefully bent down to retrieve the piece of paper from the floor. Eliza was careful not to stain it with her bloody fingertips as she memorised the tavern’s name and address scrawled on the note, then she set it aside and went to retrieve her first-aid kit.

Riyoul’s cuts were usually so perfect that they rarely needed stitches, and this one was no exception; a bandage would be more than enough to ensure that it healed nicely, leaving her with yet another long, pale scar to add to the collection decorating her forearms.

When she eventually felt steady enough to leave, Eliza put on her thick fur coat and boots and left the ‘safety’ of her flat with Thanatos purring to himself contentedly on the warm spot she had left on her chair. The short climb down the stairs gave her all the time she needed to affix a more natural smile to her face before she stepped onto the snow-covered streets of Rhelea. Outside, the milling crowds had long since turned the powdered white snow into an unpleasant muddy slurry.

Normally at this time of year the temples would be out in force collecting donations for the homeless, who would otherwise freeze to death in the wintery weather, but this year was different. The streets had been practically cleared, the fit and able-bodied press-ganged into Lord Traylan’s new army, with the others presumably banished to the slums beyond the walls. That development was causing big waves even if it was easily the least offensive of the new changes.

Her breath frosted the air as she walked, and she stopped off along the way to hand over a few chalkoi for a hot drink—one that was admittedly mostly whiskey—and a stick of mint to chew on to take the edge off of her breath.

A priest perched precariously on an old crate was harassing those few people who passed him on the streets. He was raving about the Epherian Angel and the end times, something no sane person would believe, although from the hint of his well-hidden accent she did spare a moment’s thought at wondering why a priest from Epheria had come so far east. Surely there were street corners aplenty within Pallas and the rest of the empire.

The tavern on the note was in the poorer side of town, which Eliza rarely ventured to. The patrons of those bars simply didn’t have the coin or the inclination for a bard of her talents. It was nestled on a quiet road along the edge of the Crafters Village, where the poor typically resided. Anti-Traylan posters were liberally plastered along the length of the street, some affixed far more haphazardly than others. Not one poster drew a crowd. Everyone had learned the hard way what Lord Traylan’s soldiers would do to you if they believed you were responsible for any of the graffiti and slander cropping up all over Rhelea.

Without skipping a beat, she walked past the posters and into the tavern, stepping over a drunk man passed out in the snow. It was dark inside, the windows so clouded over with dirt that even with the full brightness of the day shining on them, the interior still looked dingy and drab. Eliza wrinkled her nose as she tried not to inhale the fetid scents of alcoholism and despair; the total lack of conversation amongst the bar’s many patrons told her all she needed to know about the clientele who frequented it this early in the afternoon.

Eliza didn’t have to look for long to find her. Typh was sitting at the bar, clearly wallowing in silence as she drank what looked like whiskey by the pint. The level 49 mageling was so deep into her cups that it would have impressed most vitality-heavy warriors. She stuck out like a sore thumb—too pretty, too well dressed, and with a level that was far too high for this part of town.

Typh was smaller than Eliza had thought she would be, though the woman was far more striking than she had been described. Strong cheekbones, full lips, light brown skin, with tits and hips that certainly drew the eye and were much too large for her otherwise slender frame. Her eyes were possibly the most striking of all, not for the flecks of gold that practically swam through her large irises, but because of the profound look of sorrow that made her realise that Riyoul was infuriatingly correct. If there was ever a woman nursing heartbreak, it was her.

The bard looked down at her own more modest bust, took off her thick winter coat, and adjusted the buttons on her bodice to ensure that more than just a hint of skin was on display as she approached the mysterious mageling. Eliza may never have had her heart in it, but with an effective charisma score of 129 there were few people who could resist her when she put her mind to it. Creation twisted things just enough to ensure that people noticed her no matter what she did.

Eliza allowed herself a confident smile as she mentally prepared herself for the coming seduction. She knew from experience that mages were a bookish lot, too busy with the theory of spellcraft to develop the social skills they needed to thrive in wider society—and, looking as she did, Typh had to be pretty dysfunctional for her warrior to have already left her.

The bard pushed a trickle of stamina into her skills as she advanced on the mage, all sets of eyes in the room but one following her sultry movements from the door up to the bar.

Eliza almost pitied the woman; drunk and on the rebound, Typh wouldn’t know what hit her.


Chapter 2

Scars

“Wake up. We’re not done yet,” Rolf whispered, his baritone voice in her ear bringing Arilla swiftly back to the present.

The knife slid into her chest without resistance. The skill-forged steel in Rolf’s oh-so-steady hands cut its way through her torso. The freshly severed tissues scarcely bled as the blade moved past, which was a miracle considering how deep he cut. Sliced-open blood vessels, muscles, and skin, all holding back their fluids as if in disbelief at what had just been done—Arilla knew better. It was Rolf’s class skills as a torturer that kept her from bleeding out from any one of a dozen otherwise-lethal wounds. Her prodigious health pool had long since zeroed-out, allowing for all the harm that the small man could inflict to be applied directly to her body without so much as the edge being taken off the pain.

She screamed with every cut, for what else was she supposed to do? Her stoicism was replaced with despair and feeble attempts at dissociation as her torture stretched on into yet another pain-filled moment. It could have been going on for hours or days . . . she truly didn’t know. The reassuring knowledge that she had yet to see the sun was eroded by how frequently he made her sleep.

Whenever her pain or terror threatened to overwhelm the skills he was using to keep her cogent, she would close her eyes, time would pass, and when she awoke she would see his face smiling back at her, excited eyes drawing her attention to some new bit of flesh that he had carved out of her. An immaculate organ would be held high, separate, and yet still attached to her as it trailed long lines of pulsating veins and arteries across the cleared ground. The indescribable sensation of being pulled out through her own chest was one that Arilla could have happily lived her entire life without experiencing. Instead, she had no choice but to watch as she was arrayed in front of herself like pieces of a puzzle, waiting to be put back together again.

“Please kill me,” she would utter, each word a struggle, her throat cracked from her cries.

“Not yet!” Rolf would say, maybe adding a little something extra for variety, something like, “I’m practising for the main event,” or, “It’s rare that I get to work on someone with quite so much vitality,” and lastly, “You have no idea how pretty you are like this.”

Rolf clearly had some very serious issues.

Over and over again, the knife would flick out and Rolf’s face would contort into a perverse smile. His straight teeth bared as he ran his pink little tongue along each tooth in turn, salivating with each stroke of his knife. She felt his hand inside her, rummaging through her chest cavity, poking and prodding while he took his time choosing the next organ to cut. He would carve it out to the sound of her screams, present it to her, and when she threatened to die he would make her sleep. To recover. All so she could wake up and see the ruin of herself and beg to die.

And then he’d do it all over again.

Finally in answer to her prayers, the night’s sky lit up like it was the day amidst a flash of bright golden light, which was swiftly followed by the sonic boom that crashed through the air. Then there was silence. Rolf’s hand, still inside of her chest, pulled something important to the surface; with minute, precise movements he cut it free from its cage of meat and connective tissue. Her still-beating heart held in front of her eyes as the pain of it all assaulted her.

“Wait, this isn’t right. This didn’t happen,” she panted, gasping between pained breaths.

“Oh? Would you care to enlighten me?” Rolf asked, going decidedly off script.

“You’re supposed to put me to sleep, and then when I wake up I kill you.”

“Oh yes, that. Well, it is your dream I suppose,” Rolf said, surprisingly quite agreeable to his scheduled death.

“Nightmare,” Arilla uttered defiantly, the memory of the pain starting to fade as the dream moved on and lost its coherence.

A second sonic boom thundered with an accompanying flash of golden light. Her familiar nightmare veered off into uncharted territory. Rolf changed with the flash. His smiling face morphed into a lipless grimace where the magical flames had burnt away his face, leaving behind a ruin of raw, weeping flesh where it peeked out from his cracked and fire-blackened armour. Ferros’s thin body bent grotesquely around him like vines climbing a tree, all exposed bone and seared skin where the intense heat had fused her broken body to his armour.

“Is this . . . what you want . . . to remember?” Ferros and Rolf asked in unison, their voices coming out as crackling rasps interspersed by their laboured breaths. “How good it felt . . . when you stuck us . . . with your sword? How many levels . . . you gained . . . by slaying your own kind.”

“No, not that,” Arilla said, backing away, her body suddenly whole and pain-free. Her steps panicked and rapid—until she walked backwards into a broad, firm chest.

“What about when you killed me?” Boscoe asked, his stomach still smouldering from where Typhoeus had ripped him open. “Do you want to relive your little levelling high, after you finished me off while I was too weak to even move?”

“No . . .” she said weakly.

“Don’t forget me, girl! I got you to 20, after all. I showed you the truth about her with my death—or should I say him? Surely I’m worth remembering?!” Quint yelled in accusation as he dragged himself towards her. The hawkish man’s body simply ended below the waist, an obvious reminder of how she had cut him in half. Bloody streaks of gore trailed behind him along the uneven ground of the hill.

“Stop it!”

“What about me?” Galen asked, a wide line of bleeding flesh carved through his torso. “If you didn’t murder me, then you’d still be a poor, worthless little gutter rat, whose only meaningful accomplishment is fucking a monster.”

“You deserved it. You all did!” she yelled through clenched teeth, angry at the ghosts’ audacity to try and make her feel guilty for killing them.

“Do you even know my name?” asked a dead soldier in Traylan colours. There was a wound in his neck where a ratling spear had taken his life. “Did I deserve to die?”

“I—I don’t know . . .”

“What about me?” asked another unknown soldier, his question quickly taken up by a hundred other unfamiliar voices.

“Please stop! I want to wake up!” Arilla cried, trying to ignore the long line of warriors behind the first. Each increasingly foreign face was insistent that she admit they’d all died because of her actions, and her choices. The dead quickly closed in around her, each walking corpse clawing at her skin with bloody hands and blunt fingernails as they demanded to be remembered.

Her panic rose while she was slowly buried under a sea of her own victims.

* * *

When Arilla woke up her first thought was to bite down on the nascent scream. She had just rented out the floor below hers to a darling little Agrovian family, and the last thing she wanted was to have to assure them, again, that she was a good neighbour—that her nightly terrors were an aberration brought on by too much wine. Her second thought was perhaps more predictably to reach for the bottle, but she stopped herself short before her hand closed around the glass neck. Her promise to Father Mihalis still vivid in her mind, she swore not to continue numbing herself to her pain.

She pulled her hand away from the stoppered bottle she kept beside her bed, then swung her legs out to the side and sat up out of her sodden sheets. The cool air of the room felt all the colder against her damp skin. Her vivid nightmares had caused her to sweat through the thin fabric, leaving a noticeable dark patch on her sheets where she had lain, visible even to her in the dim light of the cold winter’s morning.

Arilla got up and walked across the large room. The thick wolfskin rug was warm beneath her bare toes as she moved to face herself in the mirror. Like her home, it was another extravagance that she had paid for with a dead man’s silver. The large piece of reflective glass mounted in a carved wooden frame provided her with a clear view of the woman she had become. Looking back at herself, she still struggled to recognise the face staring at her. The warrior in the mirror was so very different from the one that had occasionally glanced back from the occasional muddy puddle only a few months ago.

Her face still had that ineffable roundness to it, her soft cheeks contrasting the prominent musculature of her body. The hard look in her eyes and the sunken bags beneath them spoke to her experience with violence, something that was quite rare to see in someone quite as young as herself. Her hazel orbs were piercing in their quiet intensity as her face rested in a comfortable frown; the sense of lightness that she had once felt at being an adventurer was gone. Gone, along with the woman who had helped inspire it.

Arilla slowly brought her fingers down to just below her collarbone as she traced the thin lines of knotted tissue that formed her scars. Across her chest from armpit to armpit, and then down between her breasts ending just above her waist, where there was another large horizontal cut to mirror the one below her shoulders. Like the outline of a ridge tent carved into her skin or a capital ‘I’, the three intersecting lines which Rolf had sliced into her had yet to fade despite the healing she had received. The many healers she had paid had all assured her there was no skill artefact keeping the scars in place. It was her own charisma score forcing her body to hold onto the wound like some kind of sick memory that she wasn’t willing to let go of.

Oh how she had raged at that.

That recollection made her grimace with embarrassment now that she wasn’t quite so numb to it all. The nightmares, which came every night she didn’t drink herself into a stupor, had led to a few too many days where she simply didn’t see the point in pausing to catch her breath. Thankfully, before she’d lost herself completely, her priest had convinced her to swear off alcohol—even if just for a while. Just to know that she could still stop if she wanted to. With sobriety on her side, she could see the obviousness of the healer’s point. Her scars only went skin deep. There was no pain or stiffness, just an unpleasant aesthetic to remind her of her near-miss with death and the adventuring party she’d gone on to kill.

Arilla liked to think that she had gotten over the deaths of Medraut’s Rovers, Quint, and Galen. But it was all the others that she had trouble with. Soldiers, who had sworn oaths to a noble family for coin and easy levels, had died by the hundreds so that she could enact her revenge. She was still trying to atone for it despite her rationalisations to the contrary insisting that she had nothing to feel guilty about.

Her shoulders slumped as she made her way over to the jug of water she kept on her table. The cool liquid refreshed her mouth, even if it did nothing to slake her thirst, before she splashed the rest of it on her face to wipe away the sweat and grime from another restless night. She performed her daily ablutions, then dressed herself in warm cottons and linens. Arilla also put on a weighted metal sheath to protect her sword and to ensure that the additional weight helped her get the most out of her skills that had long since out-levelled the thirty pounds her sword weighed.

After throwing on her thick winter coat, Arilla made her way out of her flat and down the communal stairs she shared with her tenants. She frowned when she reached the bottom and noticed that someone had carved the words ‘Fuck the Traylans, Fuck the Nobility, Free Rhelea!’ into the ground floor wall leading to the shared entrance. It was a sentiment that she didn’t disagree with, but she had to keep her head down and didn’t have the luxury of being able to be quite so politically outspoken.

Not when half the city was after her head.

She was going to have to hire an earth mage or a high-level stonemason to fix the wall. That, or at least get a poster to cover it up, but finding non-political posters these days was easier said than done; the printing houses that hadn’t complied with their new lord’s demands to churn out his lies had either been shut down or gone to ground. The streets were plastered with propaganda either in favour of or bitterly opposed to their new noble lord. They were the signs of a daily war between the printers of Rhelea where battles were fought with paper and glue rather than sword and shield. While it wasn’t the revolution she had quietly hoped for, Arilla couldn’t say that she disapproved.

Arilla’s long, frustrated sigh caught in her throat as soon as she left the building. The frigid cold of Rhelea’s streets continued to surprise her with its harsh intensity, despite her having faced it every day for the past few weeks. She pulled her coat tight around her chest and began to quickly make her way towards the city’s grand temple. The early hour and heavy snow ensured that the pavements were mostly clear, with the notable exception of scattered congregations here and there where people gathered around wanted posters plastered onto the sides of buildings.

Their conversations were all disturbingly similar. One and all, they vocally overcame their hatred of their noble overlord at the hypothetical prospect of claiming the Dragonrider’s bounty for themselves. Whether it was the gold on offer, or the promise of being raised into nobles themselves, the ease at which her fellow citizens were willing to sell out one of their own did much to turn her stomach. She had to remind herself that they had no idea the Dragonrider was one of their own, and even if they had, consorting with monsters was hardly the way to earn the hearts and minds of the common folk of Rhelea.

Still, Arilla couldn’t help but be disappointed. There had been a lot of grumbling since Lord Traylan had returned to Rhelea with the King’s decree and promptly ousted the Merchants Council from power. But none of it amounted to anything yet, aside from a lot of graffiti and a few ill-advised brawls with the new guard. A part of her had hoped that Galen’s death would have precipitated some kind of profound change: an uprising, or a riot, or something, but whatever effect killing him and destroying his family’s castle may have had was drowned out in the furore over her chosen method of assassination.

No matter how much she hated it, the people of Rhelea were far more interested in what had happened to the Dragonrider, the ratling army, and the dragon itself than they were in casting off the few chains that still tied them to the whims of their noble overlords.

* * *

When she finally arrived outside the temple, the ornate brass doors were open as they always were. Something about the church needing to be available to all, no matter the time or season. Given the weather, keeping the doors open should have made it unbearably cold inside, but numerous members of the priesthood had overlapping aura skills that served to keep the temple grounds almost balmy, despite the large snow drifts in front of the open doorway.

Waiting just inside the doors for her was Father Mihalis, a warm smile on his face that for some reason always managed to set her nerves on edge. She couldn’t quite place why he made her so distinctly uncomfortable. Since she had sent Typh away, the aging priest was the closest thing she had to a friend. His kind words and patient ear had done much to help relieve her guilt and help her start to move on with her life.

Maybe it was because, like Typh, Father Mihalis was a terrible liar.

“Good morning, Arilla, you look well,” Father Mihalis lied, causing her to instinctively frown in response. She looked like shit and she knew it, but he was just being polite, so she allowed the lie to slide as she always did. The contrast between the two of them was stark: him, well groomed and clad in his holy vestments that still smelt faintly of old incense, and her, dressed in literally whatever she could find on her bedroom floor. Laundry had not been a priority for some time, and between old sweat and older wine stains, she had smelled far fresher.

“Good morning to you too, Father,” she replied, the priest’s title uncomfortable on her tongue. She knew that it wasn’t Mihalis’s fault, but just saying the word out loud made her think of her own absent parent, which stirred up even more memories that she didn’t want to dwell on. Gods, how she needed a drink. “Is there something wrong? It’s unlike you to be waiting here.”

“No, child, nothing is the matter,” he replied softly. He had a discrete skill layered into his words that tried to soothe some of her anxiety. She quickly shrugged it off, eliciting a small frown in turn from the priest which he did his best to conceal.

“In that case I should get going to the kitchens—I’m sure they could use my help to prepare.”

“That won’t be necessary, I believe Iphaen has it all under control today. If you could spare an old man a few minutes, however, there is something I would like to discuss,” Father Mihalis enquired.

Arilla almost scoffed at that; the priest was still relatively young by classer standards. He couldn’t have been much over 60, but she supposed that still made him more than three times her age. With her effective vitality score, she knew it would be decades before she even began to see the passage of time on her face, something she was still struggling to comprehend. The idea that she could realistically live for centuries was not a welcome one, not when it included nightly visits from Rolf and his knife.

“Of course,” she said, a little uneasy, unsure as to where exactly this was going.

Mihalis escorted her away from the door leading to the kitchens in favour of ushering her down the long aisle between the wooden pews that filled the hall. The tall man stopped short before the pulpit, and he stood still in silence for a long moment as he looked up at a stained-glass window on the far wall: a depiction of two angels guiding an armoured man up into the heavens. The figure—a classer on the cusp of ascension—almost glowed as the morning light shined through the patterned glass.

“I have never once seen you attend service. Yet you are here practically every day to help feed the poor, and your charitable donations have been truly . . . immense. Arilla, you alone have allowed the church to expand its activities in ways that I never would have believed possible within this city,” Mihalis said. His voice was loud and clear, projecting through the empty hall far more than was necessary for Arilla to hear him.

“I was told that my donations would be kept anonymous,” Arilla replied quietly—she’d winced at how far his words had carried. Fears that he might be overheard—or worse, ask where she got all that gold to donate—were at the forefront of her mind.

“And humble too. Arilla, if we had someone like you in every city in Astresia I dare say that Creation would be a much better place,” he continued.

“If you say so, Father, but I really don’t need or want your praise,” she said. The man’s praise made her feel distinctly uncomfortable.

“Well what do you want, then?”

“Just to continue working in the kitchens,” she answered honestly—the man smiled even wider, as if she had stepped into some kind of a trap.

“What if I told you that there was more that you could do to help the Church? Not just the common people of Rhelea, or Terythia, but all over Astresia.”

“I would be interested to hear how, but I am just a warrior, Father.”

“The Church always has need of warriors, Arilla. Have you heard about the angel that touched down in Pallas?”

“I’m not really the pious sort, Father. I have heard the rumours, but I don’t really care for religious debate.”

“Well trust me when I say that the debate shall soon be settled,” he said confidently.

“I still don’t really see what this has to do with me.” she asked, confused.

“If you were to swear vows to the church, I would be more than happy to sponsor you as a templar for our divine cause. Given all that you have already done for us, I can assure you that you would be trained and raised up to bronze, so you could take a templar-tagged class within the decade. And of course, in the meantime I would be able to make you privy to certain secrets. There are auspicious things going on beneath our very feet that you could help us with, things that will make Creation a much better place for all of humanity . . .”

Father Mihalis kept talking, though she wasn’t listening, not anymore. Instead, Arilla’s heart raced in her chest, her class roaring in anger at the mere suggestion that she swear another superseding oath. She felt the tether of draconic power in her chest stretching off into the distance—it was so much closer now than it had been in quite some time. Consciously, she was sorely tempted by the priest’s offer. The church, despite its secrets, was undoubtedly a force for good. It was the best way she knew of to atone for her crimes, yet the thought of it was unimaginable on so many levels.

She remembered the last class-oath she had sworn, and how prideful she had felt in the moment, how content, in her lust and affection. Now she knew better. Typh was Typhoeus, not even a woman, but a male dragon that had terrorised the merchant caravans entering and exiting Rhelea for years. He ate people, killing some of the greatest heroes her country had ever known, and when she was with him, she had also killed, exacting her vengeance on those who had wronged her like an unstoppable force of nature.

She had become the Dragonrider, a traitor to humanity—and worse than that, she had liked it.

“I—I . . . Swearing oaths is a big decision, Father,” Arilla said in a panic as she instinctively took a half-step backwards. Her mind whirled as she was assaulted with a myriad of half-buried emotions and conflicting urges. Longing and disgust intertwined so deeply that she couldn’t even begin to understand it, but there was one thing she did know for certain no matter how much she wanted to deny it.

Typh . . . or Typhoeus. She missed them.

“Of course, Arilla, I would never want to rush you into anything,” Father Mihalis said, jolting her out of her spiralling self-recriminations. “Why don’t you sleep on it for a few days and give me your answer then. Feel free to go to the kitchens whenever you are ready—I wouldn’t want to interfere with your good work any more than I already have,” he said kindly, then dismissed her with a benevolent smile and a wave as he continued to stare up at the angels in the stained glass.

Arilla turned and fled to the kitchens, struggling not to run.

Her hand itched for the bottle, while her class demanded her dragon. Like her lips and her heart, she could feel it crying out for the one person that she never wanted to see again.

She had a lot to think about indeed.


Chapter 3

Charity

He had been handsome once, the kind of man whose face you would expect to see on statues or coins displaying more heroic-looking interpretations of royalty. Someone whose mere presence in a room would be enough to turn heads and cause the fainthearted to swoon regardless of their charisma score. Despite the man’s near perfect jaw, cheekbones, and thick head of glorious hair, Arilla found her eyes drawn to the bulbous mass of cartilage that was his nose—the presumably once-regal bridge had healed horribly wrong. The almost concave knot of lumpy tissue drew her focus to his eyes that were dull and unfocused beneath his strong, robust brow. That feature only seemed to highlight how he moved about almost mechanically, with the mannerisms of someone whose hopes and dreams were simply absent.

Like so many others before him, the former soldier slowly stepped forwards to take his place at the front of the queue where he waited with his empty bowl held protectively against his chest in his one remaining hand.

His one hand.

He was scarcely older than her, and already he had lost so much. His status as a low pewter warrior meant less than nothing without his sword arm; Rhelea had few uses for yet another crippled soldier.

A fresh wave of guilt washed over Arilla as she stared transfixed by his injuries. Her mouth was suddenly too dry to offer even a half-hearted greeting while she held the copper ladle loosely in her hand. With a herculean effort she was able to slowly spoon the watery stew into his bowl without spilling a drop; she received a muttered word of thanks, and then he was gone. The man was replaced by another unfortunate soul, another face she didn’t recognise, another maimed soldier that she was responsible for.

Arilla had only been half-serious when she’d first suggested the ratlings attack the Traylan’s estate instead of Rhelea. She had believed that the men and women who’d sworn their allegiance to the noble’s dynasty had it coming far more than the desperate poor who lived outside of Rhelea’s fortified walls. And then when she had come back to them with Typhoeus to lead the charge, she had been . . . unstable. Her anger and pain, both physical and emotional, had made her want to lash out. To make someone else suffer as if that would somehow excise the wound left first by her torture and then Typhoeus’s betrayal.

Galen had deserved to die. Even now she didn’t regret ramming her sword through his chest, but the soldiers manning the walls of the Traylan castle had been another thing entirely. Hundreds of men and women had died needlessly for her vendetta, many more suffering lifelong injuries that would realistically never be healed, and she couldn’t escape the bitter truth, that it was all her fault. By confiding in her, Typh or Typhoeus had made her a traitor to her species before the attack, but after she’d willingly bathed her sword in human blood, she had become something else entirely, something worse.

For a brief time she had fully become the Dragonrider. Even now she could remember the thrill of it, the feel of a dragon between her thighs as she soared high above the clouds. An army of ratlings at her beck and call. The unrivalled sense of power as she vanquished a foe who should have been untouchable to someone like her, all without even breaking a sweat.

There were consequences of course, but only because she was weak and unwilling to abandon her humanity. When that thing in the vault had spooked Typhoeus enough into running, Arilla had refused to go with him; instead she had chosen to remain in Rhelea. It was a decision she still didn’t know if she regretted.

In time the battle lust had faded, and as the wounded made their way to the streets of her city the horror of what she had done began to set in. The temple’s kitchen had been her refuge ever since.

Arilla was now the most wanted person in all of Terythia, maybe even Astresia. Not just for the crime of killing her own kind, but for the mistaken belief that she had managed to tame a dragon. It was a misunderstanding that she would never be able to clarify. How could she ever explain her relationship with Typhoeus when she wasn’t even sure what to call him? The authorities’ mystifying insistence that dragons were sub-sapient, along with all other monsters, did not help matters. She would be blamed solely for the attack and tortured into revealing secrets she didn’t possess. That was an experience she had no desire of repeating.

She spooned another ladle of stew into a bowl, and another grateful face stared across the counter at her. The look of earnest thanks in the woman’s eyes made Arilla want to scratch the offending organs out.

In hindsight, it had all been so easy. Easy to convince Typh, or Typhoeus, that Galen had to die, easier still to get the ratlings on board, and then in the blink of an eye she was riding on Typhoeus’s back as human soldiers died by the hundreds all around her.

Because of her.

She had levelled so fast. The System had awarded her with massive amounts of experience as the air swelled with mana from the recently dead. Arilla could remember laughing with glee as she sat atop Typhoeus’s back while together they’d killed on a scale that she still couldn’t quite comprehend. Her one afternoon of treasonous battle had eclipsed weeks of gruelling training in the pit, each of her levels from 20 through to 37 gained by committing murder.

The line continued to shuffle forwards, and Arilla did her best to try and memorise the faces of the veterans that passed before her, as if indulging in her guilt would somehow help alleviate their pain. The injured survivors of the attack had all been unceremoniously tossed out by the returning Traylan patriarch without a second thought or even a soldier’s pension; Galen’s death and perhaps the nature of their defeat somehow invalidated their years of service to their lord. For a time, the streets of Rhelea had been flooded with wounded soldiers, who promptly turned to begging and mind-numbing substances until the church—in part funded with the coin she had stolen from the vault—set about providing shelter for the newly homeless masses.

Arilla continued to dole out stew with her ladle until the pot was dry and the queue was gone—the temple had finished giving away all the food that had been allocated for the day’s charity. Any stragglers would simply have to turn elsewhere to fill their bellies, not that the church’s stew would satisfy those lucky enough to imbibe it for long. That was something Arilla knew from personal experience.

“Hey, are you okay?” a voice said from behind her.

“Yeah, I’m fine. Why? Is something wrong?” Arilla asked, turning around to see Maneos looking at her curiously, his usually friendly expression marred by his apparent concern.

“No reason, it just seemed like you zoned out there for a minute,” he said, flashing her a perfect white smile. The young man’s teeth were unnaturally straight for someone so low-levelled, and if she didn’t know any better she would have suspected he had paid a mage to fix them for him.

“Maybe I did a bit, but I wouldn’t worry about it. I was just thinking about something.”

“Oh, well I hope it’s nothing too heavy—we did good work here today. A lot of people will go to bed with a full stomach because of us,” he said cheerfully.

“Bed? You realise most of these people sleep on the streets.”

“Uhh right . . .” he said, scratching the back of his head awkwardly. “Anyway, I was wondering if you wanted to go get dinner later today?” he asked almost casually. His words caused Arilla’s stomach to twist uncomfortably and not from hunger. “I know this nice little Padian place that does the best braised lamb—”

“I can’t,” Arilla replied, a little too quickly. “I have to go see my sword teacher, but maybe another night?”

“Oh, right,” he said, sounding disheartened.

This wasn’t the first time Arilla had avoided spending time with him or the others who volunteered at the kitchen, but it was by far the most direct request for a date that she had yet received. It wasn’t that she wasn’t tempted—Maneos was pretty, if not quite handsome—but she also knew that she categorically wasn’t in the right headspace to date. She could barely get through the day without a drink in her hand, and the idea of adding romance back into her life when she couldn’t stop thinking about her ex was not something that appealed to her.

“Listen I—”

“It’s okay, you don’t have to say anything. I understand,” he said, waving away her attempt to further soften the blow.

“You do?”

“Yeah, I get it. What would a mid-pewter warrior like yourself want with a clay-rank tradesman like me? I shouldn’t have asked,” he said scornfully. There was a sharp edge of anger in his voice that disappointed her more than anything else.

She would have appreciated it if Maneos had handled her rejection better. While a date was out of the question, she still had needs, and if he hadn’t gotten angry then he might have been in the running to help her take care of them. The thought still held some appeal, but she knew that was just her self-destructive instincts kicking in—her need to punish herself for her guilt made the obviously terrible idea all the more appealing.

Arilla watched in silence as Maneos walked away from her, earning himself a conciliatory pat on the back from one of the other volunteers; a group of them moved to gather around him and shoot scathing glances her way. She sighed as she went to collect her things, wondering how many bridges she had just burned.

Did she even care?

* * *

The walk from the temple’s kitchen to her sword school wasn’t a long one, but with the snowy weather outside she had to hurry to avoid being late. The presence of her massive sword on her back ensured that even in her thick winter furs she received a wide berth from the common folk traversing the city. The streets of Rhelea had taken an abrupt change for the worse since the city had been turned over to the Traylan dynasty. Violence in all its varied flavours had risen. The stark increase in taxes coinciding with the loss of opportunities that winter tended to bring had driven countless people to take desperate measures to try and feed themselves. Added to that was the recent influx of injured soldiers, and suddenly the numbers of the desperate poor were higher than ever.

Her sword school was not the fanciest institution—the paint was peeling, the plaster on the walls cracked, and the straw matts reeked of old sweat—but they didn’t ask any questions when she, a level 37 warrior, came along with virtually no experience with a sword. That was supposed to be impossible—the rigours of adventuring simply required proficient skill with your chosen weapon to survive past a certain point. Still, they took her coin and had put her in the beginner classes, pairing her with unclassed teenagers and wood-ranked warriors.

The fights were hard, not because they were difficult but because her stats made her so much faster, stronger, and hardier than her contemporaries that she was constantly holding herself back. She had to check every blow and intentionally let herself be hit when weaknesses in her style left her open. The only people who could match her in terms of raw attributes completely eclipsed her when it came down to their expertise with a blade.

Despite seeing the sword coming, its edge clipped her on the chin. The impact from the blunted blade threatening to bruise her jaw as it rattled her teeth in what would have been a debilitating blow that left her forever mutilated had it been a real blade. She staggered slightly, the eyes of her opponent widening in surprise as she effectively shrugged off the worst of the strike. Her overlapping skills effectively muted both the pain and the damage from the attack.

“The match goes to Richye!” Instructor Hoarst declared, his blue eyes narrowed in frustration as his loud voice boomed out across the training room floor in his thick Steinian accent.

“Good match,” Arilla said, holding out her hand to the warrior across from her. The wood-ranked adventurer limply shook hers as he cast his eyes downwards.

“Yeah . . . Good match. Would be nice to beat you without you letting me win though,” Richye replied, his words causing her genuine smile to falter into a frown.

She would have preferred it as well—Richye was good with a sword. The young man had a natural talent for it that far surpassed her own, yet the weight of his weapon slowed him down while hers felt lighter than a feather. Three of her four skills gave her an edge with a blade that he simply couldn’t overcome regardless of his expertise. It was brutal and unfair, but it was also the way of the world.

“Can you go again, Arilla?” Hoarst asked as he limped over to her. The large drill instructor leaned to one side on his wooden peg-leg as he awaited her response with a disparaging frown on his face.
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Arilla quickly checked her status, not so much to see if she had the reserves for another fight—she knew she did—but more out of curiosity to find out how much of her HP Richye’s strike had taken.

“Good, because after that atrocious showing you are in dire need of another humbling,” Hoarst yelled while glaring at her with something approaching joy in his eyes. It was a look she had learnt to fear in the long months she had been his pupil, as it only ever meant one thing.

“Master Hoarst, are you sure? I didn’t even win,” she asked.

“Exactly. You need to stop fucking around! This is not a game. While I am not insensitive to how hard it must be to rein in your abilities, I will not tolerate you letting Richye win.”

“Master Hoarst, I didn’t l—”

“Richye overextends himself every time he lunges. It is an opening that you should have seen, especially after all of your hard work. So, either you’re stupid, lazy, or you aren’t taking this seriously! Which is it?!”

“Master I—I was distracted, I have a lot on my mind presently.”

“And you think that is an excuse? If we could all only fight when we had perfectly clear heads then it would all be so much easier, but you need to be ready even when you wake up in the middle of the night and find that your friends are lying dead around you. To fight when failure means not just your death, but the deaths of everyone you love. You need to do better!” he berated and for an instant Arilla’s heart caught in her throat. Typhoeus’s command to ‘do better’ echoed after Hoarst’s words, if only in her mind.

“Master, I understand,” she said, trying to excise the dragon from her thoughts—something that was easier said than done.

Arilla could always feel her class pulling her in one direction. Its visceral need to go and guard her patron had been growing increasingly insistent the past few weeks, ever since Typhoeus had stopped heading north and started getting closer to her. The influence that her class had on her had become even more pronounced since she’d ascended to pewter. The previously whispering voice in the back of her head urging her to fight now murmured, occasionally even yelled, usually that she needed to go, that she was failing in her duties. Her dragon was undefended.

Her dragon. She wondered if he still thought of her as his human.

Typhoeus had been gone for months without so much as a word, and now that he was finally getting closer she didn’t know what to think. After she’d refused to go with him, Typhoeus had given her more gold than what she knew what to do with, then disappeared without a trace along with the ratlings he commanded. Only her class let her know that he was alive and on the move, and while Arilla didn’t want him back, a large, vocal part of her yearned for Typhoeus’s comforting presence if not his touch.

She couldn’t deny that her life had gotten a lot simpler now that the dragon had left it. She was rich, single, and had a powerful class. Already she was swimming in invitations to join various adventuring parties—despite her doing everything in her power to lay low. She was tempted to take up one of the many offers, to keep on levelling and to forget about the strange mage who’d made her question everything, but she couldn’t stop thinking about how scared he had looked in the vault. The abject terror in his eyes when that magical manifestation almost appeared, and his earnest warning: ‘The wards are failing and we are all going to die,’ and then the instruction to learn the sword.

She wanted to bury her head in the sand and forget about it all, but whatever could scare a peak iron dragon like that was certainly something that should scare her. In retrospect, having her ass handed to her by Hoarst’s favourite student was not something she should worry about.

“Good, because you will face Thearda, with skills!” the Steinian instructor grinned. “Everyone clear back to the edge of the ring. We don’t have any mages here, and the runework was old when I bought this place.” His audience of trainees swiftly complied. “First to three-quarters HP loses!”

Thearda was a large, handsome woman with one level and fourteen years on Arilla. The stoic warrior seemed to take it as a personal insult that Arilla was so close to her in level despite, the massive gulf between them in terms of skill. That was an insult she took great pains to rectify by enthusiastically pounding her blunted sword into Arilla’s skull whenever she was granted the opportunity.

She stood opposite Arilla in the ring, the tall woman easily pushing past six-feet with an even longer training zweihander than Arilla’s to match her increased height. Thearda was incredibly well-muscled—deceptively so, as Arilla knew from experience that she hadn’t neglected her flexibility or her dexterity score. Put simply, Arilla was going to lose. Badly. Thearda knew it, Hoarst knew it, everyone did. The only question was how severely Arilla was about to be beaten.

Thearda darted forwards, the large woman moving blindingly fast. Arilla had to hurry to try and match her, not wanting the disadvantage of facing the taller warrior against the edge of the ring.

She activated [Dragon’s Blade] as their weapons clashed for the first time. Arilla felt the give in Thearda’s sword arm, and she had to force herself not to push, knowing the result of that trap all too well. Thearda stepped back and to the side, her sword flickering out experimentally to test Arilla’s guard as if the big woman didn’t already know what she would find. Arilla didn’t even try to defend herself, content to let the almost soft strikes glance off of her body—she instead barrelled through her opponent’s position with a mighty two-handed sweep of her zweihander. Her large sword ripped through the air where Thearda was about to step. Frustratingly, the other fighter caught Arilla’s sword with her zweihander’s hooks and pulled Arilla’s blade down and to the side. The fast-moving woman stepped forwards as she brought her sword up for a finishing blow; her training-blade pulsed with mana in what Arilla knew was about to be a very painful skill-infused strike.

If it landed, it would be a loss in four moves. Her worst performance in the ring yet.

Arilla had been learning, though, and with her prodigiously enhanced strength, she reversed her stymied strike, unbalancing Thearda, who aborted her own blow to dodge Arilla’s sword. The older warrior took a step to the side, granting Arilla the opening to lunge forwards. She took a hand off of her sword and used it to punch the woman hard in the chest. Arilla’s skill-infused fist hit like a hammer and knocked the warrior back several feet as her boots skidded over the straw mats that covered the floor.

“You punched me in the tit!” Thearda spat out, more scandalised than winded. Her eyes narrowed as she looked at Arilla with naked contempt.

“It worked, didn’t it?” Arilla said, grinning for finally being able to land a decent hit against her vastly superior opponent.

“Only because I expected more of you. This is a sword school. Maybe you should go join the pugilists down the road if you like punching things so much.”

“Fuck you too, Thearda,” Arilla replied. There were few people derided more by the admittedly small greatsword community than the idiosyncratic adventurers who insisted on trying to punch monsters to death when they had the entire plethora of modern weapons to choose from.

Without another word Thearda came at her in a blur, her weighted training sword flashing through the air so fast Arilla could barely track it with her eyes. She defended herself as best she could, but her muscle memory was new and incomplete by comparison to Thearda’s much-more-experienced blend of greatsword styles. She recognised the Steinian moves and stances that Hoarst had been doing his best to impart to her, but in the mix of flurried strikes that headed her way, she also saw hints of Aberian longsword fighting, moves more suited to a Thesian hookblade, and even some Saysarian spear moves that had been altered to fit the unique style and shape of Thearda’s oversized zweihander. In a word, it was beautiful. The woman facing her was well on the path of mastering the sword, but in all too real a sense it didn’t matter.

It felt cheap to say, but Thearda had dedicated her adventuring career to swordsmanship and her skills reflected that, but Arilla had been chosen by a dragon and in doing so earned something even greater than its favour. Her class skills were a step above her contemporaries since they came with heavy restrictions that—so long as she didn’t think about them—didn’t bother her in the slightest.

Thearda’s training sword slapped Arilla across the face. The skill-enhanced strike might have been lethal had it come from a real weapon, but with training-blades like these it barely made its way through her damage mitigation. She had been hit countless times and while each one had whittled away a little bit of her HP, Arilla had well over a thousand health, which was almost unheard of for someone in mid-pewter.

As much as the fight was to remind Arilla how far she had to go in terms of expertise, it was also there to remind Thearda that regardless of her talent and dedication, she could only grow so powerful with her cautious approach and diligent training. The risks that Arilla had taken earlier on had granted her a better class, and she would one day surpass Thearda. They both knew it, and Thearda hated her for it.

The fight dragged on, Arilla eventually winning on a technicality even if no one would ever call it a victory, as she was simply able to outlast Thearda. The much-more-dangerous warrior had landed more ‘lethal’ hits than Arilla could count, in stark contrast to Arilla’s one cheap punch. Thearda’s skills burned through the woman’s much more limited stamina pool far faster than Arilla, who used her [Dragon’s Blade] skill sparingly—she knew from experience that she could rarely hit the much faster woman. When they were done, Thearda was exhausted and pissed from losing a fight she could have easily won several times over if she was allowed an edged blade; yet, if they were fighting to the death, Arilla had a fair few tricks up her sleeves that would have admittedly destroyed all of Hoarst’s studio had she tried them.

“Good fight,” Arilla offered placatingly. Her opponent merely offered her a glare and a grunt before moving back to her favoured place on the opposite side of the room with the older trainees.

“That was only barely offensive to watch. Thearda, good work as always. Arilla, you are finally learning to use your stats properly. You’ll never be a talent with the sword like Thearda is, as I suspect that mastering even one sword style will likely be too much for you, but if you can continue leveraging your strength and your durability you will go far,” he said, giving her the closest thing to praise she’d heard from the gruff old man.

“Thanks,” she said, unsure how she felt by his casual dismissal of her talents.

* * *

The rest of the afternoon passed relatively quickly inside the school. Arilla fought a few more bouts and lost all but one of them, her ability to ‘win’ highly dependent on battles of attrition. When it finally came time for her to leave for her home, the sun was already low in the sky; the days were naturally growing shorter to go along with the plunging temperatures and winter snows.

She passed a priest she didn’t recognise standing atop a rickety crate. He was practically foaming at the mouth as he preached the need to repent and for Terythia to rejoin ‘Mother Epheria,’ which was borderline treasonous—and when coupled with the poor weather made sure that no crowd dared to congregate around him. The recently recruited soldiers who kept the peace in Rhelea, whilst new, had already earned a reputation for brutality when it came to keeping order and punishing dissent: a vague term that could apply to just about any kind of behaviour provided one didn’t keep a heavy purse full of drachma at the ready.

When Arilla was closer to home, she couldn’t help but notice how the streets seemed to be clear of the usual beggars and footpads. While she had seen priests out in force providing aid for the homeless, it was unlikely they had been so successful to have cleared the pavements of the destitute. The missing people had likely been press ganged into serving in Lord Traylan’s growing army. Rhelea’s new governor was noticeably authoritarian when it came to replenishing his much-depleted forces.

She was so caught up in her musings that she almost tripped over a young man passed out face-down in the snow. She wanted to keep on walking, but against her better judgement she found herself kneeling down to check if the warrior-tagged man was still breathing. He smelled like a brewery, and upon looking around she noticed a bar so dingy she’d initially passed it by without realising. It was an absolute dive, and already she could hear raised voices emanating from within, but it didn’t matter.

She was thirsty, and her hand itched for the bottle.

Arilla had suffered through a rough day that had topped off an even rougher few months—one drink to take the edge off her pain wouldn’t hurt anybody. If anything, it was a just reward for maybe saving the passed-out drunk’s life. At least, that was what she told herself as she plucked the larger man up by his armpits and effortlessly slung him over her shoulder before walking over to the rickety-looking door.

A door which then promptly exploded outwards as two women came flying through it and out into the street amidst a shower of shattered wood.

When Arilla lowered the arm she’d raised instinctively to protect her eyes from the fast-moving splinters, she witnessed a thoroughly unexpected sight. Two women were rolling around in the snow for an embarrassingly long time, especially considering that they both appeared to be fully grown adults. After a lot of punching, hair pulling, and at least one notable instance of biting the two separated, the mage and the bard facing off against one another while Arilla stood watching slack-jawed from afar.

“I am going to fucking kill you for that!” Eliza yelled angrily, wincing as she clutched at the bite wound on her arm.

“Try it, you old hag!” Typhoeus retorted almost smugly as he licked the blood from his lips with exaggerated slowness.

“Bitch tits!”

“Harem-wench!”

“Dragonslut!”

“Oh no, don’t you even dare!” Typhoeus warned, shaking his head from side to side as if in disbelief.

Eliza only grinned evilly in response and Arilla felt the woman’s skill blossom out around them as instead of standing in a freezing-cold street she felt the familiar atmosphere of a much-loved tavern wash over her while the bard began to sing:

“Ohhhh Typh the dragon’s wife,

Ohhhh Typh the dragon’s w—”

Typhoeus leapt through the air with a pulse of golden mana at his back. His small brown fist collided with Eliza’s teeth with an audible clack, which caused the older woman to stagger to the side drunkenly.

Arilla watched with her heart in her chest as her former lover and current patron failed to land on his feet, instead tumbling head over heels in the snow. The disguised dragon slowly stood back up, reeking so strongly of cheap whiskey that Arilla felt her need for a drink evaporate just by breathing in. Typhoeus stood there triumphant, swaying slightly as he looked on in satisfaction at Eliza, who slurred the words ‘bitch tits’ once more before finally crumpling to the ground.

“Typh, you’re back,” Arilla found herself saying—their much-imagined reunion was nothing like what she had imagined.

“Shit,” Typhoeus said, finally registering Arilla’s presence, his gold-flecked eyes dilated and unfocused.

“That’s what you have to say?” she asked incredulously.

“How about . . . Hello, beautiful?” the dragon said to her, a perfect smile on his all-too-beautiful face before he noisily vomited on his own shoes and keeled over, promptly passing out in the snow.

Arilla groaned loudly with frustration as the conflicting mixture of feelings she’d been trying her best to bottle up since Typhoeus’s departure began bubbling to the surface.

If that wasn’t enough, the sound of regimented boots crunching through the snow filled the street, heralding the approach of Rhelea’s new guardsmen. Arilla turned to face the half-dozen low-pewter warriors in Traylan colours marching towards her—her mind belatedly noticed how anti-Traylan posters were plastered all along the length of the road.

“Shit,” she said.


Chapter 4

Hangover

Typhoeus awoke and instinctively knew that despite the ache in his muscles, earned from sleeping on the cold floor, he was finally home. His months of hard work were being rewarded with those few moments of bliss as he stretched himself awake on Arilla’s floorboards. He slowly pulled himself up to his feet, his mouth trailing a long line of stale spittle between his lips and the floor as [Sovereign’s Perception] unfurled around him like a blossoming flower. The sights, scents, sounds, and motions of a quiet Rhelean street suddenly filled his awareness in vivid clarity as the harsh reality of his hangover firmly asserted itself.

Swallowing his vomit, he realised then that he was about to be faced with the unpalatable consequences of his actions. He had fucked up, and like usual, he hadn’t done anything by halves as he found himself in the living room of the one person he’d been too goblinshit to confront. He winced, first at recalling his dumb, drunken words, and then because the pain throbbing behind his eyes had decided to magnify itself by at least an order of magnitude from his sudden upright motion.

“So you’re awake,” Arilla said, her tone frustratingly ambiguous. He couldn’t even smell the emotions wafting off of her, not with all the old whiskey enshrouding him like a cloud.

“Or something like it,” he groaned. “Do you have anything to drink?” he asked, hoping for the tried-and-true hair of the dog to take the edge off of his rough awakening.

“I do, but not for you. You can have some water,” she said coolly. Arilla crossed the room and poured him a cup from a large jug left on her living room table which she then promptly handed to him.

“Pewter,” he said, turning the metal container over in his hands. A stylised mountain range engraved along the sides did a good job of drawing his eye even if its resemblance to the Dragonspines was lacking. “You must be doing well for yourself.”

“There was a lot of gold in that vault.”

“And this is what you did with it?” he asked, gesturing to the large room and its opulent furnishings.

Arilla’s home was a respectably luxurious dwelling. Seven large, high-ceilinged rooms with enamelled mouldings throughout took up the entire top floor of the apartment building Typhoeus found himself in. The furniture was all tastefully elegant, well-made, and if anything quite understated. Each piece gave off the illusion that it hadn’t cost a literal fortune, but he could tell from the mana saturating the wood and the subtle carvings decorating the larger items that the contents of every room were probably worth a hefty price in silver, if not gold.

He already loved it. It was a fine lair fit for a dragon—or a home, if you wanted to be human about it.

“Partially, I gave most of it away,” she explained.

“You did what?!” he said, feeling a momentary spike of outrage. His draconic instincts kicked into overdrive at the mere thought of willingly giving gold away, but from the look that then appeared on her face, he realised that he’d overstepped. “Sorry,” he muttered quietly, deciding to take a sip of water as he stared deeply into the bottom of his cup.

“What are you even doing here, Typhoeus?” she asked, crossing her arms over her chest.

“Call me Typh, please.”

“It’s not your name.”

“I know, but I like it when you call me Typh. It reminds me of better times,” he admitted.

“Fine,” she said sternly. There was not even a hint of a smile on her face to show that she was glad to see him. “What are you doing here, Typh?”

“I came back to see you.”

“Well you shouldn’t have bothered. And ‘showing up’ usually involves finding me, not starting a fight and needing me to save you from the guard.”

“The guard was there?”

“They arrived after you passed out in your own vomit. And don’t thank me; I was saving their lives. If I thought for a moment that you’d react peacefully to waking up in a cell, I would have left you to sleep off your hangover in the Traylan jail.”

“It’s a Traylan jail now? So I take it the king approved the petition?”

“He pretty much had to after what we did. There was no way that the Merchant Council could claim to have things under control after we razed the Traylan’s keep down to the ground,” she said scornfully. “How do you not know this? Have you been living under a rock all this time?”

“I’ve been travelling—I only got back into town about a week ago. I meant to come see you straight away, but one drink to steady my nerves kinda spiralled out of hand.”

“Evidently.”

“Is that it? You’re not glad to see me? Not even a little bit?” he asked, hoping more than anything to keep the desperation out of his voice. The thought of seeing her again, of making amends, had kept him going when things had gotten increasingly difficult.

“I’d be more inclined to hearing you out if I hadn’t just spent a purseful of drachma bribing the guard to look the other way, or paying your tab at the bar, or paying for the cost of a new door,” she commented. “The fact that you’re standing in my living room reeking of cheap whiskey and not out in the wilds where you belong should be sign enough of how I feel about you.”

“So what you’re saying is that maybe you’re a little happy to see me after all,” he replied with a grin, unable to help himself.

“Typh . . .”

“Arilla, we—”

“No. I know what you are and we are not getting back together. You’d have to be delusional to think that anything has changed between us since the last time I saw you,” she said. “I’ve had time to think, and while I may not be as angry or as emotional as when I found out about you, at the end of the day you’re not human. You’re a monster, and I—”

As soon as the word ‘monster’ escaped her lips Typhoeus startled. The all-too-vivid memory of what they had both seen in the Traylan family vault hit him like a physical blow. He clenched his eye’s shut and willed the memory of scintillating rainbow lights to fade away.

“Please don’t say that word,” he asked quickly.

“What? Mons—”

“Yes. That. Don’t say it. Please.”

Arilla gave him a long hard stare. Her hazel eyes framed by the freckles on her cheeks gave her an intense sunkissed look even at the beginning of the long winter. The intervening months had been kind to Arilla, her body finally filling out as wealth and relaxation had enabled her to almost fully recover from her years on the streets. Her increased muscle definition and shoulder-length red hair combined to give her a wild, ferocious look that only softened after she stopped glaring at him and let out a long, tired sigh. Arilla didn’t seem to be quite so angry with him anymore, which was admittedly a marked improvement, but it was still such a far cry from the looks of longing and affection he had gotten used to so easily.

“What’s going on, Typh? I’ve been learning the sword like you told me to, but something bad is happening, isn’t it?”

“Are you sure about that drink?” he asked, quickly gulping down the rest of his water and grimacing as it failed to do anything whatsoever to alleviate his hangover. The potent effects of skill-produced liquor were hard to shake off even with his high vitality score.

“Typh . . .” she warned.

“Fine,” he sighed, then took a deep breath. “It looks like it’s the end of the world.”

She remained silent, which was unsurprising. There were only so many different ways to react to the news that everything was ending. Denial was the most obvious, and Typhoeus had wasted enough time with that. He had refused to listen when every dungeon core around him was screaming out in terror. Ultimately, it had taken a near-miss with a Monster spawning for him to finally come to terms with the truth. Even then, he had still spent months travelling up and down the Dragonspines searching for—amongst other things—any Core that would give him a different answer.

“Goblinshit,” she said.

“Let me explain.”

So he did.

* * *

As far as the eye could see there was nothing, until suddenly there was. Earth, water, air, and fire swirled and morphed from one the other, seemingly without reason in an unpredictable dance of destructive change. Life was created and annihilated out of the raw mana that suffused Creation, with rainbow cracks of light birthing new creatures that lasted as long as the ground beneath their feet—which was to say, not very long.

Arilla jerked her hand away from his and the memory shattered.

“What the fuck was that?” she asked.

“A memory. I thought you wanted me to explain.”

“I did, I just—” she sighed. “I just wasn’t quite expecting it to be so vivid.”

“Well, you know the truth about me now, so I might as well show off my party tricks. Now are you ready, or would you rather I do this the boring old-fashioned way?” he asked, extending his palm out across the table.

“Show me, just—” she said, hesitantly taking his hand.

“Yeah I know, be careful with manaburn, don’t let you seize or explode . . .” Typhoeus mocked. “Now, don’t fight the magic and you’ll be fine . . . probably.”

He slowly pushed mana through the tether that connected their classes. The link that tied them both together on such a fundamental level made his spell all the easier—so much so that with the addition of physical contact, maintaining the spell felt almost as easy as breathing. He delved deep into his inherited memories, centuries pouring past them both, and he could hear Arilla’s breath hitch and feel her pulse quicken as she experienced flashes of what his ancestors had once chosen to pass on down the generations.

“In the beginning when Creation was young, there was just Chaos and the System. The System was a cold thing then, all rules and order but without the ability to create anything they could impose those rules and that order upon. And then there was chaos, a churning mass of mana that spat out and destroyed life with the regularity of the turning of a wheel. However long Creation existed in this state, I do not know. I don’t even know if time was a thing back then, but eventually, something changed,” Typhoeus began, his words and his will causing his story to unfold in both of their minds.

An amorphous blob crawled out of the chaotic energies, slowly growing more defined with each lurching movement. The world around it followed suit until soon there was recognisable terrain surrounding the blob, static and unchanging. The newly created ground continued to spread as the creature multiplied and the whirling mass of ever-changing mana fell away into the background.

“Accident or not, the System eventually imposed itself on the life borne out of the Chaos, and so the first Classer stepped forth onto Creation. With the rules of the System in place, this primordial species was able to grow, spreading certainty and direction with every one of its steps. As certainty spread, the laws of Creation soon followed: up and down, land and sea, alive and dead. Increasingly, things became distinct and set, unchanging no matter how much Chaos protested. Seeing its success, the System sought to replicate the process, saving new species every time they crawled out of the ever-changing energies that was Chaos.”

“Chaos would birth life, and before it could destroy it, the System gave it order. Over time, Creation became increasingly populated with diverse beings that carved out a life for themselves here on Astresia and presumably on the other continents. I imagine that they warred, built, and loved just as we do, but that’s just a guess because of what came next.”

“You see, in all this, with every new System-bound life, the balance that existed between Chaos and the System skewed ever more slightly towards order, something made only worse by how all the different species climbed to ever-higher ranks without any apparent limit. Each new level empowered both them and the System as a whole with mana that was sequestered away from the cycle of Chaos. Whether Chaos had any agency in what came next, or if it was just inevitability and chance again, I do not know, but the results are the same regardless.”

“The first Monsters were born.”

They tore their way into Creation much in the same way that one tried to enter reality in the vault. Spiralling cracks of rainbow light birthed creatures that looked the same as whatever surrounded them at the moment of their birth. Except where the creatures had classes, the Monsters did not. Countless times they saw Monsters step out into Creation surrounded by golden dragons and each time they watched as the Monsters ripped the dragons apart, killing them by the score before they were stopped.

Typhoeus felt Arilla’s hand tighten around his as they watched generations’ worth of carnage, ancient dragons dying screaming to monstrous creatures only minutes old.

“Most of the time they were stopped straight away before they could grow, but every once in a while one would either escape, or kill all of those that surrounded them at their birth,” Typhoeus continued. He felt nauseous from all the killing as he dredged up the memories he would have rather pretended didn’t exist. “When that happened . . . things quickly escalated.”

As far as the eye could see, an endless horde of horrors tore into an equally large horde of highly regimented classers. Weapons of steel, alchemy, and magic were wielded by hands both foreign and familiar in a battle the size of which defied comprehension. He could feel the fear of his distant ancestor, the wind beneath his wings, the blood in the air, and the mana that was so much richer then than it was now.

The fighting was as horrific as it was endless, and Typhoeus had so many memories of the conflict to draw upon; for both of their sakes, he decided to keep it brief. He showed Arilla static images of dragons tearing into flesh, practically drowning in black ichor as they fought and killed. Each one of them had been so very desperate to live, and despite their vastly superior size and power, he knew that it was rarely enough. The intensity of the emotions intertwined with the memories were the worst part of it by far. Ever since he had taken a human form, Typhoeus had been conspicuously aware of how cold he’d felt in the body of a dragon, but in his memories of the Everwar his ancestors’ minds varied starkly from being either completely numb to the constant violence or so lost in their terror and rage that they didn’t even feel like dragons anymore.

“The Everwar was eternal and terrible, scouring countless species from Creation in the opening centuries alone. The war ensured that only the most combative and adaptable of us survived. Even with every species and civilisation united against the Monster threat after thousands of years of conflict, we were still losing. So, in our desperation we tried something new.”

“We listened to you,” he said, staring intently at Arilla.

“Humans, who lacked the claws, scales, or any other kind of natural advantage had been crying out for aeons that they had an alternative to the endless losing battle. And lacking any other options bar extinction, we listened. Everyone knew that Humanity’s true talents had always been in their creative uses of spellcraft and the runic script, but it wasn’t until we poured all our efforts into fulfilling their twisted visions that we finally understood how deep that talent ran.”

“Horrible sacrifices were made, but they were worth it,” he explained. Flashes of creatures offering up their flesh to human mages and alchemists appeared before their eyes in one moment, and then there were similar creatures bearing weapons powered by bone, sinew, and blood in the next, each one devastating in their power.

“With them, your ancestors were able to make runic weapons and artefacts that killed more Monsters than the best classers could ever dream of. And to keep them out, to stop them from simply spawning anew from the abundant mana in the air, the humans carved the wards.”

“The first wards were temporary things that did much of what a dungeon does. They stabilised the chaotic mana in the air and dispersed it safely without allowing it to gather in any one place, which would have allowed a Monster to spawn. But over time, building on their inherited memories, the humans were able to improve the design, eventually creating what we call the Great Wards. They are a set of runic enchantments that still span the entire continent and prevent Monsters from spawning anywhere on the surface. The Great Wards have lasted for countless ages, and while humanity may have forgotten about them after the Sundering, when they stripped away the human class and lost their inherited memories, the species which survived what was done to them during that folly have not.”

“Every few thousand years or so, the Elder Council gathers, and the most powerful amongst them refresh the mana that powers those wards. This ensures that the frontlines of the Everwar stay far below the surface, at the very deepest depths of Creation.”

“Why the wards have been allowed to come so close to failure, I do not know. To my knowledge they have never once failed since their inception, and what we saw in the Traylan vault should never have happened. Which is why I have to leave again. I need to find out why the Great Wards are being allowed to fail. As an adult of a Council species, I have a right to know what is going on, but as an exile I cannot just return to the Dragonspines without being killed. So I need to ask someone who may be more inclined to help me, though it will still be extremely dangerous and there is a fair chance I won’t come back.”

Typhoeus paused, having said his piece, then watched Arilla carefully. While the spell had been easy to cast and maintain, drawing on such deep and unpleasant memories was more than a little draining, and—while unlikely—it was always possible that her human mind might react poorly to having the perspectives of so many dragons shoved into her skull.

“I think I’m going to be sick,” Arilla said, before she hurried out of the room and very noisily was.

When she returned a few minutes later, a little paler but otherwise unharmed, she rinsed her mouth out with water before sitting down again.

“There’s a bath you can use in the other room. It isn’t quite as fancy as the one in the Huntsman’s Rest, but you are certainly capable of condensing your own water. Once you don’t stink like a brewery we can talk some more over breakfast. I have a few important errands to run today, but we can leave Rhelea tomorrow.”

“What do you mean, we? You can’t come with me, it’s too dangerous.”

“Typh, you just painted a pretty compelling picture to me that the world is ending. I’m not going to sit on my hands waiting for you to come back or not with news. I’m going to help.”

“You really don’t have to.”

“Don’t read into this, Typh, this is not us getting back together. This is me wanting to do my part to ensure that those memories of yours stay just as that: memories of the past,” she said firmly. Although from the look on her face he could have sworn that she wanted to say something else.

“What is it?” he asked, taking the risk as he tried to be proactive with her feelings for the first time in his life.

“. . . That was really vivid, far more so than I thought it would be. You once told me that there were human cities that made Rhelea look like a pigsty. Do you have memories of that, or is your head only full of traumatic visions of war?”

Typhoeus smiled; he’d missed how blunt she could be when she wanted to.

“I can’t imagine I’d be particularly sane if I didn’t have a healthy amount of the good to balance out all the bad. Collectively, my ancestors have witnessed a lot of beauty that they decided to pass on to me, which I am eternally grateful for. Thanks to them I’ve seen the greatest metropolises ever built by mortal hands; I’ve felt the Fire Sands of Elysium between my toes, walked across the Empire of Man at its zenith, and danced beneath the Crystal Waterfalls of Babilla. I remember when the moon was silver and the oceans were safe to travel on in great ships made of spun glass. I remember it all . . . and I can show you if you’d like.”

Arilla looked hesitant if more than a little eager, as if she desperately wanted to say yes but was afraid of something. Was it disappointment? Did she not trust him?

“Please?” she asked, sounding almost shy.

“Okay, then,” he said, smiling as he extended his arm. “Hold tight, it’s a bit of a rush, and remember, don’t fight the magic.”

She slowly took his hand in hers, and as he delved deep into his inherited memories for the second time that day, he couldn’t help but delight in the feel of her rough skin on his soft palms.


Chapter 5

Reunion

The orphanage was a large, rectangular building located in the heart of the Crafters Village. It was clearly a converted warehouse, one which now stored unwanted children rather than the trade goods that it had been created to house. Its outside grounds were practically nonexistent, and—like the rest of the children who lived in this congested part of town—the closest things that the orphans had to a playground were the poorly maintained cobbled streets outside. The streets were littered with refuse and hazardous waste products from any one of a dozen different industries, none of which had any place around a growing child. The structure itself was in a dire need of a fresh coat of paint, but rather than critiquing the building any further, Typhoeus felt his eyes drawn to the ecstatic reception that Arilla received the moment they emerged from around a corner and were mobbed by a small horde of orphaned children.

As one, they charged at her, grubby hands outstretched from warm winter coats while they screamed her name, “Arilla! Arilla!” or “Ari! Ari!” depending upon the child in question. They raced towards her through the light dusting of snow on moccasined feet. Each child was clear in their intent to hug the woman, whose presence had prompted their euphoric response. Arilla, for her part, took it all in good cheer, a broad smile on her face as she bent down low to embrace the children in turn before she began inquiring about their wellbeing. The warrior only paused intermittently to fend off countless attempts made by some of the older boys to ‘have a go’ with her sword.

From what Typhoeus could see, the orphans seemed to be relatively well-fed and were all dressed in simple, if well-made, clothing. He briefly questioned the veracity of some of her earlier complaints about life in the orphanage, until his brain belatedly clicked into gear and he remembered that Arilla had given away most of her looted gold from the Traylan vaults. If her donations had resulted in dozens of well-fed children, it was hard for him to criticise her for her generosity, even if the draconic part of him still baulked at the act of even spending money, let alone giving it away.

Soon enough, an aged woman dressed in a long, overly starched habit made an appearance as she strode through the front doors of the orphanage. She then began to approach the swarming mass of energetic children with a disapproving frown on her face. The woman was tagged as a ‘nun,’ a category of classes that Typhoeus had never seen before in the flesh. Idly he wondered what kind of skills the class would award, but any further thoughts about it were dispelled by the woman’s quite frightening demeanour. Dressed in contrasting blacks and whites, with sharp lines delineating the two, the nun was easily the most severe-looking woman Typhoeus had ever seen; it was a remarkable feat for someone still in their second rank of a non-combat class. She tutted once and the children stilled, with Typhoeus having to resist the urge to do the same. He might have imagined it, but for a few heartbeats there he thought that he saw the old woman’s frown flicker into an amused grin at his momentary lapse in composure.

“Children, give Arilla some space. I’m sure there will be time to pester her later,” the nun instructed, causing her charges to physically slump as they backed away from the beleaguered warrior. “Arilla, why don’t you bring your friend and come inside? It’s cold out, and the children shouldn’t be playing in the streets.”

“Thank you, Sister Sybil,” Arilla said. The crowd of orphans flocking around her dispersed and slowly began trickling inside the orphanage.

“It is I who should be thanking you, child. You’ve already done so much for us here, and from what I hear through the grapevine, you’ve been doing good work with the kitchen too. Father Mihalis has been singing your praises quite loudly,” Sister Sybil said with a knowing smile. “If you ever did decide to take the oaths, I’m sure there would be a templar class in it for you when you hit bronze.”

“She won’t be doing that,” Typhoeus declared, speaking for the first time as a wave of possessiveness seized him. He felt the need to flex his claws and bite—to bare his teeth at the nun who threatened to take his Dragon Guard away. Arilla was his. He could just barely tolerate her doing her own thing, but the idea of someone else having her in such a permanent way immediately set him on edge.

Surprisingly vivid thoughts of razing the orphanage and eating the nun filled his head as he stared back into Sister Sybil’s cool grey eyes—his stomach rumbled appreciatively at the thought.

“She can speak for herself,” Arilla said, shooting him a glare, before turning back to face the nun. “I’m sorry about Typh; she means well. And yes, I’m aware. Father Mihalis already made me the offer.”

“And?” Sybil asked expectantly.

“And I’m thinking about it,” Arilla answered, practically daring Typhoeus to say something—he clenched his fists so tight that he wondered if they would bleed.

“Well, I’m sure you’ll make the right decision eventually,” Sybil stated. “Now, that’s enough standing outside. Come, come, I’ll make tea.”

They were ushered inside and taken to a small parlour room where Sister Sybil did, in fact, make tea. It was a fruity blend, not at all to Typhoeus’s tastes, but he sipped from his cup politely and tried to look interested as the two humans discussed finances and investments. He quietly despaired as they droned on and on about ‘growth’ and ‘forecasts’ rather than simply describing the unbeatable lustre of the scintillating yellow metal. It was inexplicable to him that humanity had found a way to make growing gold, of all things, boring. As he often did when humans were being dull, he tuned out what they were saying, content to observe his surroundings through his skills while he waited patiently for something interesting to happen.

Unfortunately, he didn’t have to wait for long. The singular sound of an open hand smacking into flesh, followed by a child’s cry of pain, was more than enough to grab his attention.

He tried to ignore it, but it was all so very familiar. The tears, the begging, the struggles of a child being overpowered by someone much larger than themselves. As the boy screamed in the distance, only observable to Typhoeus through the power of his skills, he felt like his own past was repeating in front of him. Usually his own infancy was not something that Typhoeus liked to dwell on, and since becoming Typh he had done a remarkably good job at ignoring how frequently humans liked to beat their own children. But, whether it was the recent delve into his ancestral memories, his current boredom, or this just being one time too many, it quickly became too much.

Typhoeus reacted without thinking, leaping up from his seat and exiting the room; he moved through the narrow halls of the orphanage as he navigated towards the source of the disturbance without a care for propriety or manners. His own childhood had not been a happy one, and as he rushed forwards his mind couldn’t help but dwell on all the times he had cried out for help, only for no one to save him.

He burst into the room—admittedly a little more aggressively than he needed to. The door strained loudly against its hinges as it slammed into the wall. Typhoeus raced through the large bunk room to where another stern-faced nun was sitting on the edge of a bed, currently engrossed in spanking a snivelling, snot-covered child bent over her knee.

Typhoeus grabbed the nun’s hand as it descended, her eyes widening with surprise at being interrupted so suddenly. Her strong arm strained against his, and Typhoeus swore that he could feel a skill empowering her strikes, prompting him to rethink classifying nuns as a non-combat class.

“That’s enough of that,” he said, levelling the older woman a cautionary glare.

“Just who do you think you are? Getting in the way of me disciplining this rebellious child!” she asked imperiously, the boy on her lap looking back over his shoulder at Typhoeus with tearful, red-rimmed eyes.

“My name is Typh. And I do not approve of this,” the dragon declared, his hand around the woman’s wrist holding her firm.

“Typh, let her go!” Arilla warned. The red-headed warrior stood in the doorway. Her tone was stern and unwavering, her feet in the fighting stance that he had seen countless times before—if a little more refined and her hand straying ever so slightly towards the hilt of her sword.

All at once, he felt cold.

“I wasn’t going to hurt her,” Typhoeus said, releasing the nun from his grip. She promptly began rubbing her wrist while the boy scurried away, pulling up his pants.

“I know you weren’t,” she said after a brief delay, her words falling to ring true; the lie was ruined by how he could physically feel her connection to him weaken as she had mentally prepared herself to fight him. “Still, maybe you should wait outside. I can clear things up without you.”

“I—”

“Typh, just go,” Arilla said, sounding more tired than angry as she made it clear that it wasn’t a suggestion. Quickly, she crossed the room to help the nun to her feet, the old woman taking that as her opportunity to shoot scathing looks his way.

“Sister Hortensia, are you okay?” Arilla asked.

“I’m fine, although it’s becoming abundantly clear to me that the youth of today have no respect for their elders,” the nun said, grumbling to herself as she smoothed out the wrinkles in her habit.

Typhoeus left the room quickly, unwilling to hear any more of Arilla’s concern for the old nun. He left the orphanage in a blur and made his way back through the narrow halls, ignoring the puzzled looks of the children he passed until he found himself sitting outside, alone in the snow. He tucked his knees up protectively against his chest and thought about how badly he’d made a mess of things. He had imagined that by accompanying Arilla he could show her that he cared, that he wasn’t the monster she thought he was; yet every time he gave into his instincts he seemed to instigate violence and conflict at every turn.

He wanted Arilla back. He had never truly wanted to let her go, but she hated him for the lies he had told and the position it had put her in, so he had made the difficult—or perhaps cowardly—decision to give her space to cool off. That decision was made easier to live with by how busy he had been the past few months, but now that he was confronted with her presence, things were considerably more challenging.

A part of him wanted to respect her choice to reject him, to simply leave her life for good, but her contradicting choice of class had tied them even closer together. That made it impossible for him to get over her, at least until she hit bronze, or he forcibly released her from her oath. He had no idea why she had chosen Dragon Guard for her rank up, and he was honestly too scared to ask her about it. Her choice to intensify the bond between them when she had claimed to hate him so much made no sense to him—unless, on some level, she still wanted him. The tantalising thought that she wasn’t over him fuelled many of his late-night fantasies of reconciliation.

Fundamentally, it didn’t really matter why she did what she did, because he was her patron dragon and she was his Dragon Guard. They were intrinsically linked. Every time her resolve wavered he felt it, every moment of spiralling panic or self-loathing transmitted through the ether by the System, regardless of the distance. And because of it, he knew that despite what she said, most of the time she was more than content with her class and the connection she shared with him.

It just seemed to be whenever she thought about it . . . or looked directly at him . . . that she had a problem.

His memories told him that dragon and human pairings were rare, but not unheard of before the Sundering. Although since humanity’s great betrayal, theirs might just be the only one. If he had more time, he might be willing to take things slow. With their respective vitality scores, they certainly had the years to waste before middle-age was even a distant prospect, but their time together would run out long before then.

The wards were failing and they were—

“Thank you,” a quiet voice said, causing Typhoeus to turn. Sitting next to him was the boy that he had saved from receiving a spanking at Sister Hortensia’s wizened hands.

The child couldn’t have been much older than ten, or perhaps fifteen. Typhoeus wasn’t that good at guessing human ages at the best of times, and when it came to children and the unclassed he was even worse. Even so, the child looked familiar to Typhoeus now that his face wasn’t scrunched up with tears and he didn’t have snot streaming down it. Although the last time the dragon had seen the boy, the skin around his eyes was purple with fresh bruises so maybe it wasn’t all that different.

The child was slight, with close-cropped black hair that appeared remarkably straight in the few places where it had grown out. His eyes were a matching shade of black that seemed to almost drink up the light. His light honey-coloured skin marked him as an outsider not native to Terythia, although given how the country was a veritable melting pot of different cultures from all over Astresia, that judgement had to be taken with a grain of salt. Typhoeus was hardly an expert in these things and was only just learning how to tell the differing human ethnicities apart. His previous belief that humans all looked the same was not one that he had the luxury of maintaining if he wanted to continue blending in amongst their society.

“You’re welcome,” Typhoeus said begrudgingly, then after a brief bout of deliberation he extended a small hand out to the boy. “Typh.”

“Tamlin,” the boy answered, shaking the offered hand.

“You don’t have to sit outside with me just because I saved you from a spanking. The weather is foul, and you don’t have either the clothing or the vitality to sit in the snow.”

“You’re wearing a sundress,” Tamlin said pointedly, his criticism clearly without merit as sundresses were suitable for all occasions. “Anyway, It’s okay. The cold kinda helps with the soreness,” he added.

“Huh, maybe I should try that next time,” Typhoeus mused.

“You get spanked often?”

“Not as much as I would like.”

“I’m sorry?” the child asked, looking across at him with a puzzled look on his face.

“It’s a grown-up thing; don’t worry about it. So tell me, what did you do to get on the old lady’s bad side?” Typhoeus asked, quickly trying to change the subject.

“Being born,” Tamlin grumbled.

“Really?” he asked. Could a caretaker be so prejudiced?

“No, not really. But I feel like she’s always waiting for an excuse. Like my butt will have her crusty old handprint engraved in it by the time I age out.”

“So what was her excuse this time?”

Tamlin responded by muttering something unintelligible under his breath, so quietly that even with his rank 4 perception skill, Typhoeus couldn’t understand any of it.

“I’m sorry?” he asked.

“I said, she . . . caught me coming back from the catacombs.”

“As in the ancient ruins that run for miles beneath Rhelea filled with criminals, collapsing tunnels, and worse?”

“Uhh, yeah. That,” Tamlin said, looking momentarily unsure of himself.

“And whatever were you doing down there?” Typhoeus asked. The little human was turning out to be far more interesting than he had first thought.

“Are you cool?”

“What?”

“You seem pretty chill for an old lady, but are you cool? Can I trust you to keep a secret?”

“I’m not old, but yes? I’m cool, and fairly good with secrets.”

Tamlin looked around suspiciously, clearly checking to see if he was being observed before he reached a thin hand down the neck of his shirt and slowly retrieved a small egg-sized object that he cradled like it was a great treasure. The ‘egg’ was made entirely of a matte grey-blue stone, and it was covered with a mishmash of old faded runes. It was obvious to Typhoeus that the stone was nonfunctional, as the majority of the arcane sigils were too worn away to hold mana. The whole thing reeked of age, if not value, and Typhoeus had to struggle not to laugh when he saw it being held so protectively by the child.

“I found this when I went exploring the catacombs . . . for reasons. Anyway, I’ve been trying to find the undermarket to sell it, so I can buy my way out of this dump,” Tamlin said, his words coming out as a hushed whisper as he shared his grand plan with Typhoeus.

“How ambitious of you,” Typhoeus commented, a wide smile evident on his face. “Now give it here for a minute,” the dragon demanded, practically snatching the stone off the child before Tamlin had a chance to react.

“Hey!” the boy protested, but quickly stopped when he saw the arcs of golden light extend from the tip of Typhoeus’s finger. Quickly and efficiently, the dragon began to shear away old stone as he re-etched the faded runes on the egg. “What are you doing?” Tamlin asked.

“I’m fixing it. Obviously,” Typhoeus replied, pausing for a moment before continuing. “This rune here, the squiggly one that kinda looks like a human eye, it’s actually a pretty good finesse rune. It helps make the magic a little more elegant when mana passes through these connection runes, here and here.” He pointed out the relevant sigils as he worked. “You should pay particular attention to this one here, it sort of resembles two interlinking chains. You can tell the difference between a good control rune and a bad one, mainly on how quickly the depth changes on the second link.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“So that the next time you feel like making rats dance, you’ll know enough to push your mana through a stick with those two runes carved into it. If you do that, you’ll find it a lot easier to get their little feet to tap right. Maybe you’ll even get something a little bigger to move,” Typhoeus said calmly, causing Tamlin to go white as a sheet. The boy immediately looked like he was about to bolt, a frantic look of panic in his eyes as his heart began to race. “There, finished,” Typhoeus said. He pushed a single drop of his potent mana into the rock before handing it back to the child, who accepted it numbly.

“Please don’t tell anyone,” Tamlin asked, practically as a whimper.

“Don’t worry, little necromancer. I’m cool, remember?”

“You can’t call me that!” Tamlin hissed, turning around in a panic just as his rock began emitting a pleasant melody.

The music was odd, not overly loud but clear enough to hear over the noise of the street and the sounds of craftsmen working in the distance. The tune was haunting and thoroughly different from the types of music typically played in Rhelea, where stringed instruments and rhyming lyrics were the preferred style of the day. Tamlin’s rock played a song that was all woodwinds. The soft notes entwined themselves with non-lyrical vocals forming a melody that would have been haunting even if it wasn’t created by the ancient dead. Regardless of how it sounded, the music seemed to calm Tamlin, so the two of them sat quietly for a time, until the mana inside the egg ran out and the music stopped.

“I want to say that I’m sorry,” Typhoeus said, breaking the silence.

“Sorry for what?”

“For not helping you with your father. But I can see from how you ended up here that you took matters into your own hands.”

“I should go,” Tamlin said stiffly, quickly standing up.

“Have fun with your rock. Just be careful and remember what I said about the runes. You’ll want mana-infused bone, ideally, but wood and metal will work in a pinch.”

Tamlin didn’t respond; the boy merely looked over his shoulder as he entered the orphanage, his face a mixture of worried anxiety.

Typhoeus waited outside for a while longer with just his thoughts, wondering how he could have done better, until Arilla finally re-emerged.

“Listen, about the nun—” Typhoeus began to say, eager to nip the growing fight in the bud.

“Forget about it. Hortensia can be a grumpy old goat—you were just trying to help that kid out, and I . . . may have overreacted,” Arilla admitted. “Gods know the old nun has tanned my cheeks more than a few times.”

Typhoeus was floored, wholly unprepared for Arilla to have apologised to him.

“Tamlin,” he said.

“Who?”

“The boy Hortensia was hitting.”

“Ahh yes, I saw what you did for him. That musical rock of his will help him finally make some friends until it inevitably goes missing.”

“Why would it go missing?”

“This is the village, and he’s an orphan. He doesn’t get to have nice things. An older kid or a gang will take it off of him sooner rather than later. Gods know I’m pushing things as it is ensuring they all have shoes and coats this winter.”

“So that’s what you decided to do with your half, then? You bought yourself a little home and are giving the rest to needy orphans?”

“What else was I supposed to do with that much money? I’d never even touched electrum until we looted the Rovers’ corpses. All that gold was far too much for me. I didn’t give it all to the orphanage though: I split my donations between here and the temple’s kitchen,” she explained. “Also, it’s a big home, I have tenants and everything. What did you spend your half on? I can’t help but remember that you couldn’t even pay your bar tab.”

“I spent it.”

“Typh, there were over two thousand talents in your cut. That’s more than enough to outfit a small army. What could you possibly have spent that on?”

“Barely,” he grumbled to himself.

“What was that?” she asked.

“Nothing. Should we get going? I think this snow is finally starting to get through my vitality.”

“Sure. I’ve still got some stops to make anyway,” she said, though she seemed a little uneasy. She then helped Typhoeus to his feet, and the two of them began walking down the street together. The white clouds up above them finally decided to release their tightly held snowfall, which drifted down to the city below.

“You know I won’t take the holy oaths,” Arilla said.

“You wouldn’t?”

“No. While I have a soft spot for nuns, I find priests creepy,” she said. “And I could never swear an oath of chastity anyway.”

He chuckled, and after a brief pause she joined him; a playful punch in the arm followed, which sent him staggering to the side and into a tall snowdrift, but the giggles continued nonetheless and for a beautiful moment it was like there was nothing wrong between them. He felt her feel it, realising their almost-intimacy and panicking; her connection to her class skills waned as she momentarily lost her ‘good standing’ with her patron dragon. It was unfortunate, but as it dragged him out of his good mood it reminded him that he still had an important question to ask.

“Arilla, ages ago you said that you wished that I was a necromancer instead of a dragon. What do Terythians do to necromancers?” he asked.

She didn’t even pause before responding, her answer coming out clear along with a slight shrug:

“That’s simple. We do what they do in any sane country. We kill them.”

Typhoeus stilled. An image of Tamlin’s youthful face filled with wonder flickered across the dragon’s mind. The child had seemed so content to watch Typhoeus carve runes into the music stone—it was a shame to think that all of his potential would go to waste.

“Poor kid . . .” Typhoeus muttered, feeling true sympathy for a non-dragon other than Arilla perhaps for the very first time.


Chapter 6

Separation

A series of sharp blows hammered at the door in rapid succession. Their highly anticipated arrival caused Typhoeus to groan with frustration as he finally forced himself out of Arilla’s sinfully comfortable armchair. It was a beautiful piece of high-backed furniture that really tied the whole living room together—another part of human civilisation that he was sure to miss in the coming weeks. His long expedition over the autumn had only served to reinforce how much he had come to love the creature comforts of urban life. He tried not to think about the many trials of camping as his bare feet padded across cold floorboards and towards the increasingly frantic sounds of a small human fist striking the wood.

When Typhoeus finally opened the door, he feigned surprise when he saw Tamlin standing there before him. The boy’s presence and unfortunate condition had cropped up in Typhoeus’s field of perception long before he had made his way to Arilla’s door. The child had clearly been beaten again; his lip was split and trailed a thin line of dried blood down to the neck of his linen shirt, where a sickly yellow bruise could be seen peeking out from behind the frayed hem.

Seeing him like this was almost nostalgic.

“You should come in,” Typhoeus instructed, offering the boy a small sympathetic smile as he escorted him inside of Arilla’s home.

“Who is it?” Arilla called out. Her voice travelled across the flat from her bedroom where she was still getting ready.

“It’s Tamlin,” Typhoeus replied. He’d had to raise his voice to ensure that she heard him over the clanking of metal on metal that originated from her room.

“What’s he doing here?” she yelled back, but Typhoeus was more concerned with guiding Tamlin past their bulging haversacks than he was in replying. The youth and the dragon both had to weave through the piles of assorted camping supplies that littered the floor of the hall leading to Arilla’s front door.

The boy had yet to say a word since his arrival, silently following Typhoeus with an intense look of determination in his downcast eyes. The dragon led Tamlin into the living room where the boy sat down sullenly in an offered chair by the fire. Once the child was seated, Typhoeus took a firm hold of the boy’s chin, then worked his mana to pull the injuries into himself. His own lip cracked open with a small spurt of blood, and a large bruise appeared on his chest to replace the one now missing on Tamlin’s. Despite the ease of casting the familiar spell, Typhoeus found himself hesitating, taking several long moments when he remembered that the last time he had cast it was to save Arilla’s life, nearly at the cost of his own. It had been a moment of self-destructive folly, one that he would be eternally grateful to her for stopping.

“How?” Tamlin asked softly, his eyes once again wide with child-like wonder. He looked up at Typhoeus and tentatively probed at his freshly healed lip.

“Magic. Now, tell me what happened?” Typhoeus asked as Arilla entered the room. The warrior’s armour was only half on, her set of runeplate complete from the waist down, with just her casual clothes on from the waist up.

“I lost it. The musical egg. Some older boys took it from me,” Tamlin said. “I tried to fight them, but . . .”

“But you got your ass handed to you,” Typhoeus finished for him. “Don’t worry about it, I can always make you another one, although we’ll have to find a bard to copy the song off of.”

“You can make another musical egg?” Tamlin asked sceptically.

“Of course I can,” Typhoeus answered honestly, unsure as to why the admission was a big deal.

“Ahem. While I’m sorry to hear that you lost your magic rock, shouldn’t you be telling this to a nun?” Arilla asked, standing back with her hands on her hips. “Why did you come to my home—and for that matter, how do you even know where I live?”

“Sister Sybil keeps your address pinned to the pantry door in case we run out of food. I wanted to talk to Typh, and I thought that as she’s your girlfriend—”

“Ex-girlfriend,” Arilla cut in.

“Whatever,” Tamlin grunted with a roll of his eyes that made Typhoeus feel both old and uncool. “She’s here, isn’t she?”

“I am. So why were you looking for me? I hope you don’t think I’m going to fight your battles for you?” Typhoeus asked.

“No. I want you to teach me magic,” Tamlin said. There was a cold certainty to his tone that was decidedly unnatural to hear from someone so young. Then again, the boy had killed his own father, and that must have required an aberrant degree of resolve, regardless of how justified it may have been.

“Absolutely not!” Arilla said quickly, her voice firm and unwavering.

“Why not?” Tamlin asked.

“You are a child. Typh isn’t a safe person for you to be around,” Arilla said.

“Why? Because she’s the Dragonrider?” Tamlin asked. “I’m not afraid of dragons.”

“She’s . . . not the Dragonrider,” Arilla stated a little awkwardly whilst Typhoeus merely laughed, delighting at the current set of circumstances.

“But they said that she is, that she tamed a dragon with her . . . wife parts,” Tamlin said blushing—his admission instantly ruined the dragon’s good mood.

“Child, I’ll let this slide just this once because I like you, but don’t reference that song in my presence ever again,” Typhoeus warned.

“Typh, don’t threaten a child!” Arilla exclaimed before turning back to Tamlin. “See, she isn’t safe for you to be around!”

“Life isn’t safe. I need to learn magic and Typh can teach me. Besides, it’s hardly your call. Especially if you’re her ex,” the boy said defiantly.

“You don’t even have a class. The orphanage won’t let you near a stone while you stay with them, so it’s not like she can teach you anything you can actually use,” she argued.

“That’s none of your business. Like I said, I’m not here for you, and I also don’t need your permission,” Tamlin argued right back.

“No. I will not stand for it!” Arilla yelled, before turning to Typhoeus. “Surely you can’t be entertaining this idea?”

He was entertaining the idea—quite seriously, in fact. While Typhoeus had no real necromancy expertise, beyond what was useful to know in order to kill a necromancer, all schools of magic shared the same basic fundamentals. More importantly, he knew that under the right conditions necromancers could level faster than pretty much any other mage class—that was definitely something he could use.

“I could teach you,” he offered with a smile, feeling a sense of rightness about making the decision.

“Thank you,” Tamlin said.

“Don’t thank me yet. It will be hard, probably the hardest thing you have ever done. I will show you things that you aren’t ready to see and teach you secrets that most would rather remain forgotten. While I can keep you safe while you grow—safer than you will ever be with the nuns—I will one day demand that you fight. Do you understand what I am offering you?”

“Typh . . .” Arilla began, but went no further. There was a growing look of dismay on her face as Typhoeus completely ignored her, focusing all of his considerable attention on Tamlin.

“I think so,” the boy said.

“Then do you accept me as your teacher?”

“Yes.”

“Good,” Typhoeus smiled, relishing the look of earnest joy on his new apprentice’s face.

“So what now?”

“Now you go home. Arilla and I have to leave town for a little while, and it’s far too dangerous for you to come along,” he explained.

“But you just said—”

“I know what I just said. Now scurry off back to the orphanage and I’ll come get you when I’m done. I’ll adopt you or you can run away—I don’t really care either way, but I can’t take you with me and the orphanage will keep you safe for a few more weeks.”

“How do I know you’ll come back?”

“Because I said that I would,” Typhoeus stated plainly.

“But . . .”

Typhoeus looked at the child, who seemed so deflated in contrast to the look of earnest joy on his face mere seconds ago.

“Fine,” he relented, sparing a few moments to look around Arilla’s flat for something suitable before he eventually settled on a wooden coaster with a cork base. Typhoeus pushed his mana through his finger, hastily scrawling runes onto the wooden surface while humming a tune. When he was done, he blew away the loose wood shavings and handed it to his new apprentice. “If you push a little mana through these runes and it doesn’t light up, then it means that I’m dead and you’re on your own. Keep it close and don’t lose it, or else I’ll have to think of some kind of menial punishment for you to suffer through.”

Tamlin took the offered coaster and looked at it appreciatively for a long while before he stuffed it down his bloodstained shirt. Soon after receiving his gift, the child left Arilla’s flat on Typhoeus’s urgings, leaving the dragon with an irate warrior.

“That was my favourite coaster,” Arilla complained bitterly.

* * *

They barely managed to leave within the hour. Arilla took even longer to get ready, as after Tamlin left she insisted on putting on the rest of her armour by herself, despite Typhoeus’s numerous offers to help. They trudged through the snow-covered streets together, Typhoeus in a thick fur coat to cover his sundress and Arilla in her full set of runic armour. The pair headed straight for the northern gates of Rhelea, an entranceway to the city that saw little use at the best of times, let alone during the height of winter.

The northern quarters of the city were primarily residential, as the lack of through traffic coming from the north gate vastly reduced the appeal for shopfronts and warehouses. While there was the occasional alehouse here and there, the streets were quiet as people stayed indoors to wait out the poor weather. Everyone knew that the only thing that lay along the Old Road to the north was the neighbouring nation of Lintumia, but to get there through the mountain pass you’d have to first travel past Traylra, and no one sane attempted that.

As Arilla grew increasingly on-edge with every step they took towards the northern gates, Typhoeus thought that her mood might have something to do with their destination. As usual, he was surprised to learn that he was wrong.

“I don’t even know where to fucking begin. I’m just so pissed,” Arilla said, unable to hold her tongue any longer.

“Why don’t you start at the beginning?” Typhoeus asked.

“How could you possibly agree to teach Tamlin magic?” she yelled, stopping in the street to glare at him.

“What do you mean?” he asked, standing still and quickly scanning for nearby eavesdroppers with [Sovereign’s Perception]. “I thought you wanted me to be more likeable and eat fewer humans?”

“You know exactly what I mean. What if he gets a class like ‘Dragon Disciple’ or ‘Dragon Student’? You can’t trust a child to keep your secret!”

“I can trust Tamlin,” he said, feeling rather calm about the whole situation.

“He’s a child,” she reiterated.

“Yes, he is,” Typhoeus confirmed. “What’s really bothering you?” he asked when he realised that the pained look of exasperation wasn’t disappearing from her face.

“How can you trust a boy you met yesterday so easily, yet you made me jump through hoops for weeks?”

Typhoeus paused for a brief moment, unsure of what exactly to say. He trusted Arilla with his secret—and by extension his life—but Tamlin’s was another matter altogether. As much as it embarrassed him, he couldn’t deny that in his absence his guard appeared to have latched onto religion of all things; he was fairly sure that like so many of humanity’s bad habits, the automatic execution of necromancers stemmed from that glorious institution.

“Tamlin has secrets that make it easy for me to trust him,” he said, deciding to be vague.

“And those are?”

“None of your business.”

“I thought we were done with lies between us.”

“I thought there was no us,” Typhoeus reminded her. “You’re just here because the world is ending, remember?” he prodded, deriving some small amount of satisfaction from the look of hurt on her face—at least until his short-lived joy was replaced with guilt.

Arilla was quiet after that. Instead of replying, she simply covered her head with her helmet and resumed walking. They travelled in silence for the rest of the way to the walls, but were stopped short a few streets away from the gatehouse by a small group of Traylan guards who had formed an impromptu roadblock that was causing a discontented crowd to gather around it.

The guards were all new, and like so many of the recent additions to Lord Traylan’s forces they were predominantly dual-classed with the tags from their previous, higher-levelled professions on display for all to see. The apparent leader of this barricade was tagged as a level 16 baker and was flanked by six other men in metal breastplates over boiled leather, the Traylan’s crest of a silver pearl wrapped in green thorns emblazoned prominently on each of one their chests. The squad of soldiers were tagged as a mixture of apprentices, students, and even one entertainer, rather than the customary warrior tag that Typhoeus had come to expect from human soldiers.

“Listen, folks, I can’t let you pass,” the baker-turned-guard yelled over the noise of the crowd, his hands held up high in an unanswered plea for calm.

Angry voices sprung out of the gathered group of civilians along with raised fists and jeers.

“My house is past here!”

“You can’t do this!”

“Let us through!”

There were so many angry people that the meaning of any individual shout was lost in the chorus of outrage. The baker continued to call for calm, but when a building behind them neatly collapsed in on itself along with a single cry of heartfelt despair, the crowd very nearly turned violent. People pushed and shoved against the beleaguered guardsmen, who were only able to maintain some semblance of order by drawing steel on the unarmed civilians.

“Please be calm! This is a scheduled demolition! You’ve all been warned and fairly recompensed for the inconvenience! Now get back and disperse!” the baker yelled. The man seemed to be even more scared now that he held a sword in his hands than he’d been when it remained in its sheath.

“If you call the handful of drachma and a promissory note ‘fair recompense’ for my home, you’re cracked in the head!” an old man screamed back at the guards, somehow hobbling forwards on a thin cane to stand at the forefront of the crowd. “My family has lived in our home for more than fifty years, yet now I’m being kicked out so Lord Traylan can build a bigger wall?! Well, you’ll have to gut me with that pigsticker first, Baker!” he continued, practically spitting in the armed guard’s face.

“Sir I—”

“What? You can take the noble ponce’s coin but you can’t kill an old man?” the elder mocked, raising his cane in the air as if he meant to strike the beleaguered guard while the crowd at his back roared their approval.

Typhoeus was not limited in his perspective like a human was. With [Sovereign’s Perception] and the calm of someone thoroughly uninvested in the current conflict, he could see the tragedy that was about to unfold with perfect clarity. As Arilla gritted her teeth and her hand strayed towards her sword, Typhoeus saw people in the crowd produce glass bottles and rocks from beneath thick layers of winter clothing. He spotted the guard to Baker’s right clench her eyes shut, and smelled her fear as the muscles in her arm bunched to swing the heavy sword in her hands—possibly to parry the old man’s blow, possibly to simply kill him instead.

It was going to be a bloodbath, and strangely enough Typhoeus found himself caring— even if just a little bit—for the strange humans who were about to die.

Faster than the idiotic creatures could kill themselves, Typhoeus wove a spell, so a golden shield of force enveloped the old man just in time for the guard’s sword to rebound off of the arcane barrier. Startled voices cried out in alarm. Arilla’s eyes went wide beneath her helm as, for reasons that he didn’t fully understand, the dragon brought thick walls of golden mana into Creation to corral and separate the newly transitioned mob from the guards.

Scores of hands ineffectually slammed against the arcane walls, though the countless blows barely cost him a trickle of mana as every set of eyes suddenly fixated on Typhoeus through the lens of the translucent golden barriers. The attention brought with it that old familiar fear, as forgotten worries of being exposed came rushing back to him, threatening to swallow him whole.

“Are you done?” Arilla asked. Her question and unimpressed tone stalled his spiralling anxiety as he was forced to look at the crowd he had captured with just a mere moment of his draconic will. Dozens of humans penned in helplessly like cattle, a thought that caused his stomach to rumble and his lips to curl up into a smile.

“Not quite,” he gloated. Twisting his spell just a little, he forced the crowd to part, opening up a wide corridor that effectively bisected the mob and allowed for two of them to pass through to the front.

“Show-off,” Arilla commented before stepping forwards and passing along the passage—the crowd looked on helplessly from either side. Typhoeus followed quickly in Arilla’s wake, trying not to pay too much attention to the whispering crowd that scarily enough seemed to recognise him.

Typh, Dragonwife, Leech, Immolator, Dragonrider.

Aside from his alias, they were all titles he would rather not possess. His unwanted notoriety had completely failed to die down on its own in the months that he had been absent from Rhelea. Muttering a curse beneath his breath, he offered up a quick prayer to the System that Eliza would get what was coming to her, though he held no hope for that to come to fruition—Typhoeus knew that evil was so rarely punished in this world.

“Is everything okay?” Arilla asked the guard in charge once they reached the barricade. Typhoeus’s hallway collapsing in behind them gave the crowd slightly more room to breathe whilst they remained penned in.

“Yes. It is for now. Thanks for that, the name’s Baker,” the man said unironically while extending his hand, which Arilla and then Typhoeus shook.

“It was nothing. What’s going on, Baker?” Typhoeus asked.

“Construction, that’s what. Now that Rhelea has officially been made into a city, the inner walls are to be expanded along with a new set of outer ones. These folks’ houses will be too close to the rebuilt fortifications, so they’re being demolished to maintain the security of the city. They’ve all been paid and given time to move out, but some people just like to make a fuss,” Baker explained with a shrug.

“Maybe they didn’t appreciate being forced out of their homes? Or being paid a fraction of their property’s true value?” Arilla said scathingly—her tone made it crystal clear who she sided with.

Baker looked momentarily taken aback, “Are we going to have a problem here?”

“No. No problem, Baker,” she said with a long, tired sigh.

“Good,” the man replied, his tense expression being quickly replaced with a look of earnest relief. “Cause if you don’t mind me saying I wouldn’t want to go against the pair of you. Especially not with a squad barely a month into their combat classes at my back.”

“Only a month? Shouldn’t there be more of you, then, considering your low level?” Typhoeus asked.

“There should be, but we’re stretched thin. This is nothing compared to what’s going on in the slums,” Baker said, gesturing towards the penned-in crowd.

“They’re clearing out the slums in the beginning of winter?” Arilla asked, aghast.

“Yes. Lord Traylan wants the outer wall well underway by spring, and the derelict buildings out there are in the way,” Baker said.

“And I’m sure it has nothing to do with how much more valuable the land those houses are sitting on will become once they’re behind a warded wall,” Arilla retorted before turning to Typhoeus. “This is going to turn ugly. We should help.”

“I think we may be a little preoccupied dealing with our own problems soon enough . . .” Typhoeus replied, nodding towards one of the guards, who had just unfurled a small roll of parchment.

The guardswoman kept looking between it and then Typhoeus, each time managing to go a shade paler with fear. She then proceeded to cautiously approach Baker, whom she tapped on the shoulder and relayed a short, whispered message that seemed to cause the more senior soldier to pale in turn.

“I think that’s her, the mageling, the one the inquisitor wants!” He was only half listening, but [Sovereign’s Perception] made it very trying to ignore people at times. Typhoeus had never heard of an inquisitor before, but judging from the soldiers’ reactions, it was probably bad news.

“You—you wouldn’t happen to be the mage known as Typh, would you?” Baker asked, his voice shaking as his eyes practically begged Typhoeus to lie.

“Yes. I am her,” he admitted.

“Then I’m afraid that I’m going to have to ask you to come with me,” Baker said, swallowing audibly as he moved his hand to once again rest on the hilt of his sword.

“May I ask why?”

“No,” Baker said firmly.

“Officers, is there some kind of financial arrangement that we can agree on, to get you to look the other way just this once?” Arilla began, smoothly producing a heavy coin purse. Clearly his warrior had already gotten used to bribing officials in the few short months that had passed since she became part of the city’s elite.

Baker barely even looked at the bribe. Instead, he took a deep breath and drew his sword, the action mirrored by the six soldiers to his side. A heartbeat later, they all seemed surprised when they found themselves pinned between thick panes of golden light.

“Typh—” Arilla warned.

“Relax,” he said, dismissing her concerns with a wave of his hand. He stepped towards the barrier, and its golden light reflected off of his brown skin. “Baker, tell me why you want to take me in.”

“You’re not under arrest, if that’s what you’re worried about—or at least you weren’t until this—but I can’t tell you why,” he said, seeming rather resolute for a man at Typhoeus’s mercy.

“Can’t or won’t?”

“I won’t tell you anything—”

“Won’t, then . . .” Typhoeus interrupted, raising a hand up before his golden eyes where a small bulb of flame appeared hovering above the tip of his finger. “Baker, tell me your orders that concern me, or I will cook you alive in there.”

“Typh, you can’t—” Arilla began, silencing herself after Typhoeus shot her a glare.

“You know what I am, Arilla; I can do whatever I want,” he said. “Now, Baker, what will it be? The truth or a very painful and public death?”

“You can’t threaten me! There are witnesses, it’s a crime!”

“I think I’ll trust the mob that was about to kill you to keep quiet on this one thing. Now, are you going to talk or not?” he asked, staring the human down.

“. . . Fine. Like I said, you’re not under arrest. But the Inquisition has made it very clear that we are to bring you in, should we encounter you,” Baker admitted. “Now, are you going to let my men go?”

“Thank you,” Typhoeus replied with a smile, ignoring his question. “Come on, Arilla, let’s get out of here.”

They quickly passed through the northern gates and into the slums without challenge, leaving behind the guards and common folk trapped in Typhoeus’s spell. They would remain there until long after the pair were gone, which Arilla only stopped complaining about once he mentioned to her that the barriers were quite warm—more than hot enough to melt snow and keep their prisoners safe from the elements.

As they moved through outer Rhelea, Typhoeus kept the collar of his coat up and his head down, but it proved to be entirely unnecessary. While Traylan soldiers were out in force, they were very busy. Wherever he looked, Typhoeus could see people being ripped from their homes, often in tears and clutching the few possessions they had left. The Traylan soldiers seemed to be, for the most part, unperturbed by the scenes of hardship that they were instigating. The men and women with the thorned pearl on their chests were largely all too happy to evict so many people, even at the point of a sword.

While the houses and businesses that the soldiers were forcing people from were hardly well-built—with most showing significant structural instabilities or signs of dilapidation—they were all occupied. Their newly homeless residents milled aimlessly between the narrow side streets and the Old Road as if they didn’t know what to do, unable to process the sudden loss of everything they had once owned. Those few who resisted were quickly taken down with non-lethal strikes and ending up in chains, likely destined for forced conscription or a jail, but not everyone was so lucky. Considering the sheer size of the population outside the walls, it was probably a miracle that such a tiny fraction appeared to be dying, but given the numbers of people involved, it was still a staggering number of corpses arranged by the sides of the buildings where they had fallen.

More than once Arilla tried to intervene, but each time Typhoeus stopped her. They had a quest of their own, and however heart-breaking his favourite human may have found the experience to be, Arilla knew from the memories he had shared with her that it all paled in comparison to what was going to happen in Rhelea if the Great Wards continued to fail. And so, with heavy hearts and guilty consciences, they both ignored the numerous pleas for help and walked north away from the city.


Chapter 7

Fatigue

The Terythian Inquisition nominally answered to the King or Queen of the day, who sanctioned its continued existence and diverted the necessary funds from the Crown’s treasury in order to help fund it. In practice, though, the Inquisition was very much its own beast. With the rolling change in leadership that occurred with every royal election, early on in Terythia’s history the decision had been made that, for the country to prosper without the aid of Epherian might, it needed an organisation that could think in the long term, since agendas tended to radically shift along with the dynastic name of the current ruler. Over the intervening centuries, the Inquisition had steadily accumulated high-level classers of all stripes who took far fewer risks than their adventuring counterparts and tended to live much longer as a result.

Given that the individual members tended to come from noble stock, they were politically savvy enough to ensure that their organisation not only survived, but thrived, with the Inquisition growing in wealth, land, and influence to rival the most powerful of Terythian dynasties. Naturally, there had been numerous attempts to curtail the institution’s steadily growing power, but Kings and Queens who turned their eyes towards reining it in tended to have accidents and were soon replaced with far-more-agreeable monarchs. This trend hadn’t gone unnoticed by the noble houses, and it had eventually been accepted as part of the cost of a free Terythia.

For all of its faults, the Inquisition had never once tried to use its considerable reach for anything other than preventing civil wars and peasant uprisings, although there were rumours, of course, that it was involved in much more. To hear Arilla describe it, and with his draconic perspective to fill in the gaps, it didn’t take much to figure out that the Inquisition likely acted as a covert branch of monster hunters, albeit one more concerned with political stability than coin.

A lot of their more esoteric activities could be easily explained if you accepted that they were hunting creatures like him. Dragon’s certainly weren’t the only species with class skills to let them pass for human, and similarly, they weren’t alone in having developed a taste for human flesh. Within the bounds of Terythian civilisation, predators lurked, and it seemed like it was the Inquisition’s job to hunt them. At least, that was what Typhoeus believed from Arilla’s talk of infamous inquisitors periodically putting entire towns and cities to the torch just to snuff out a particularly elusive murderer.

The dragon quickly decided that he would be avoiding their request to talk to him just like he would avoid an invitation to dinner from a particularly randy goblin with a vocal passion for scales.

“You know that I can’t go back, right?” Typhoeus stated, feeling oddly sad by the realisation.

“To Rhelea?” Arilla asked after a long pause, her voice sounding almost fragile when she mentioned her home city.

Typhoeus didn’t need to see her face—which was admittedly still obscured by her helm—to know that she felt bad about leaving the slums to the not-so-gentle ministrations of Traylan soldiers. Realistically, there was nothing that either of them could do about it, not without committing to far greater amounts of bloodshed. He wasn’t even sure the mob he’d left trapped in his spell hadn’t turned on the similarly immobilised guardsmen the moment they were released.

Wisely, he decided not to bring that up to Arilla.

“Yes. I’ve been having enough trouble dodging adventurers. If half of what you say about this Inquisition is true, then I’ll return to pick up Tamlin and we’ll depart Rhelea for good.”

“You’re still serious about that? Teaching him, I mean.”

“Of course. I’ve never had an apprentice before. I can’t be abandoning him already—any more than I already am I suppose,” he commented.

“You couldn’t bring him with us to Traylra,” she said protectively.

“I know that,” he scoffed. “If I had my own way I wouldn’t even bring you, and when did you figure out that’s where we are going?”

“It’s literally the only thing of note on this road before the border. Besides, where else is a sovereign dragon going to go for answers other than a city famously ruled over by another dragon?”

“I’ll give you that,” he conceded.

“How long do you think it will take us to get there in all this?” she asked, gesturing to the snow still falling from the sky. It covered the Old Road like a thick white blanket.

“No more than a dozen hours. Actually, I imagine that we’re far enough away now. Stand back a good few feet; I’m going to change here,” Typhoeus said, quickly shrugging out of his clothes and hastily folding them while his teeth chattered. The thought of turning back into his much-more-weather-resistant form was the only thing that kept him going as he quickly stepped away from the road in the nude. He yelped loudly with every frigid step, the snow coming up past his knees.

“Wait!” Arilla yelled, her arm outstretched in an apparent panic.

“What? I realise that it’s been some time since you’ve last seen me naked, but can we move this along? It’s exceptionally cold,” he shivered.

“You can’t change,” she declared firmly, frustrating him with her vagueness.

“What do you mean I ‘can’t’?” he asked quickly, still shivering in the snow.

“Half the classers in Terythia are looking for you, not to mention several dozen from Lintumia and Tolis! There are mage circles keyed to dragon’s blood, roving patrols on bronze-rank horses, all waiting for a dragon sighting. You cannot change.”

“I’m not worried about that. I’ve been dealing with adventurers for years.”

“Not like these you haven’t. The bounty—my bounty has changed things,” she admitted with a blush. “There’s a steel-ranked team in Rhelea led by an adventurer named Cordamo the Slayer. He claims to have a skill that lets him track any creature he’s encountered within a hundred miles, but he might have been exaggerating or underplaying his strength.”

“Can you get to the point? I’ve never even met this Cordamo, or any steel-rank humans, for that matter,” he asked, then conjured a small fire to warm himself as he waited for Arilla to finish.

“You haven’t, but he already paid a bard to write a song about how he kills you. In the song he finds your trail off some dragon’s blood left behind on a fallen knight’s sword, which was recovered from the ruins of the Traylan estate,” she explained.

“Well fuck,” he slumped, before he turned around and quickly went to retrieve his clothes. As he got dressed on the snow covered road, he pretended not to notice how Arilla’s eyes lingered on his body. “I don’t suppose next time you could warn me about this sort of thing before I disrobe?”

“I honestly thought you knew—and in my defence, you slip out of your clothes exceedingly fast,” she replied with a smirk. “At what point are you going to start wearing armour anyway? You’re a level 49 Mage now; you’ll need that and a staff if you want to look the part.”

“I told you I’m not going back to Rhelea, not for long enough for it to matter. ‘Looking the part’ has fallen considerably on my list of priorities, and depending on what we find out in Traylra it might slip off entirely,” he said wistfully, still not entirely comfortable with the idea of giving up on human civilisation.

Typhoeus looked down at his body, now thankfully clothed again, and marvelled at how well it fit him. He knew about the mistakes he had made in crafting it, though he had since grown attached to his overly large chest and hips. Top heavy or not, it felt right. Sometimes it felt even more right than his real body. He knew that the sensible thing—assuming he decided to run away from his responsibilities—was to cast aside Typh and try again, using [Alternate Form] to forge himself a new body. He’d learned a lot since his first attempt, and crafting one that would stand out less would be trivially easy, but the thought of abandoning his favoured form filled him with dread.

“So these steel ranks, how many are in Cordamo’s team?” he asked.

“Typh, you seriously can’t be considering fighting them,” Arilla responded, a disbelieving look in her hazel eyes.

“I can take them,” he boasted. However, he sounded somewhat less certain than he would have liked. “With an ambush it would be easy.”

“No, it wouldn’t. I get that you hate walking and that you may be at the very peak of iron rank, but steel always beats iron and you know it. You were having trouble with mid-iron teams when they were prepared for you. If a steel-rank one finds you, you’ll die.”

“Fine. Where does that leave us?” he asked through gritted teeth.

“Walking through this,” she answered, nodding towards the large expanse of virgin snow extending out to the horizon. “Traylra is, what? Two hundred miles away? Why do you think I packed so much?”

“I just thought you wanted to flaunt your newfound wealth.”

“Typh . . .”

“Depths take me, two hundred miles . . .” He sighed. “I’m going to get blisters.”

“That’s what you’re worried about?”

“I’m mostly worried Erebus will kill us both and gift my corpse to my siblings. But sure, blisters are a close second.”

Arilla laughed, and it was a beautiful thing. “The shadow dragon, Erebus is its name?”

“His name, yes,” he corrected.

“Sorry, that was rude of me. Do you know him well? What’s he like?”

“He’s a cowardly, aberrant, paranoid little bastard. He’s also towards the end of his sixth tier of power—sorry, silver rank—with all of his class slots filled. So in the event we piss him off for any reason, it’s safe to assume he’ll kill us both before we can apologise.”

“Well shit. Do we have any better options than that?”

“No. He might kill us, he might not. Everyone else I can think of who would know what is wrong with the Wards would definitely murder us outright rather than talking to us.”

“I still don’t like this plan,” she confessed. “It feels like your usual blend of reckless insanity.”

“Well, you’re welcome to wait for me back in Rhelea,” he offered. He wasn’t a particularly big fan of the idea either.

“What kind of Dragon Guard would I be if I let my patron go and get murdered while I was snuggled up in my armchair two hundred miles away.”

“A shit one. But in your defence, it is a very nice armchair.”

“I know it is,” she said smugly. Typhoeus could practically hear the grin in her voice.

“It’s going to take forever to walk there, isn’t it?” he complained.

“With our stats it won’t be more than two or three weeks, assuming that the snow doesn’t get any worse,” Arilla said.

Typhoeus barely resisted the urge to groan with dismay. He was not a particularly superstitious dragon, but even he knew better than to tempt the System into throwing some unforeseen disaster in their path.

“You know, if we get stuck in a blizzard now, it’s your fault.”

* * *

Despite Arilla’s careless words tempting fate, they did not in fact get stuck in a blizzard—although, given what had befallen them instead, that might have been preferable.

Typhoeus lay flat on his back staring up at the canvas ceiling as he willed himself to move from his comfortable resting place. Snugly sandwiched between two layers of fur-lined leather, he really didn’t want to venture out into the biting winds and thick flurries of snow.

He could feel it as it hammered away at his barrier. The spell still connected to his deep reserves was liberally taking small chunks of mana away from him with every passing second he remained inside the tent. The beast outside was half mad in its desperate desire to please its dungeon, sent out like so many others to hunt for levels in preparation for the coming storm. He was half-tempted to flex his draconic aura to scare it off, though if Arilla was right about the steel ranks—and the mage patrols—then doing so would be as good as inviting the dragon hunters to come share their fire. It was a near-certain death sentence as much as he didn’t like to admit it. He could always try his luck outrunning the adventurers as a dragon. They certainly wouldn’t follow him inside Traylra’s tall walls—not unless the humans had a team of silvers up their sleeves—but it wasn’t worth the risk, not when he could just be patient and . . . walk.

So instead of chasing away the continuous trickle of magical beasts after their blood, Typhoeus swallowed his pride and begged the System for more than thirty minutes of sleep at a time. That and the mental strength to climb out of his warm bed so that he could kill their latest would-be-predator.

Unsurprisingly, the System did not provide.

“Typh, it’s your turn,” Arilla grumbled from the other side of the tent, her voice as heavy with exhaustion as he knew his own to be.

“Already? I just got the last one,” he groaned into the comfortable leather.

“That was an hour ago—you’re forgetting about the Winter Wraiths I killed.”

“Fine, fine, just a few more minutes,” he moaned, despairing at his unfortunate reality as he clung to the last vestiges of sleep.

“How much mana will a few more minutes cost us?” she asked.

He checked, then winced as he watched his mana trickle down before his very eyes.

Name: Typh

Species: Human

Age: 19

HP: 461/480

SP: 17/480

MP: 4428/5300

Strength: 48

Dexterity: 48

Vitality: 48

Intelligence: 160

Willpower: 142 

Charisma: 99

Class: Artillery Mage - Level 49*

Artillerist’s Abjurations - Level 49

Artillerist’s Empowerment - Level 49

Artillerist’s Guidance - Level 49

Artillerist’s Reservoir - Level 49

Artillery Mage - You have caused great destruction with the simplest of magical spells. As a result, you are given the option of further strengthening your ability to commit wholesale carnage with your ranged spells.

+2 Vit, +4 Int, +1 Will, +1 Cha, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Mage] tagged.

*This class is at its level cap. You must rank it up to absorb more experience.

Artillerist’s Abjurations - This skill improves your effective intelligence by this skill’s level for all protective spells and wards that you create. Additionally, a portion of the damage normally blocked by effects benefitting from this skill may be stored and released as a distinct attack with a reduced effect equal to 0.1% of the original attack per skill level.

Artillerist’s Empowerment - This skill allows you to expend an equal amount of health and mana in order to add this skill’s level to your intelligence score for determining the potency and finesse of your magical effects. If the spell or mana effect includes a moving payload, upon impact the target will suffer as if hit by Sovereign’s Breath with 1/10th of the original spell’s cost to fuel the secondary skill. Additionally, while your MP is full, your MP regeneration will instead regenerate your HP. The amount added by this skill is capped by your vitality. 

Artillerist’s Guidance - This skill provides limited course correction, guidance, and scrying effect for all spells fired up to a range determined by (intelligence + skill level) * 10 feet. Course correction is limited to 0.1 degrees per skill level for every foot travelled.

Artillerist’s Reservoir - This skill allows you to imbue objects and your aura with a mana supply separate and distinct from your own. This mana can be recalled at will and used to power your auras’ active effects, or to give imbued objects and auras a velocity and direction powered by its own external mana reservoir. Stored mana exceeding 10 * this skill’s level will dissipate naturally over time.

“A few hundred, maybe,” he answered, knowing full well that he couldn’t afford the loss.

“How much have you got left?” she asked again, likely too tired to remember that they’d had this same conversation half an hour ago when it was her turn—and half an hour before that when it was his.

“I’m down to four-point-four thousand, although it will drop down to four-point-three in a minute or two.”

“And your external?”

“Long gone.”

“Then get out of bed; you’ve got work to do,” she commanded gruffly, then immediately fell back to sleep.

“Fine, but I . . . Oh forget it, I’m too tired,” he grumbled as he crawled out of his sleeping bag fully clothed. A lone pang of regret formed in his heart when he looked across the canvas-covered floor of their tent to see Arilla sleeping in her own sleeping bag, so close, but so very far away.

He threw on his coat, careful not to trip on Arilla’s discarded pieces of armour as he made his way to the exit. He opened the door, and stepped out into the biting winds and thick snow. The heavy snowfall was already up past his waist where it had piled up high against the canvas walls of their tent. It was only through a clever bit of warding that it could hold up to all that weight. It was just a shame that with all the snow on the ground, he couldn’t create anything to ward away the beasts—not without bleeding himself dry or wasting a literal fortune in silver long before they even got to Traylra.

They had tried his obscuring wardposts on their first night on the road, only to be rudely awoken when a dread scyther had torn its way through their tent. The enchantment held in the circle of stone pillars had failed the moment the first one was buried underneath the snow, and the violent calamity that was the scyther had soon followed. He could make larger posts that would rise high above any potential snowfall, but the amount of mana involved would be easily detectable to anyone with the right skills.

An ear-splitting trill filled the air and Typhoeus felt a solid fifty mana evaporate from his reserves as the golden barrier surrounding their tent shook and flickered. His spell automatically drew upon his well to maintain its simple function under the beast’s continuous magical assault.

“I have not slept in a week,” Typhoeus warned the creature, half-hoping to evoke some kind of sympathy from the beast, which only clacked its man-sized mandibles in response.

The giant frost worm looked down at him from the other side of the golden dome that protected the tent before it unleashed a tightly focused beam of blindingly white energy. The focused ray of cold aspected mana was emitted from the worm’s maw and quickly struck his arcane barrier, where it caused thick sheets of frigid ice to form around the trailing point of impact. Typhoeus’s mana reserves dropped noticeably as the jagged shards of mana-infused ice formed and then pushed against his spell.

Typhoeus twisted his will and [Artillerist’s Abjurations] shot a similar beam back at the giant worm from his glowing barrier. The second ray of white light cut a deep swath through the thick snow drifts, which in turn sprouted their own spikes of jagged ice. He bent the beam with [Artillerist’s Guidance] so that it curved, hitting the creature at a surprising angle and causing it to recoil, though more from shock than pain. The dragon strongly doubted that his attack was able to penetrate its thick hide, or particularly bother it by exposing it to sub-freezing temperatures.

Frost worms were one of the more unpleasant creatures to wake up during the long winter months. Twelve-thousand pounds of muscle and hardened bone plating made them a fearsome sight to behold for the average adventurer. The sixty-foot-long worm was covered in magic-resistant scales, giving it a pale blue colour which was offset by the thick, hardened plates of shock-white segmented bone along its back. A large pair of pincers covered the sides of an extendable lamprey jaw, and a single malevolent eye glared down at him from above. Its ever-present trill directly attacked the minds of anyone nearby, and if that wasn’t enough it could shoot a fairly lethal freeze ray out of its mouth.

Of course Typhoeus was not an average adventurer, so to him this particular frost worm was just an unwanted obstacle between him and maybe another half-hour of uninterrupted sleep.

“If your dungeon is watching, tell it to fuck off and leave us alone. There’s easier prey on these roads than me,” he threatened, well aware that mana-resistant scales were a long way from mana-proof ones.

Typhoeus raised a slender arm, almost snug in his winter coat, and skimmed just enough mana from the top of his reserves to fill a single mana lance. The bolt of hardened heat and light formed as it always did with a minimal amount of effort. He then sent the familiar spell careening into the worm’s single eye at speeds that even his own eyes couldn’t track. With his intelligence score of 160, and a fourth-tier arcana skill backing it up, the golden lance raced through the creature’s eye with little resistance. A fountain of gore ruptured out from its vapourised orbital socket, staining the snow as the lance burrowed through to the back of its skull, where it dramatically exited and left behind a large sizzling tunnel of freshly cauterised flesh. The animal finally stopped its annoying trilling and fell limply to the ground, where it kicked up great flurries of snow while it spasmed in its death.

*Congratulations on defeating a level 29 Adult Frost Worm. Experience is awarded.*

*Your class is at its level cap. Rank up to claim further experience.*

Typhoeus sighed at the waste of experience, mana, and effort, but his fatigue betrayed him by turning it into a long yawn, which in turn transitioned into a bout of coughing when a gust of wind blew snow into the back of his throat.

“Depths take me. I hate this weather . . .” he complained between coughs.

It was early in the morning of the seventh day of their journey, yet Typhoeus hadn’t slept consecutively for more than half an hour in that entire time. With their stats the first few days hadn’t been so terrible, but now he was practically dead on his feet. The near-constant stream of low-level encounters ensured that neither he nor Arilla were able to get any meaningful rest.

Arilla, with all of her vitality-boosting skills, was actually holding up better than him. Her much larger stamina pool kept her relatively sprightly, while he just wanted to lie down and die. If things didn’t get better soon, then he would either have to turn back into a dragon and hope that Cordamo’s bragging was just that, a brag, or resign himself to the indignity of being carried while they marched down the Old Road in knee-deep snow.

Typhoeus was about to return to their tent to crawl back into bed when he noticed something that had been stirred up by the frost worm’s collapse. Pulling his thick coat even tighter across his chest, he walked through his golden barrier and over to the disturbance.

It quickly became apparent to him that it was a body.

A corpse belonging to a young man lay frozen in the snow, and a large bite wound adorned his chest. The injury had obviously bled for a long time and stained his trousers red before it iced over with the human subsequently dying from either the blood loss or the cold. The mystery corpse was dressed appropriately for the weather, although his armaments were severely lacking. Travelling the Old Roads this close to the Dragonspines was dangerous at the best of times, but this winter was proving to be an abnormally dangerous one with the local dungeons sending out their beasts in force.

Indulging in his curiosity, Typhoeus took the messenger bag off the corpse. The satchel felt uncomfortably resistant to being manipulated, since the leather itself was frozen solid, but with fire magic at his disposal that was hardly a serious impediment. Inside the satchel was a frozen apple—which he happily devoured—a roll of drachma wrapped in twine, and a single wax-sealed letter the dragon didn’t hesitate to rip open.

It was hard to understand, not just because he considered himself to be barely literate, but because he was so tired the words practically swam across the page. It took him several attempts just to read the message through from start to finish as he kept repeating the same short stretches of text whenever he let his focus slip, but eventually he got it.

To Head Clerk Gautier of Rhelea’s Adventurers Guild,

Don’t you dare throw this message in the trash, you licentious piece of shit. I know we have hardly seen eye to eye over the years, but this is serious and goes beyond our personal issues.

Cawic is in trouble. You know we’ve always had enough retired adventurers in our little village to take care of ourselves, but this winter is different, and the monsters are acting different.

Since the winter snows first started to fall, we have been beset every night by a swarm of monsters that attack with numbers and a coordination that is decidedly unnatural outside of a dungeon. The retired adventurers who usually protect our village from threats like this are steadily being worn down and there have already been losses. Soon we won’t have enough swords to man the walls, let alone investigate, and given the season we can’t even evacuate the children.

I know that after the last message I sent you probably want nothing to do with me, and the feeling is mutual, but we need your help. Please, Gautier, if you ever cared for me at all, send adventurers who can handle mid-pewter threats as soon as you can before the winter snows make the journey impossible.

Kalle.

The body was frozen solid, making it difficult to accurately date it, but the winter snows hadn’t been blowing for all that long, meaning this messenger had been sent south at some point in the last month. Cawic, wherever it was, still stood a decent enough chance of surviving. For how long that would remain to be true, Typhoeus could only guess.

“Well shit,” Typhoeus said, resigning himself to his inevitable future. “Arilla, pack up the tent!” he yelled. “We’re moving!”

The dragon had a village to save: a village with beds, stone walls and maybe even, System willing, a bath.

And Typhoeus loved a good bath.


Chapter 8

Patronage

Eliza scanned the words on the page, considering each one in turn as she evaluated their place next to one another. The flow of the music floated up from the sheet paper and whispered into her ear, her class facilitating the transformation with a hungry eagerness. She felt it reach out to devour the lyrics like a starving beast, chewing them up along with their accompanying notes as it spat out an inspired melody and filled in the empty spots and pauses with notes from her violin.

It was a good song, but she knew that with a little work that she could make it something far better.

“With all due respect, I can’t sing this,” Eliza said solemnly as she carefully placed the sheet music down on the table in front of her.

“Is there something wrong with the cadence? I was assured this is the tempo most of your songs are played at,” Barnabas inquired, the manservant doing a good job at pretending to care.

“The cadence is fine. The lyrics are actually quite elegant, and I genuinely like this piece. Your songwriter did good work, but I can’t sing this, for political reasons,” she explained, ignoring how her class growled with frustration as she stifled its creative outpouring.

“If it’s about the money I—”

“It’s not about the money,” Eliza said flatly. “Perhaps you can find someone else; I know half a dozen bards who would jump at this opportunity,” she suggested.

“It has to be you,” Lord Traylan announced. The high lord had been silent up until now and so it was a surprise to hear him finally speak. When he had said his piece he tented his fingers in front of his face, partially obscuring his frustrated expression behind his wrinkled hands.

“Quite. You see, you wrote the first song ‘Typh the Dragon’s Wife’. We can’t have the sequel be sung by anyone other than you. It just wouldn’t have quite the same impact,” Barnabas explained, nervously glancing to the side at his employer.

“I appreciate that, but the song will still do well coming from another bard. It just can’t be me,” Eliza said, knowing all too well what Riyoul would do to her if she took the nobleman’s coin.

“Are you—”

“Barnabas, leave us,” Lord Traylan interrupted.

“Of course, My Lord,” Barnabas said. The old manservant quickly stood up out of his chair and rushed from the room with remarkable alacrity for someone in his later years, leaving the two of them alone.

As soon as the door to the large meeting room closed, leaving just a wide oaken table separating the bard from the high noble, Eliza felt the tension rise noticeably. She couldn’t tell if it was a skill or just the circumstances, but she felt it. Academically, she knew that she was supposed to be afraid of Lord Traylan, but the man before her evoked not an ounce of fright from her; Riyoul had long since monopolised her ability to feel fear.

“I could order you to do it. Rhelea is mine, and you pay your taxes to me. There’s nothing to stop me from snapping my fingers and having you clapped in chains, and dragged off to join my growing army as a fucking foot soldier, latrine digger, or whatever I see fit,” the nobleman threatened. The shocking depth of anger in the man’s tone was easily picked up by [Troubadour’s Ear], but she knew that it wasn’t directed at her. She was just a convenient outlet for his rage, which if anything made him more dangerous—he was right, there was nothing stopping him.

“Your only value to me is in shaping the commoners’ opinion, and if you won’t do that despite being offered enough gold to drown yourself in flake, booze, or whatever else you spend your money on, then what use are you?” he continued.

“My Lord, are you going to do any of those things?” Eliza asked calmly while beneath the table, her fingers danced a frantic tune on the neck of an imagined violin.

The man looked at her for a long time, and despite the differences between Riyoul and Lord Traylan, Eliza was struck by the familiarity of the moment. Her, alone in a room with yet another powerful man who had complete control over the direction and duration of her life.

It was tiring.

“No . . . I will not,” Lord Traylan finally said, the nobleman suddenly sounding so very old and sad. The surprising show of vulnerability almost made Eliza feel pity for him.

Then she remembered the slums. The recent shortage of funerary linens to wrap the dead in prior to cremation. The smell of burnt flesh that had hovered over Rhelea for days in spite of the continuous snowfall. Smoke from the pyres had mingled with the falling snow and together they had covered the city in a blanket of oppressive grey.

“Thank you, My Lord,” she said carefully, not skimping on her stamina usage as she kept the disgust out of her voice.

“Don’t thank me, Bard. If the city wasn’t threatening to boil over then we would be having a very different conversation,” he said, leaning forwards in his seat to loom over the table.

Eliza wanted to scream at him, to tell him that his city had already boiled over, just the part nobody cared about. Like she had done so many times before, she plastered a dumb, easy smile on her face and let the powerful man talk.

“Now, what will it take?” Lord Traylan asked softly, clearly trying to play nice even if he wasn’t used to negotiating with someone so far beneath him in status.

“I’m sorry, Lord Traylan, I’m not sure I follow?”

“Don’t play dumb with me, Bard,” he spat, almost causing her smile to falter when he threw her class tag at her like an insult. “You said that you can’t sing the song, not that you don’t want to. So, what will it take to get you to play your part?”

Kill Riyoul, the Smiling Knife.

It was a simple-enough demand, one that Lord Traylan was probably capable of delivering upon. But the coin it would take to bring a mid-iron rogue to heel was far more than the payment being offered for her services. Still, she almost said it—only the fear that the rogue could be in the room watching and waiting under the cover of his invisibility caused her to bite her tongue. That was the problem with rogues; he could be standing right next to her with a knife hovering over her throat and she would never know it until she felt the steel bite through her neck.

“Propaganda pieces aren’t my brand, My Lord,” she eventually said, the irony of the lie obvious to her. Propaganda pieces were her bread and butter; half her songs about the Shining Swords were to distract attention away from whenever Riyoul wanted to murder someone who might otherwise be missed. The number of songs she had sung for him over the years . . . it didn’t bear thinking about. Better to lose herself in booze and flake as Lord Traylan so rightly put it.

“How disappointing you are,” Lord Traylan sighed, interrupting her self-recriminations. The lord stood up from his seat and walked across the room towards the large window, where he silently stared out at the scenic backdrop.

The market bazaar was several stories below them, bustling with activity despite the snow. Crowds gathered in the town square around the few stalls where enterprising merchants had arranged for runic heaters to provide some degree of warmth. From her seat, Eliza couldn’t see this, but she could look out at the tall buildings that belonged to various guild headquarters and the very wealthiest of Rhelea’s citizenry. All had paid for the privilege of such a central location, and they were no doubt overjoyed to suddenly be neighbours with their noble lord. The man and his extensive retinue of steel and iron knights had come to occupy the former Merchant Council’s offices now that his own private castle was a ruin buried beneath the winter snows.

Eliza knew that the smart thing to do was to take advantage of the lull in conversation and to make a discreet exit—to flee before the powerful man’s attention once again fell her way. It would be rude, but far less so than what she was contemplating doing instead. However, at the end of the day, the one thing that Eliza craved more than anything else was agency. If she couldn’t save herself from Riyoul, then perhaps she could possibly save the people of Rhelea from their lord’s grief.

Eliza prepared herself, sinking deep into her skills as she liberally burned stamina to raise her effective charisma score as high as it would go. She felt the warm embrace of her inflated attribute wrap itself around her like a comfortable blanket. Creation warped her perception as she carefully studied her target, and his body language grew more pronounced—if only to her eyes. The tense jaw where he ground his back teeth rather than lash out with the words that he wanted to say, and the greying beard just a fraction of an inch longer than the fashion for nobles of his stature. That was a sign of his fatigue if not a desire to spend his time on more important matters. His broad shoulders, impressive for someone his age but far less so for someone his level, were tightly bunched like he was physically carrying the weight of his son’s loss.

Eliza looked at him through the lens of her charisma and didn’t just see a monster whose orders had led to the deaths of hundreds; she also saw a tired old man so very lost in his grief.

The power her class granted her was intoxicating. It had only failed her once in recent memory. The ghost of an ache from Typh’s surprisingly powerful punch suddenly announced itself on her jaw and threatened to disrupt her concentration. She felt herself momentarily waver, though she pushed past it, trusting in her stats to guide her through. Smoother than velvet, she purred each syllable, her words thrumming with the power to convince, seduce, and compel.

“My Lord Traylan, I understand that you are upset, but you’re moving too fast with the city—”

“Upset . . .” he whispered, so quietly she only picked it up with her perception skill. That was a skill that he had no way of knowing about, so she promptly decided to ignore it.

“—if you slow down with your plans then I’m sure that they will work, but what you are doing in the slums, the inner walls, and with the Adventurers Guild, it’s too much too fast,” she pleaded, pouring everything she had into her skill-enhanced voice.

“Upset,” he said again, louder this time—so loud that she couldn’t pretend to not have heard it.

“My Lord?” she asked innocently, Creation twisting reality to reinforce her desired illusion.

“You call me ‘upset’; girl. Like I lost a beloved pet or a favoured sword,” he began, his anger shattering her attempt at manipulation, which now suddenly felt so feeble and fragile.

“My Lord, I’m sorry if my words offended you. I understand that you are grieving, but—”

“You understand no such thing, Bard! They killed my son! My fucking son is dead, and now an upjumped bard is trying to tell me how to run my city!” he raged.

“My Lord, I meant no disrespect.”

“I don’t give a flying fuck if you meant it or not. You’re not a parent; you can’t possibly understand what it is to lose a child. Galen may have been a contemptuous piece of shit—I’m not blind to what he was—but he was my son! He was not just a piece of me, but also the last connection that I had to his mother, and I loved him all the more for it,” he yelled, furiously pacing the room while glaring at her. “Now I finally have all that I ever wanted to ensure my lineage rises to the heights we were always destined for, but what’s the bloody point of it all when my son is dead? It’s like the Gods are watching from above, only so they can rain shit down upon my line. But the joke’s on them, it’s finally over!” he finished, an angry and almost manic grin on his face.

“My Lord, I know it isn’t my place to say this, but you are aware that Galen had . . . indiscretions. The women involved weren’t particularly quiet about it while he was alive, but if you’re looking for a connection to your late wife then surely one of your grandchildren could suffice?” Eliza asked, trying desperately to calm him down—her charisma had never failed her so dramatically before.

“It isn’t your place at all, but a bastard is useless to me, and Galen has left me with more than I can count. No, the Traylan line might as well die with me. The only one with a passing claim to legitimacy is the sprog growing inside his concubine’s belly, and even that child’s life will be mired by their half brothers and sisters being raised up as puppets by every interested noble family inside and outside of Terythia.”

“I’m sorry, My Lord. I didn’t know.”

“Of course you didn’t know. You’re what, forty and childless?”

“Fifty, My Lord.”

“Still young for a classer . . . You should have children while you can; they are a gift,” he said in a marked shift of tone that unbalanced her even further.

“I’m more of a cat person, My Lord,” Eliza answered honestly, too confused by his erratic behaviour to try anything else.

“You know, if I were twenty years younger I might have taken that as a challenge,” he said after a brief pause. He was seemingly calm again, and in good cheer, but Eliza didn’t dare relax, all too aware how easily his temper had been set off.

“In that case, I appreciate your maturity,” she said, adding a quick, “My Lord,” as an afterthought.

They shared an uneasy smile. Lord Traylan, for all of his grief and rage, occasionally slipped back into the man he had been before. The glimpses of him she had seen weren’t so bad—aloof and out of touch, but a far cry from the vengeful if not tyrannical man he was now. She wondered if there was a way for that halfway-decent person buried deep inside the bitter shell of the man to make a more permanent return. But those same layers of grief and anger made him a poor governor, especially when his city was one that had been outside of noble control for so long.

Lord Traylan’s actions wouldn’t have caused a batted eyelid anywhere else in Terythia, but here in Rhelea they were pushing people to the edge; combat-classed or not, Terythians were all dangerous. Eliza had once seen a butcher slice through wyvern hide with a blunt knife to prove a point, a tailor sew steel into cloth, and many more feats of impossibility that made a potential city-wide riot terrify her to the bone. Already, Lord Traylan’s construction efforts within the inner city had very nearly sparked those same riots, and if it wasn’t for the physical obstacle of the walls shielding the horrors inflicted by his soldiers from view, then their actions in the slums certainly would have.

“I am right. You know that, Lord Traylan,” she intoned, trying again with an appeal to his reason.

“You are overstepping. Again,” he warned, the anger that had left his tone returning almost immediately.

“I know I am, My Lord, but I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t try to talk you out of it.” she said, steeling herself with a deep breath. “Rhelea is a tinderbox—it has been for a long time. I say this as one of the few people who agree with you. Classes shouldn’t be free for everyone to access, but if you don’t slow down the people will riot. I don’t know if your people are too scared to tell you not to do this, but I’m not. I live in fear of terrifying men every day of my life. If you push through with this, Rhelea will burn.”

“Then let it burn.”

She blinked.

“I’m sorry, My Lord?” she asked, unsure if her skill-enhanced ears had failed her. She hadn’t misheard a word in all the years since she’d first gained [Troubadour’s Ear]. Now that it was ranked up and sitting at her level cap, she could barely comprehend the possibility. Still, that would have made more sense than what she’d just heard.

“You heard me the first time. I know how good your hearing truly is. Rhelea can burn for all I care,” Lord Traylan said.

“Surely you don’t mean—”

“I do. Fuck this city—fuck it and the people who live in it. They killed my son, those adventurers you like to sing about. Mark my words, Eliza, the Dragonrider is one of them, and everyone knows it. This wasn’t some foreign attack or nobleman’s quarrel. One of your kind found out how to tame a dragon, and rather than share that knowledge with the kingdom, they used it to lead a monstrous army to kill my son over what was almost certainly a personal dispute.”

“System knowledge that could raise our country to untold heights was squandered on a single adventurer’s ego. For all I know, the Dragonrider is sipping ale in the Adventurers Guild as we speak. And the people, the people are complicit. Rather than demand justice or the Dragonrider’s head, they sing songs about his heroics, raise toasts in his honour. Ballads of taming dragons are being sung in every tavern, stories of slaying wicked noblemen and stealing their gold.”

“Don’t think that I don’t know what you and your colleagues sing when you think you’re not being observed,” he said with an accusing glare. “I will rule my city how I please, and if a little unrest is all that it takes to smoke out the Dragonrider, then so be it. If the city burns, then I know that the Dragonrider will be at the centre of the fires; if it doesn’t, well, then I will have my city, run my way.”

“You’re mad,” Eliza uttered, aghast.

“Find me a parent who has lost a child who isn’t a little bit mad,” Lord Traylan spat.

“If Rhelea revolts, thousands will die . . .” she tried again, appealing to his humanity.

“If they dare revolt, then I will just have to rebuild on top of their corpses. Classes or not, they’re only commoners. Besides, the population is too large anyway; the price of grain has already grown unsustainable,” he said.

“You won’t though, rebuild that is. Rhelea is exceptional, you can’t just put down the peasants with a handful of knights.”

“You overestimate the calibre of Rhelea’s peasantry. So what if they have classes and levels? That just means I need higher-level knights,” he said dismissively.

There was a sharp knock at the door, which promptly opened as Barnabas poked his head into the room through the opening.

“My Lord, inquisitor Xanthia will not be kept waiting any longer,” Barnabas informed them. He had kept his eyes deferentially lowered as he spoke, but once he’d relayed his brief message, the manservant’s gaze was swiftly pulled up towards Eliza. Barnabas’s mouth relaxed into an easy smile, his pupils dilated and his lips moved again, slower this time as he began to speak in a dreamy, almost slurred tone. “I’ve always wanted to—”

Cursing inwardly, Eliza immediately stopped the flow of stamina to her skills and like that, the spell was broken. Her effective charisma score plummeted. Barnabas stopped talking, and Eliza suddenly felt small and vulnerable—no longer the master manipulator, but an isolated woman in the lair of man who had just confessed to contemplating mass murder. Without her skill’s influence, Barnabas snapped back to attention; Lord Traylan halted, pausing in his frantic pacing to look at her with a mixture of surprise and disdain.

“Barnabas, see Miss Eliza out and send the inquisitor in, would you,” Lord Traylan instructed, his dismissal clear. Eliza saw fit to follow his words to the letter, quickly exiting the room before the consequences of her actions could catch up with her.

Her mind whirled as Barnabas hurried her through the well-decorated halls while she tried to process what she’d just heard. Surprising herself that it was even possible, her heart leapt even farther into her throat when she passed a group unlike any other waiting patiently in the Lord’s lobby.

Thanks to Riyoul, Eliza had known for some time that the Inquisition was in Rhelea. Having heard Barnabas announce it should have taken the edge off of her shock, but seeing her in the flesh was another thing entirely.

Inquisitor Xanthia was more of a myth than a person. The stories that had followed in the wake of the steel-ranked woman were as outlandish as they were numerous. Eliza considered herself to be a very good bard, so she was all too aware not just of the songs sung about her, but also the ones that got you at best a warning, and at worst caused you to disappear entirely.

For a living legend, Xanthia was a slight woman. The word ‘willowy’ immediately sprung to mind when Eliza looked directly at her. The inquisitor was purportedly the closest a Terythian had ever made it to silver rank since the country’s founding over a thousand years ago. Not that anyone below bronze could tell her apart from an iron-rank. Her level was so high it was displayed only as three question marks to anyone who didn’t already possess their own legend.

Inquisitor Xanthia was, oddly enough, not a beautiful woman—something that was practically unheard of for anyone with a level as high as hers. Charisma scores gradually altered people’s bodies to better resemble their idealised sense of self. With higher charisma scores simply doing the job a lot faster than low ones, and for a woman who was several centuries old with a charisma score that was almost certainly in the triple digits, the fact that she looked bookish bordering on plain was an oddity.

The woman was dressed in a simple uniform of red-on-black linens that closely resembled parade armour with subtle nods made towards the Terythian church in the form of the eight-pointed star emblazoned prominently on her chest. Her severe look was completed with thigh-length cavalry boots in matching black, along with a longsword at her hip with a heavily embellished crossguard. It glittered with rubies that hummed at a frequency most humans wouldn’t be able to hear. Xanthia herself had a cold, disinterested gaze that quickly fell on Eliza as she passed. The bard immediately felt herself wilt under the intense pressure of the inquisitor’s almost lazy scrutiny.

Xanthia was flanked by a dozen steel-ranked knights, half of whom were bearing the heraldry of the Inquisition on their steel breastplates and the remaining six that of the Queen’s Alchemic Guard. They were men and women who had been baptised in alchemical creations so rare and expensive you could found a small city for what it allegedly cost to make just one of them. Eliza’s first thoughts were how she would love to follow them around—to learn their stories and spin each one into a song—but her second thought was far more reactive.

Run.

There was something profoundly wrong with the Alchemic Guard: the way their hearts beat, the sound of the air moving through their lungs improperly, how she could hear that thing slithering inside of their chests. It was all so aberrant and wrong, in ways she couldn’t quite conceptualise, but she knew that she had to get away from them before it was too late.

She forced her way past Barnabas as he attempted to escort her from the premises, rushing out until she found herself in the snow-covered streets, where she promptly heaved the contents of her stomach onto the frozen road.

Something was very wrong with those knights. Lord Traylan might be insane, or he might not be, which could easily be far worse, but one thing she knew for sure was that she wanted nothing more than to snuggle up in bed with her cat and pray for someone else to make it all go away. Eliza felt herself begin to spiral into despair as she hyperventilated outside of Lord Traylan’s residence, passersby in their thick coats giving her both a wide berth and dirty looks.

Surprisingly, it was the ghost of her once aching jaw that brought her out of it. The spot had bruised so badly she’d had to spend a good portion of her rent money just to get rid of the mark, though the pain announced itself out of the blue as it was still prone to do. The price for a full heal was too expensive for her limited means, so her chosen healer, prized for his discretion if not his skill, had left her almost healed.

Eliza’s jaw throbbed with a dull-ache, bringing a clarity with it that cleared away the panic choking her mind. She straightened her back. This was real life and not a song. Nobody was coming to save her, or Rhelea for that matter, and as much as she pretended that she didn’t, she did have some control over her actions.

She could bury her head and do nothing . . . or she could try to stop the tides of blood that she knew in her heart was coming.

The task seemed insurmountable, but she knew where to start. She needed to warn as many people as she could.

Fortunately, Eliza was a bard, and there was one thing that she was truly good at. Her face set with something approaching determination, she began plotting a route in her head to the nearest bard-friendly tavern.

With her fingers dancing in anticipation of the song she would play, the accompanying words simply appeared in her head while she walked. After her frustrating morning, Eliza felt a visceral need to perform. With her class eagerly helping with the lyrics, it didn’t take her long to finish the song.

She thought she would call it ‘The Mad Lord’s Grief.’


Chapter 9

Smoke

Cawic was a remote little shithole; Arilla didn’t need to be let inside to know that much. The village was walled and built atop a small hill, similar to most settlements this close to the Dragonspines. The stout fortifications that surrounded the small village had clearly seen better days. The stonework was visibly crumbling as the old bricks succumbed to the elements, neglect, and what looked to be a fairly comprehensive mauling from a myriad of wild beasts. If the deep gouges and claw marks that covered the sides of the walls were anything to go by, the letter Typh had uncovered had actually underplayed the true extent of Cawic’s nightly raids.

Arilla idly wondered if she should perhaps be more hesitant to approach a settlement that was having such trouble with the wild creatures of the foothills. The letter mentioned mid-pewter threats, and she had yet to test herself against a beast any higher than clay. Her own prodigious kill count included far too many humans, who she likely could not have defeated if it wasn’t for the aid of the dragon currently slumbering on her back. Still, Arilla found her steps hurried as she marched off of the Old Road and towards the walled village.

Whenever she thought about slowing down, she was reminded of how she had left the people in Rhelea’s slums to fend for themselves. She couldn’t help but remember how the smoke had been visible for days in the distance even with heavy snow filling the air. In Rhelea things were complicated, too complex to be solved with the edge of her sword, but hopefully in Cawic that wouldn’t be the case.

Arilla felt like she deserved a simple problem for once.

The village was set just to the side of the Old Road rather than over it as was often the custom for larger settlements, likely because the settlers were unable to afford the complex runework necessary to bridge the ancient expanse of warded stone. While the Old Roads were the arteries through which trade, travellers, and armies traversed every country in Astresia, the mystical properties that ensured the roads’ immaculate condition thwarted attempts to place long-standing enchantments over them. Any walled settlement that was built astride the roads, had to have at least two glaring weak points where the runes and wards were substantially more complex, if not weaker.

There were signs of battle all around Cawic that even the recent snowfall failed to hide. Great pockmarks and craters marred the ground and stone walls. There was a massive breach in the fortifications where large claw marks almost as tall as a man made it clear something had gotten through. Feeling a new sense of urgency, Arilla picked up the pace. She adjusted the weight of the slumbering human-shaped dragon on her back as she marched forwards, her strides shortened by the knee-high snow that confounded even her stat-empowered strength.

Once Arilla was within spitting distance of the fortified gate, a high-pitched voice rang out over the top of the battlements. The challenge was accompanied by the presence of a skinny youth wearing a leather skullcap. He peeked over the edge, a steel-tipped javelin clearly visible in the young man’s nervous hands.

“Halt! Who goes there?” the youth called out.

“We’re adventurers, we got your message. Now open up!” Arilla responded, the foul weather and her fatigue testing her already short patience.

“You did? W—wait right there,” the guard said moments before his head quickly disappeared behind the wall.

“What? No! Let us in! It’s cold out here!” Arilla yelled back to the empty fortifications.

She had to wait an interminably long time, where she paced back and forth in front of the gate to the comforting sounds of Typh’s mouth-breathing. Arilla managed to keep her mind busy by internally debating precisely how much stamina it would take her to jump the twenty or so feet required to clear the crenelations. Her attempts to keep warm were eventually brought to a stop by the sound of a prolific tirade of swearing that, even muffled by the thick gates, gave Arilla several new curse words to memorise and three sexual positions to investigate at a later date.

The thick, battle-scarred doors swung open, although they soon became mired in the snow. Greeting her on the other side was an aged man tagged as a low-bronze ranger, and the same unclassed youth from the top of the wall. The boy seemed to be suitably mortified by the profanity-laden tirade that had clearly been directed at him, so Arilla felt no need to further vent her frustrations for having been left outside in the cold.

“Thank the Gods you came,” the older man said, his sincere tone at odds with the harshness of his gravelly voice. “My name is Tonisim and I suppose I have the dubious honour of welcoming you to Cawic.”

“I’m Arilla, and this is Typh,” the warrior said, nodding towards the sleeping mage on her back. “And it was on the way,” Arilla added, which prompted the ranger to quirk a bushy eyebrow.

“Regardless, you’re here now. I can see that you’re weary from your journey. Machero here can show you to the inn . . . Where is the rest of your team? Are they out scouting the area?”

“No, it’s just the two of us.”

“Oh,” the ranger said. A look of palpable disappointment appeared on his wrinkled face, which in his defence he tried to fight. His cheeks strained valiantly to keep the broad smile on his lips, but ultimately he failed, settling into a more comfortable frown. “No matter, we are grateful for all the help that we can get. You two should get settled, and I’ll have the steward come talk to you in a few hours. Things don’t get interesting around here until nightfall anyway.”

“Thanks. Interesting how?” Arilla asked, causing the man to grimace.

“It would be best if you waited to see it for yourself. Words . . . don’t quite do it justice.”

“You sound like you’re scared we’ll run off,” Arilla said, half joking—she immediately winced as the man’s face fell dramatically in response.

“Perhaps I am; things are getting desperate here, and if you two hadn’t shown up then I don’t know what we would do . . .” Tonisim said, trailing off. “But it doesn’t matter, you’re here now. Machero, please stop gawking and show them to the inn, and make sure that they get the good rooms.”

Arilla had a lot of questions to ask, but she was beyond exhausted—she’d marched and fought through the night whilst Typh slumbered on her back. The dragon had only half-woken for just long enough to fling a single, deadly manabolt at some of the winter beasts that unerringly flocked to them like moths to a flame as they followed the Old Road north. Arilla quickly made the decision that her curiosity could wait until after she had closed her eyes for a few hours. While her stats and her skills had made the trip bearable, it was a long way from easy or comfortable. The allure of a warm bed and a hot meal was more than she could resist in her current state.

* * *

The youth, Machero, wasn’t the talkative sort: an unclassed teen clearly too small for his armour, that looked to be older than he was. Perhaps she was being too hard on him, but he had hardly made a great first impression, and the way that he kept stealing sidelong glances at her with a mixture of jealousy and spite wasn’t helping things. Arilla was all too familiar with looks like that since returning to Rhelea with her high level and runicplate.

Her already impressive suit of skill-forged ratling armour had then been further improved by the arcane knowledge of a sovereign dragon. While it wasn’t the prettiest set of plate she had seen—going without the gold embellishments, studded gemstones, or enamelled decorations that so many other suits tended to have—what it lacked in aesthetics it made up for in raw practicality and mana efficiency. The skills involved in its forging made the armour incredibly dense, something utterly impossible to wear without an inflated strength score like her own. The runic enchantments made her practically invulnerable, as long as she had the mana to fuel the runework. While it was hardly perfect, it was utterly out of reach for so many adventurers who couldn’t even dream of purchasing something so expensive, at least until iron rank. Even so, it was getting to be too light for her; its construction was designed for a level twenty warrior, not someone pushing forty.

Following close behind her sullen guide, her head was on a swivel as she scanned her surroundings for both potential threats and information. The village itself was not overly large, scarcely more than two dozen buildings scattered haphazardly within the walls, but the small town had its own blacksmithy, temple, inn, stables, and public baths, any one of which would be an oddity for a village so small. Without fail, these buildings were old and in dire need of some additional care, the peeling paint and splintered wood showing the faded majesty of a better time.

“It’s the dragon’s fault,” Machero explained.

“What is?”

“This,” the boy said, gesturing at the larger buildings so out of place in a small village like Cawic. “Cawic used to be one of more than a dozen villages along the Old Road that catered to travellers and merchants who were heading to Lintumia through the pass, but after Traylra fell . . .”

“No one travels the road anymore,” she finished for him, and the boy nodded.

“It sucks. Cawic is the last village left. The others have all been abandoned or turned over to the dragon,” Machero explained before spitting in the snow as if to cleanse his mouth from the dirty word.

“I’m sorry? What do you mean?” she asked.

“The dragon, it lures villagers into its city with offers of protection and then it eats them,” Machero stated matter-of-factly.

Arilla found herself looking to Typh, who took that as an opportune moment to drool on her shoulder.

“How do you know that?”

“Everyone knows that,” the youth said, looking at her like she was stupid. “The only reason Cawic hasn’t been taken is that we can fend for ourselves. That and we aren’t desperate like the others; we make enough from the mountains to trade with Rhelea for what we can’t craft for ourselves.”

“I see,” Arilla replied as she tried to figure out how much of what the boy had said was true.

Her relationship with Typh had given her a thoroughly unique perspective on creatures like the dragon, so it took her a while to realise what exactly was wrong with what Machero was saying.

“You’re talking like the dragon is intelligent. It’s just a dumb lizard attracted to shiny things,” she tried, almost panicking for a moment when Typh twitched in his sleep.

“You city types . . .” Machero trailed off, shaking his head. “Of course it’s intelligent, calls itself a king and everything. Gods below, half the village think we should go to it for protection from the monsters.”

“And the other half?”

“They think it sends them,” he said gravely, allowing Arilla to make a guess at what the youth believed.

Cawic was not a large settlement, so it didn’t take them long to reach the inn. Machero led them on a path which circled around a large bonfire in the centre of what could have once been the village green.

The pyre was still going, tended to by a small group of adults who stoked it with fresh wood before her eyes. Their activity sent choking plumes of thick, black smoke up into the sky. It wasn’t until she was closer that Arilla could see that they were burning the corpses of half-a-dozen different creatures which was another odd detail. ‘Monster’ carcasses were a prized source of meat, and their organs and hides could be sold for a small fortune if you could find the right buyer. Given the sub-freezing temperatures their storage wasn’t really an issue, so it didn’t make sense to Arilla for a remote village to dispose of such a potentially large source of wealth, especially if that meant giving up perfectly good firewood in a harsh winter. She knew that some people were superstitious about monster-meat, but usually cold, hard silver had a way of dispelling any lingering fears of bad juju.

She didn’t have long to think about it, as soon enough she was being led inside the inn, which dominated the centre of the town. It was a large building, far too large for a village of this size, and as she entered it she was struck by how upmarket it was. Unlike the exterior, the interior had been well cared for. The fine furniture and fittings most likely dated back to when the inn was an important stop on a valuable trade route. Tapestries and fine art still decorated the walls, even if they were obscured slightly by the thick pipesmoke hanging heavy in the air.

The taproom was busy, but the atmosphere was bleak. The villagers of Cawic were drinking away their sorrows as if they fully expected to die tomorrow. The patrons indulged in an unpalatable mixture of obvious mourning and alcohol-fuelled depression, the latter being something that Arilla had far more experience with than she would have liked. Despite the light streaming in through the windows, the villagers made the bar feel dark and sombre, and as much as she hated herself for it, she felt her hand itch for a bottle.

Arilla shook her head at her own weakness and walked towards the innkeeper; the man was polishing an already immaculate mug as all men with that class seemed so compelled to do. She saw that every eye was on her, which was fair, considering that she surely made for an interesting sight with Typh on her back.

She promptly dumped Typh onto an empty barstool, where the dragon awoke with a start.

“We’re here?” Typh asked, yawning.

“Yeah, we’re here,” she answered, ignoring Machero’s looks of derision. “You can go, kid. We can take it from here.”

“I’m supposed to get you a room,” he said defensively.

“We can get a room by ourselves, kid,” Typh said, quick to take up the epithet.

“I’m not a kid, and you’re barely older than me,” Machero replied, but upon seeing the unimpressed looks his statement earned him, he quickly decided to leave.

“There’s a surprisingly large amount of wealth here,” Typh declared after sniffing the air conspicuously for a few seconds before turning to face Arilla. “So what have we got?”

“I don’t know, but it’s weird. Something odd is happening after dark, looks like monster attacks, but if it was that simple then why aren’t they attacking during the day? There’s a gaping hole in their walls, and they’re burning monster corpses rather than butchering them.”

Typh cleared his throat.

“Fine, they’re burning creature corpses which they should be eating,” Arilla said, correcting herself.

“Odd, though I can think of a few reasons for that. None of them good. Sure these people don’t practice some obscure religion? Anything with the word ‘purity’ in it is usually a bad sign,” he offered, stretching out on his stool like a cat.

Arilla looked around at the collection of dour and grubby faces collected in the taproom.

“I don’t think these people are that big on purity, but who knows. Times are changing. They say an angel descended in Epheria,” she offered with a noncommittal shrug.

“Angels don’t exist. It’s probably just a mage fucking around,” Typh snorted dismissively.

“Maybe, though the Terythian church seems pretty convinced. You wouldn’t believe how many screaming matches I overheard back at the temple about it.”

“If they were screaming about it, they can’t be all that convinced.”

“I’ll give you that,” she admitted, leaning forwards over the bar and facing the innkeeper. “I think that mug is clean enough—can we get some service here?”

“Of course, you don’t have to be rude about it. I just didn’t want to interrupt your conversation. I was being polite,” the innkeeper said pointedly. “And we don’t worship any obscure Gods here, just the same ascended spirits that are revered in every temple.”

“Sorry about that, I haven’t slept in a while,” Arilla apologised.

“She gets cranky when she’s tired,” Typh offered.

“Think nothing of it,” the innkeeper said. As soon as he accepted their apology, his demeanor shifted and his grumpy frown smoothly morphed into a picture of congeniality, “So, what can I do for you two?”

“A room and some hot food,” Typh replied quickly.

“Two rooms. And yes, a hot meal would be nice,” Arilla clarified, ignoring the look of disappointment that bloomed on Typh’s face.

“That I can do. Would you like hot pottage, or hot pottage?” the innkeeper offered.

“Don’t you have anything with meat in it?” Typh asked.

“No,” the innkeeper said with a dour expression. “Our hunters haven’t been able to range the foothills as they usually do, so it’s looking to be a tight winter if this keeps up.”

“Why can’t they hunt?”

“Because they’re either dead already, or they have the good sense to stay put. Can’t be risking the few people left who know how to use a weapon off in the hills hunting wild game when they’re needed on the walls.”

“Is it that bad?” Arilla asked, which earned her a shrug from the innkeeper.

“Depends on how you look at things. Half the people in Cawic seem to think the missing hunters fled south to Rhelea—the other half that they were taken by the dragon up in Trayla. Honestly not sure which option I prefer. Either way, they ain’t here when we need ‘em.”

“Why would the dragon take them?” Typh asked.

The innkeeper looked like he was about to say something, but after glancing up from them to surveil the room, he seemed to think better of it. “I’ll get you your pottage now; you can either eat at the bar or pick a table. The locals don’t bite, you know.”

Typh looked like he wanted to ask more questions, but Arilla’s gauntleted hand on his shoulder seemed to stop him. The dragon’s social instincts were improving, though he still lacked the knowledge of when to stop a conversation before it became an interrogation. That was something Arilla wasn’t yet willing to let happen, at least, not until after the town’s steward made their eventual arrival.

They decided to move to a table, more out of consideration for how mortified Arilla felt sitting in front of the innkeeper than anything else. Eventually their pottage was served: a watery stew of winter vegetables spiced with some roots she couldn’t identify. Typh turned her nose up at it, electing to eat some dried jerky from their packs while Arilla tucked into her meal with abandon. Her time on the streets wasn’t that far behind her, and while her station may have changed dramatically for the better, food was food. It was noticeably worse than what she had grown used to, but it was still considerably better than the porridge the church doled out to the needy.

They ate in silence, Typh periodically yawning into her sleeve and Arilla trying very much not to do the same as they awaited their much-anticipated meeting. The crowd who patronised the inn didn’t change all that much, although as the hours passed the room gradually filled up even more. The villagers seemed to have little else to do besides drink, and the lack of conversation combined with the dour locals only served to emphasise the tavern’s already depressing mood.

Arilla was contemplating going to investigate her room’s mattress when the doors swung open, bathing the front half of the room in bright daylight. The ranger Tonisim entered, along with a much older woman who she could only assume was steward Kalle.

Like most of the classers in Cawic, Kalle was old. Hunched forwards like a crone from a story, she seemed so very small. Despite her age, her eyes still glinted with a keen awareness as she hobbled along on a thin cane, refusing Tonisim’s arm when he offered it to her.

For the first time since Arilla and Typh had arrived, there was motion amongst the many bar patrons, who all promptly excused themselves from the tavern to the loud, disapproving ‘tuts’ of steward Kalle. The old woman slowly made her way over to their table. The slow clacks of her walking stick gave her a larger-than-life presence, as the small woman effectively seized the attention of everyone who remained in the room.

“Steward Kalle, it’s a pleasure to meet you. My name is Arilla, and this is Typh. We’re here to help,” Arilla said, standing up and extending her hand.

“That’s nice, dear, but let’s discuss this in the back. It’s more private and I’d hate to deprive Taosid of his business for any longer than is strictly necessary,” Kalle spoke evenly without stopping and soon the venerable woman had hobbled past their table with short, self-assured steps.

Tonisim merely shrugged as he followed after her, Kalle setting a surprisingly brisk pace towards a door at the far end of the tavern, which she promptly opened and disappeared through. When Arilla and Typh eventually passed through that same door, they found themselves in a small but cosy private room with deep, high-backed armchairs arrayed around a wide, circular table more suited for playing a game of Blind than anything else. There was a deck of cards and stacks of polished stone counters neatly arrayed in the middle of the table, which Kalle casually swept to the side without a care for how they spilled onto the floor.

Kalle had managed to light a long pipe in the few seconds she’d had before their arrival, and was comfortably reclined in a chair. Her walking stick leaned against it haphazardly and she lazily blew elaborate smoke rings across the table.

“Most pointless skill I ever took that was,” she said, catching Arilla’s eye as the warrior tracked the progress of a smoke ring in the exact shape of a thorned rose. The aged woman smiled widely and revealed a mouthful of brown teeth.

“Do you regret it?” Arilla asked, ducking out of the way of the ring to take her seat.

“Only when it snows. It was either this or an aura-manipulation skill. Old Horatio, who runs the baths, uses his to keep the air around him warm and dry. Damned if it isn’t the most appealing thing in weather like this,” she said.

“I’m pretty sure you picked wrong. Auras are far more versatile than whatever skill lets you make smoke rings,” Typh stated. His words were, as ever, about as blunt as a flung brick.

“Perhaps. It has other uses,” Kalle commented, seemingly unoffended. She took a long draw on her pipe, and exhaled twin plumes of smoke through her nose that kept on going for far longer than her inhalation could have possibly allowed for. The grey smoke settled on the floor where it spread out to fill the room, albeit only to knee height.

“Can we get to the point, Kalle? Preferably before the room completely fills up. Not all of us appreciate your theatrics, or your second-hand smoke,” the ranger complained, wrinkling his nose in disgust as he wafted some of the cloying fumes away from his face.

“Fine, Tonisim, keep your breeches on,” Kalle sighed, then turned her attention back to the two adventurers. “So, Gautier sent you two. After all this time I’d just about given up hope. What did you two do to piss him off?”

“Actually, no one sent us; your messenger didn’t make it to Rhelea. Typh found his corpse last night when we killed a frost worm attacking our camp,” Arilla explained.

“I see. That is regrettable, Sostias was well liked here. News of his death, however expected, won’t go down well,” Kalle said.

“So what were you two doing on the road to Trayla in the middle of the winter snows, if it wasn’t to come to our aid?” Tonisim asked, his eyes narrowing with suspicion.

“That is none of your concern. We’re here now, though you’ve yet to tell us what exactly is going on,” Typh said.

The old woman shrugged before blowing twin streams of curling smoke out through her nose. Kalle smiled at Arilla, who felt a chill as she stared back at the incomplete mouthful of brown teeth.

“Well, mageling, there’s a simple answer to that. Cawic is under siege.”


Chapter 10

Fire

Dense cloud-cover blanketed the night’s sky up above. The sickly green moon and all the stars were obscured by the thick, fluffy clouds that released a constant stream of powdered snow onto the village of Cawic. Cast-iron braziers were interspersed along the length of the circular wall that surrounded the small village. The residents had been going without firewood during the day, and huddling together in the tavern at night. The villager’s sacrifice meant that their limited supply of fuel would last that much longer—and it needed to last. The wood-burning braziers were the only source of light for the defenders on the wall.

Not for the first time, Arilla wished that she had a perception skill to help alleviate her night blindness, but then again she was also in dire need of a skill to make her faster . . . and another to give her a ranged attack. For all of her enduring might, she was still at the mercy of any fleet-footed archer who could see in the dark. That she would realistically only be able to shore up one of these major weaknesses when she eventually hit bronze was less than ideal, but as Typh always said, ‘the System provides’. Even lacking in those three areas, Arilla truly excelled everywhere else. Her high strength score and durability allowed her to stand toe to toe with some of the most terrifying beasts Astresia had to offer. Provided, of course, that they were willing to fight on her terms, which most creatures usually lacked the good sense to avoid.

The burning braziers allowed her to see whatever made its way up onto the walls, but ruined her essentially mundane night vision in exchange. Given the darkness of the night and the raised lip of the outer wall, she couldn’t even see the snow on the ground below. It made her vigil an especially nerve-wracking one. She was quietly in awe of the villagers of Cawic, who had been doing this every night since the first snowfall, when wild beasts had announced themselves by swarming over their poorly manned wall and had very nearly consumed the entire settlement.

That first night had cost them dearly, but now they were much better organised to prevent another slaughter. The regularity of the nightly raids gave them something predictable to defend against, with weapons, patrols, and what passed for reserve forces put in place so that they could react to any form of assault. Kalle, despite her age, was something of a genius; she’d held a village for so long with a collection of elderly adventurers, classless youths, non-combat classers, and a smattering of anti-social hunters who had chosen Cawic to live in because they didn’t play well with others.

Cawic should have fallen weeks ago, and now that Arilla had arrived, she didn’t intend to let it go down on her watch. The few hours of hastily stolen sleep and a fresh purpose had revitalised her more than she’d anticipated. The warrior was eager to help. She knew it was stupid, but she felt like a victory here could somehow make up for abandoning Rhelea.

Still, her night-blindness was an issue. For all she knew, a horde of goblins could be climbing the walls in silence while she blithely warmed her hands by a brazier. However, after thinking about it, she was fairly confident that she’d at least be able to smell goblins over the wood smoke long before they made it to the top of the village’s fortifications.

Arilla was standing guard over a perfectly smooth portion of the wall where the regular brickwork abruptly transitioned into a solid block of irregularly shaped stone. Typh’s spells had repaired the breach in the defences with moulded rock; that filled the gap that had been left when some sort of giant had ripped through the defences in the previous night’s attack. As reassuring as the swift repair was, Typh hadn’t had the time to redo the warding along the new stonework. So, lacking any relevant stonemason skills, this patch of magically sculpted stone was far weaker than any other part of the wall. If there was any intelligence behind these attacks—and everything pointed to there being one—then her spot on the wall would see the brunt of the fighting.

Arilla closed her eyes and allowed herself a deep inhalation. The cool air invigorated her as it filled her lungs and sharpened her focus. She mentally prepared herself for what was about to come.

Kalle had laid it on pretty thick, but the message was simple: Cawic would be attacked from dusk till dawn. The invading beasts would not retreat, and they would fight to the death, regardless of how injured they were. For reasons that remained unexplained, the intelligence behind the nightly attacks failed to capitalise on their weaknesses and seemed far more intent on killing the higher-levelled defenders than it did on delivering a fatal blow to the village. The mystery puzzled her, since that could easily be accomplished by destroying the granary or simply attacking again during the day when the militia were exhausted from the night before.

Exhaling, Arilla felt the energy in the air—not in the literal sense, although the ambient mana was slightly higher than what she was used to in Rhelea—but in the fact that there was this vivid sense of anticipation that overlaid every one of her actions as she prepared herself to fight. For the first time in months her newly ranked up class was content. Typh’s return had fixed so many things she hadn’t even noticed were wrong. That hole in her life that she had first tried to fill with alcohol and then with charity was suddenly gone, filled by the dragon’s mere presence. Her class purred its content approval every time she drew her blade in Typh’s defence.

Arilla would never admit it to his face but, end of the world or not, she was glad that Typh was back in her life.

“They’re here. I’m casting a spell so you can see them; don’t look directly into the light if you value your eyesight,” Typh announced. His voice travelled clearly along the length of the walls on motes of mana. It was simultaneously heard by all the defenders at an almost conversational volume, and judging from what he’d already conveyed, the dragon was once again pretending to be a normal mage.

“I wonder how many people will die tonight to keep that ruse up,” Arilla wondered aloud.

“What was that?” Machero asked, the thin-faced youth looking across from the brazier at her.

“It’s nothing,” Arilla said. She couldn’t help but regret that she’d been paired with him on what was quickly becoming in her mind her stretch of wall.

Machero was there supposedly to watch her back, armed with a bundle of javelins and a shortsword that could charitably be described as ‘cobbled together.’ Arilla strongly doubted that he would be of much help. Cawic’s blacksmith had long since melted down all of the available kitchenware and any spare tools into short blades and spear points. Apparently, Machero had wanted to be a warrior before all this, and was due to travel to Rhelea to use a class stone in the spring thaws. The boy had previously expressed concerns that his relatively peaceful life would have left him lacking the required accolades to qualify for a warrior class. After nearly a month’s worth of fighting, Arilla was sure that worry had been soundly quashed.

As Typh promised, the night lit up like it was day. A bright ball of golden light rose up from above the gatehouse to hover a few hundred feet in the air, where it cast short shadows down around the defenders’ feet. Reaffirming Arilla’s decision to prioritise a perception skill, the false daylight also revealed a horde of creatures creeping forwards along the snow-covered ground towards Cawic.

Looking at them, she struggled to think of any word other than monster. Natural creatures or not, they were monstrous. Beasts with too many limbs or eyes raced forwards through the snow, spurred on by the abrupt change in the light. None, as far as she could see, looked humanoid—or at least nothing that didn’t more closely resemble an ape than a person. Each creature bore fangs, claws, horns, talons, or spines, an assortment of natural weapons that made her pity anyone who wasn’t encased in thick runic-steel like she was.

Machero screamed. A ragged volley of arrows aided by the light flew from the walls to strike at the charging creatures. More arrows hit than didn’t, causing creatures to shriek out in pain, joining their inhuman voices to Machero’s.

Few, if any, beasts stopped moving, but the arrows kept coming. The silent night was suddenly filled with the sounds of battle. A roaring mass of darkness shot out from behind a distant hill at speed; the teeming sphere of shadows went straight towards and ultimately enveloped Typh’s miniature sun. After a few seconds of pulsing light, where the entire scene strobed between golden daylight and complete blackness, the walls were finally plunged back into darkness, hiding the horrors that Arilla now knew were fast approaching.

“Where are they?! Where are they?!” Machero yelled frantically, the boy’s nerve failing him as he clutched a javelin across his chest.

“They’ll be here soon enough. Just stand back and let me work,” Arilla answered coolly. The rapid crunch of freshly compacted snow accelerated as the creatures raced ever-closer to the walls. Their chance of taking the defenders by surprise had been blown by Typh’s brief lightshow.

Arilla grinned with vicious anticipation as she donned her helmet. The thrill of battle filled her as she fully encased herself in her set of runicplate, supremely confident in her own safety thanks to the protective enchantments layered throughout it. Typh’s defensive runework was far stronger than anything her own skills were currently capable of. She pushed mana from her well into her sword and armour, and after a few points were exchanged she felt her gear begin to resist her as the runes shone brightly with arcane power. Her reserves were nearly full at 748 MP—more than enough to ensure that she was good for a few serious exchanges.

All around Arilla golden arcs of light from the gatehouse impacted creatures approaching the wall. Typh was clearly intent on treading the fine line between preventing the villagers from being overwhelmed and revealing his true power as a peak iron-rank classer. It was a problem she didn’t envy, but she was glad that he was there, since that meant she didn’t have to worry too much about the welfare of Cawic’s villagers.

She heard the scrabbling of claws against stone at the base of the wall, and reached into the brazier with a gauntleted hand. The runes on her armour once again lit up as she grabbed the cauldron of molten pitch warming in the open fire, then tossed it over the edge of the wall. Horrendous screams from far too many mouths followed, but no System prompts appeared to indicate she’d earned herself an easy kill. A handful of seconds passed, and then a four-clawed hand latched onto the edge of the parapet—the palm was easily as large as her thigh. She levelled her zweihander like a spear and stabbed forwards with her blade. The sword point skewered the creature’s hand between the webbing of its middle two fingers, then she ground the blade down along the edge of the stone fortifications before she ripped her zweihander up through the back of the beast’s hand. The appendage severed into two distinct parts connected only at the wrist. More inhuman screams followed and the creature fell back down the wall, colliding with something else on its descent.

“Arilla! Arilla!”

Machero’s desperate screams caused her to spin around, and she immediately spotted another creature already atop the battlements. The thin slit of vision in her helmet rendered her peripheral vision almost non-existent, and had caused her to miss it ascending onto the wall. The creature ignored her and lunged for the panicked youth. His readied javelin proved to be a weak deterrent against the level 24 night gaunt.

The creature looked like a stretched-out, emaciated bat, completely hairless with pale blue skin even under the flickering orange glow of the brazier’s fire. It had far too many ribs, at least twenty to a side, and they gave it almost serpentine qualities. It attacked Machero with nine-inch-long-claws at the end of its prehensile leathery wings.

Needless to say, nine-inch-nails were an absolutely terrible weapon when compared to a six-foot-long sword.

Arilla pushed stamina into her [Dragon’s Blade] skill and jumped. Her strength score skyrocketed as she flew forwards along the battlements. With her huge sword held like a lance, she slammed into the night gaunt point-first, impaling the creature on her blade up to the wide crossguard. Just because she’d ran out of sword, it didn’t mean she was out of momentum. Her weapon continued to travel forwards, and the blunt parrying hooks on her sword ripped open a messy hole in the creature’s ribcage.

It screamed, oh how it screamed. High-pitched cries that vibrated the steel in her hands and sent Machero staggering back. Arilla felt [Dragon’s Resilience] aid her while she suffered through the onslaught. Her ears bled, and her defensive skill viciously fought back against the creature’s offensive one while the night gaunt’s claws scrabbled ineffectually against her runeplate, likely costing her armour a few points of mana to resist the damage. She braced her boots against the smooth stone beneath her, then pushed stamina through [Dragon’s Blade]. Her SP trickled down while her strength score surged, power singing in her veins as she swung her sword out through the side of the night gaunt and into the body of a frost worm that had just crested the side of the wall.

The night gaunt died, torn almost in half. Its essential mana was released into the air, and a System notification reassured her that it wouldn’t be getting back up, though Arilla had to suddenly contend with another enemy in front of her. Her zweihander had already cleaved a good few feet into the side of the worm, which leant against the edge of the wall. Icy blue blood pulsed out of the wound and down her sword with every beat of its heart.

“Gods, how I hate fighting insects,” Arilla grunted between panting breaths—moments before the creature’s maw opened and a beam of bright blue light shot out and hit her directly in the chest.

She was knocked back, almost off the wall entirely, as ice spread out over her body; jagged shards dug against the metal of her armour, which flared its runes in response. Her two skills—[Dragon’s Mettle] and [Dragon’s Resilience]—kicked into overdrive, allowing her to shrug off the worst of the attack. The actual damage to her health pool was negligible; the pain barely even registered, although perhaps that was from the numbing cold.

Once again she channelled stamina through her skill and cracked the ice that had so swiftly formed around her body. With a single step, she darted forwards and swung her sword at the giant worm before her single second of enhanced strength was up. The edge of her enchanted blade found the same wound as before and cleaved even deeper into the creature until her zweihander rebounded off the beast’s thick bone plating.

The frost worm teetered precariously. An ineffectual javelin struck its head and glanced off into the night before it crashed down onto the wall forming a bridge of flesh leading over the fortifications and into the village of Cawic. Arilla scarcely had the time to give Machero a nod before the next creature was on the wall, her opportunistic foes electing to climb up the frost worm’s corpse rather than to try their luck with the smooth stone.

A pack of Twilight Hounds raced up the corpse of the frost worm. There were a dozen of the wolf-sized beasts running on six bounding legs, each one of them fading partially in and out of Creation in time with the flickering of the brazier’s flames. They were on her in a flash. She had fought Twilight Hounds before in the pit when she was grinding her way to twenty, but never more than one at a time, and certainly not in the dark. Blessedly the pack split upon the wall, half racing to the east towards the other defenders and the other six heading right at her.

She swung her zweihander at them and missed, the hounds either jumping over the blade or phasing through it as they momentarily transitioned into living shadows. Once they were inside of her reach they solidified and tried to tackle her to the ground. Their crushing jaws clamped down around her arms and legs. The creatures’ combined weight tried to pull her to the ground, and only by relying on her skill-enhanced strength was Arilla able to stay upright.

Encased in rune-etched steel, Arilla felt the enchantments in her armour strain; the mana that fuelled her protections was running perilously low, since it had already been depleted from the frost worm’s beam and the night gaunt’s claws. Arilla liberally pumped her mana into her failing armour as fast as she could—the runes glowing brightly in response—burning stamina all the while through her one active skill. She gritted her teeth and forced herself to stay standing against the beasts’ persistent onslaught.

Her sword was far too large for her to swing now that they were in knife fighting range, but [Dragon’s Blade] only required that she wield a sword, not that she swing it. Straining with the weight of a two-hundred-pound creature dangling from her wrist, she grabbed a Twilight Hound latched firmly around her sword arm and squeezed its throat. The beast whined piteously as she slowly but surely choked it out. Its powerful jaws caused her metal vambrace to creak under the sustained pressure while its body thrashed below under her steady grip.

It phased out of her grasp before she could kill it, and its packmates followed its example as they raced past her. The hounds buffeted her when they ran back and forth along the walls, appearing wholly in Creation only for long enough to try and knock her from her feet with full-body tackles aimed high and low. She backed up towards the brazier’s flames, aware that the bright light would make it harder for them to blink out of existence. Fighting Twilight Hounds was always a game of endurance: the creatures were almost untouchable until they ran out of mana, at which point there was little separating them from a particularly aggressive wolf.

Arilla didn’t have time for that. And with six of them, she wasn’t sure she had the reserves to outlast them—not if she wanted to be useful afterwards. In order to win quickly, she would have to do something potentially very stupid.

“Machero you might want to leave now,” Arilla warned.

“No I’m h—” he began to say, but Arilla wasn’t listening.

She grabbed the brazier with her offhand. The heat of the scalding steel was noticeable even through [Dragon’s Mettle]’s damage mitigation and her armour’s runic defences. She cranked [Dragon’s Blade] up to the max, her effective strength score rocketing to 252 for a single second. The disparity between her strength and her vitality was less than ideal, highlighted by the tendons in her arms screaming in pain when she used that brief window of time to hurl the burning brazier into the centre of the pack of Twilight Hounds. The cast-iron frame of the brazier itself hit the lead hound and pulped it beneath the weight of all that metal. Flaming pieces of wood showered the remaining hounds. The individual fires were much smaller than the concentrated flames from the brazier, and with the cold and snow they surely wouldn’t last long. But Arilla didn’t need long. With her sword in hand she waded through their ranks, hewing flesh and bone with every swing of her sword as the fresh fires kept them from phasing away.

When it was done, Arilla was gore-spattered and feeling a little tired, having burned through far more stamina than she had been hoping to get away with. The fighting on the walls miraculously still seemed to be going on, clashes echoing out through the night on all sides and Typh’s golden arcs intermittently lighting up the sky as he rained down destruction on the attacking creatures. The dragon was steadily creeping ever further beyond what a high-pewter mage was actually capable of, but even if anyone noticed they would be unlikely to mention it before the morning.

More monstrous beasts climbed the walls, and Arilla cut them down with Machero flapping about uselessly in the background. The stubborn youth refused to flee, although Arilla suspected that may have had more to do with his refusal to stray from the protection offered by her shadow.

The burning embers from the brazier eventually died, so Arilla had to make do with the light cast from the runes on her sword. It was only their soft glow, and Typh’s occasional spellfire that lit up her section of the wall.

When it arrived she nearly missed it.

The creature was far too quiet for something that large. Its silhouette was indistinct, blending in with the night as its edges shifted unnaturally, reminding her of the Twilight Hounds from before; where they resembled wolves, however, this reminded her of an ogre, the creature tagged as a level 49 umbral hulk.

It was the largest creature she had yet seen, with one notable exception. At least sixty feet tall, with an oversized, shark-like head, it towered over the section of wall she’d spent her night defending. All hulking brawn—and somehow stealth—it had knuckle-walked right up to her on its oversized arms without her noticing.

It hadn’t climbed the walls, but then it didn’t really have to. The creature wound back a massive fist the size of a stout tree, then punched towards her section of moulded wall. The spell-shaped stone exploded outwards as its skill-enhanced strike demolished Typh’s repair job, which once again left a gaping hole in the village’s defences. Having seen the strike coming, Arilla had grabbed Machero and jumped, her inflated strength score coming into play yet again as she evaded the strike as best she could—

—by leaping onto the creature’s back.

It wasn’t pretty, and it certainly wasn’t graceful, but at the height of her temporary strength Arilla could leap a fairly considerable distance. Overshooting, she crested over the beast with Machero’s screams in her ears, and as she descended, falling down past its back, she struck out her enchanted sword. Her blade bit deep into its flesh, drawing a long line of crimson, and slowing her fall dramatically. She came to a stop, firmly anchored into the umbral hulk’s lower back. The runes in her blade winked out—its mana well had finally run dry.

“Stay here!” she yelled at Machero.

“Where the fuck else am I supposed to go?” he yelled back. She left the youth desperately clinging to the edges of an armour-like piece of carapace as Arilla began to climb her way up the beast.

The umbral hulk was huge, and Arilla desperately hoped that its arrival signified a possible end to the waves of enemies. Checking her status, she realised that if this wasn’t the end, then she was going to be in trouble really soon.
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The umbral hulk didn’t take too kindly to being ridden, and it tried its best to shake them off. Its efforts were rewarded when Machero was sent flying and landed somewhere in the snow, hopefully still alive. Arduously, Arilla climbed her way up towards the head, drip-feeding her sword a little mana at a time so that she could stab into the hulk and affix herself in place when it shook its body or batted its gigantic limbs in her general direction.

More times than she could count she nearly fell, while it tried to swat her like you would an annoying fly. Arilla had never felt so small as she desperately clawed her way up its back. Her armoured form clinging close to its body gave her a far more intimate understanding of its skills than she would have liked.

The cloying shadows that gave it an indistinct silhouette smelled like death, and they stressed her armour and defensive skills even further. She felt her eyes water and her lungs burn from inhaling the intangible wisps of shadowstuff that clung to the hulk. Her panicked breaths only served to make the pain far worse as inch by inch, hand over hand, she climbed.

It was gruelling, but Arilla had felt the kiss of Rolf’s knife and lived. Climbing a giant in full armour when every breath was agony was child’s play.

Eventually she reached the nape of its neck, where she stood precariously on its shoulder with one hand out to steady herself and the other on her oversized zweihander. From that height she could see everything at least intermittently when flashes of gold illuminated the night. It was kind of pretty from her vantage point. Without the smell of shit and blood in the air, the miniature forms fighting one another in a life-and-death struggles seemed almost heroic, a weak line of defenders holding out against a force much larger than their own.

As tempted as Arilla was to stand and watch for a moment, she really didn’t have the time. With her class urging her on, she pushed every last drop of mana she had left through her sword and stressed her [Dragon’s Blade] skill to the limit, then she swung.

Her zweihander tore into the umbral hulk’s neck and hacked out a massive chunk of muscle, spine, and blood. Bits of torn flesh splattered out in a gory arc and rained down on the wall below her. Without a sound, the huge beast went limp beneath her feet. Its shoulders slumped, and then the colossal creature toppled forwards over the wall while Arilla fell back and away—a System notification pronounced the creature’s death.

As the ground raced up to meet her, Arilla smiled.

For her at least, the siege of Cawic was over.


Chapter 11

Burns

Arilla hit the ground hard. The knee-deep snow proved to be a poor cushion after falling almost sixty feet from the back of the umbral hulk. The runes etched into her armour had done their best to try and soften the impact of her uncontrolled descent, but the enchantments were running on fumes. The long night of fighting had depleted her deep reserves of both mana and stamina, leaving her with none of the former and only a little of the latter to work with. When she crashed into the ground it was only her defensive passive [Dragon’s Mettle] and the snow itself that took the edge off, she bounced and rolled across the frozen earth amidst a flurry of white.

When Arilla first tried to stand she failed to get up past her elbows, since she was overwhelmed by vertigo. Her entire field of view spun while she lay there in the snow, breathing through her sudden onset of nausea. When the worst of it had passed, she cautiously raised a gauntleted hand to her head and felt where her helmet had bent inwards. The deformed steel dug into the flesh of her scalp, and had released a steady trickle of blood that ran down her face and pooled inside of her armour. She grimaced in anticipation of the pain before she ripped her ruined helmet off of her head and threw it to her side, immediately loosing track of it in the deep snow. However, before she could regret its loss, she ended up spewing partially digested pottage out onto the frozen ground.

“Gross . . .” Arilla whispered to herself as she felt her fatigue from the night and the ones before abruptly catch up with her.

Stifling a yawn, the mid-pewter warrior slowly clambered up onto unsteady feet, surprised to realise that she could see perfectly fine. A second miniature sun hovered high above the gatehouse and revealed the state of the battle in its entirety. The few attacking creatures left were breaking, turning and running as Kalle had explicitly said they wouldn’t, only to be struck down from behind by arrows or spell fire. Nonhuman corpses were piled up high along the base of the wall, providing a macabre ramp often leading all the way up to the battlements. Frozen blood and gore was everywhere; crimson icicles extending from massive pools of slippery red ice hung down from the sides of the wall in a grim reminder of the foul weather.

The umbral hulk itself laid sprawled out on its front, its body collapsed over the walls it had tried so hard to destroy. Judging by the shattered stone that was scattered around its corpse, it appeared it may have been successful in its death. The beast looked different now—smaller, even. Without the shadowy-aura that had clung to its skin, Arilla could see countless battle scars decorating its hide interspersed between large sheets of thick, carapace-like cast-iron that were seemingly fused to its flesh. Arilla was no blacksmith, but as a warrior who habitually entrusted her life to the quality of steel that covered her body, she’d picked up a little knowledge about various metals. While she knew that some creatures would naturally refine steel or other exotic alloys to augment their bodies, that wasn’t the case here—this had been bolted on.

The whole scene was disgusting, and when she recalled how someone had targeted Typh’s first spell to force back the darkness of the night, Arilla was struck by the waste of it all. A person had chosen to commit all of this bloodshed, although for what malevolent purpose, she couldn’t begin to guess.

She took a hesitant step forwards, the high snow oddly enough taking some of her weight and helping to support her. Her second step was far more secure than the first, and she began to march back from where the hulk had tossed her and towards the gatehouse where Typh no doubt waited.

“Arilla!” a voice cried out. Machero’s voice, the youth somehow still alive and conscious. She resisted the urge to roll her eyes, and thankfully she did, for without her helmet to conceal her face a show of derision would have been extremely rude—the youth’s cry was soon taken up by the defenders still standing on the walls. Her name was chanted on dozens of lips as weapons and fists were pumped into the air, their owners’ eyes all fixed on her.

She was puzzled at first, unsure why she had been singled out, but then when she looked at the umbral hulk lying on what was her part of the wall, she realised how much larger it was compared to any of the other corpses that decorated Cawic’s walls. As her name was repeated by the myriad of voices, for a brief moment she almost felt physically lifted up by the show of support. Her fatigue was diminished, her steps seemed surer, and for a wondrous handful of seconds she felt more powerful than she had ever before.

Unsure as to what was going on, she checked her notifications and was momentarily taken aback. The list of slain creatures that the System had attributed to her actions was far longer than she had anticipated. The long night of fighting had all sort of blurred together, and with the notable exception of one or two kills, she had truly lost track of the violence she’d committed. The last time she had received anywhere near as many, she had dismissed them all without looking at the classes or levels. The thought of knowing anything more about the people she had killed had been sickening to her at the time, but this time was different.

She felt proud.

*Congratulations on defeating a level 24 Night Gaunt. Experience is awarded.*

*Congratulations on defeating a level 28 Frost Worm. Experience is awarded.*

*Congratulations on defeating a level 25 Twilight Hound. Experience is 

. . .

*Congratulations on defeating a level 40 Moon Raptor. Experience is awarded.*

. . .

*Congratulations on defeating a level 49 Umbral Hulk. Experience is awarded.*

*Congratulations, Dragon Guard is now level 38.*

*Congratulations, Dragon Guard is now level 39.*

The two levels were unexpected, although they really shouldn’t have been when she considered how many creatures she had just fought and killed. She was still one level away from the next interval, where she could expect to raise her stats again, and there were eleven more levels separating her from bronze, but it was still remarkable progress, far beyond what she could normally hope for.

Whenever she spent time with Typh, violence and levels never seemed to be too far away.

Her eyes scanned the length of the walls as she surveyed the faces of the celebratory villagers. They were battered and bruised, but for the most part had avoided serious injury. The collection of craftsmen and other non-combat classers who had taken up arms and joined the handful of old adventurers in Cawic’s defence had survived as much through their own determination and skill than they had through Typh’s timely spells.

Arilla could tell that they wanted it to be over—needed it to be—and so they cheered. They cheered because it was the first night they had successfully pushed the creatures back, and they chanted her name because she had made the most obvious dent in their enemies’ forces, although she was sure Typh would raise a questioning eyebrow at that.

Arilla couldn’t get past how good the cheering felt to her. It was her first level in a long while that had come from actually helping people, and damn it if she didn’t like the sensation. The knowledge that the people of Cawic would remember her and her deeds for years to come fulfilled some previously unknown desire for recognition deep inside of her. She wanted to be calm, to be respectful for the hardship and losses the village had endured, but as her class rejoiced in her chest at the thrill of all that blood and mana that had filled the air, she couldn’t quite manage it.

She breathed out a long sigh of relief. The allure of a warm bed back at the inn and perhaps even a small drink lulled her into complacency as she raised her sword aloft and basked in the cheers. Her showboating only faltered when the crowd’s voices suddenly went silent.

She followed their eyes, which now looked past her, and in the false daylight of Typh’s spell, Arilla watched on with growing horror.

She was no longer the only one standing in the snow on their own two feet.

Before her very eyes, every dead thing piled high around the base of the walls stood back up—the villagers of Cawic understandably seemed frozen in fright.

Worst of all, Arilla watched the gigantic mass of flesh in front of her shift, first to its knees and then back to its full towering height.

[Zombie Umbral Hulk level 49]

“Shit,” she swore, readying her zweihander as she tried and failed to push mana into the depleted runic enchantments her gear relied upon. She had nothing left.

The zombie hulk turned ponderously to face her. Its own face lolled forwards, the large chunk missing from the back of its neck preventing it from keeping its oversized head upright. The massive beast looked straight down at her. Its eye sockets burned with a sickly green flame, a quiet intensity as Arilla felt something other watching her through the puppeted creature.

“I really shouldn’t have taken my helmet off,” Arilla groaned, then she darted to the side as the hulk stamped down where she had just been standing.

The zombie hulk was slower than it had been while alive, and it wasn’t too much trouble to dodge. But as she hacked into it with her blade, she felt a resistance to its flesh that was either new or just a result of the inactive enchantment in her zweihander. Either way, she could barely cut through it and had to quickly jump away when the zombie bent down low to grasp at her with its massive hands.

Arilla was bone tired. The euphoric rush she had felt from the crowd had vanished, and only her own meagre stamina reserves kept her going—she knew she’d have to spend that resource liberally if she wanted to kill the hulk for a second time. Her strength score simply wasn’t high enough to harm the beast without her resource-intensive [Dragon’s Blade] skill or the enchantment in her sword.

It reached for her, so she swung her sword at it in response. Skill-forged steel powered by her straining muscles carved deep into the massive fingertips of the zombie. The edge of her zweihander scored a shower of sparks and torn flesh as the sharpened edge ground against the creature’s bones. Still, the hand didn’t slow. It descended swiftly to slap down on the ground around her regardless of the damage she’d just inflicted on it. The spray of snow that was kicked up into the air momentarily blinded Arilla as she jumped away, burning more of her precious stamina just to keep moving out of its considerable reach.

She had enough stamina left for two seconds of [Dragon’s Blade] at its maximum power, which she would certainly need if the strength of its finger bones were anything to go by. If she was faster that would probably translate into multiple skill-empowered strikes, but slow as she was, she could reliably hit the zombie twice. Given the massive differences in their heights, she would have to spend one of those seconds jumping, but where could she even hit a zombie to kill it in one blow?

It swept a hand across the ground, creating a moving wall of frozen dirt and snow that raced to meet her, the ice and dirt rumbling loudly as it ripped through the air.

There was no time to think. She jumped.

Arilla pushed hard on [Dragon’s Blade], and 37 of her precious stamina points were consumed in an instant; her strength score increased to 252 as she left the ground. She left a crater of snow behind in her wake that was quickly displaced by the moving wave of earth. Arilla had aimed herself at the zombie’s throat in the hope that a cut at the front of its neck to match the one at the back would result in a decapitation and end the creature.

Leaping through the air like that wasn’t often attempted for a number of very good reasons. First, her sword tutor Hoarst had threatened to cane her if he ever caught her doing it, calling the move a ‘suicidal overcommitment’. He was right. Once she left the ground behind she was wholly committed to her direction—unable to dodge, or pivot, she was forced to follow through with the strike regardless of what awaited her. The zombie’s giant hands tried to swat her from the air mid-leap, and she was just barely able to contort her body to pass between its fingers. Her relief at avoiding a quick end was swiftly ruined when the zombie simply lowered its body. The massive mouth on its oversized, flopping head now stretched open to receive her.

Glistening fangs, each one as large as her thigh, were bared in anticipation of her arrival.

“Gods, this is going to sting,” she uttered.

It did. Arilla crashed into its mouth like a missile made of steel. The hulk’s teeth shattered and her depleted rune plate tore open from the impact. Her flesh was pierced more times than she could count. Her skills [Dragon’s Mettle] and [Dragon’s Resilience] came into play immediately as they both fought to take the edge off her wounds, which were both grievous and numerous. The first reduced the scope of damage with her flat mitigation, and since her most recent rank up, her body was also laced with steel and other trace metals that gave her an additional layer of resilience. The second reduced the visceral impact of the trauma and shock, as she was effectively impaled on the hulk’s teeth—teeth which then bit down.

Pain blossomed and darkness clawed at the edges of her vision. Her consciousness waned with the torrent of agony that stemmed from her multiple serious wounds.

Arilla tried to fight it, but eventually she succumbed and closed her eyes.

* * *

“Wake up. We’re not done yet.”

She felt Rolf’s hand carefully stroke her hair as his disembodied voice whispered softly into her ear. She smiled in thanks at the show of affection, then tilted her head to the side as if to beg for more, for a longer respite from the pain, before remembering that he was dead. That she had killed him. Hating herself, she let the ghost of her torturer bring her back to reality.

Arilla’s gauntlets clenched around the hilt of her zweihander. There was a bitter laugh in her throat, which was interrupted when she coughed up a lungful of blood—not necessarily an exaggeration. The beast’s teeth ground against her bones; it was agony, but it was nothing compared to the torture she had already survived.

Again, 37 points of stamina flooded her skill. Her class roared with vicious approval as the muscle fibres in her arms enhanced with mundane and magical metals were empowered with the strength of over three hundred women. Her tendons tore and her bones cracked as she swung her weapon inside the creature’s mouth, heedless of the obstacles in her path.

Enchanted steel met flesh and won. Sort of. The back of the zombie’s head exploded outwards amidst a torrent of gore, bone, and broken metal.

For the second time in the night Arilla was interrupted by System notifications informing her of her kill, and a new level as the monster toppled forwards, this time carrying her with it.

* * *

Three levels in a night. She hadn’t levelled like that since the attack on the Traylan estate, where she had practically bathed her sword in human blood. Since then, her growth had slowed to a crawl as she passively inched her way towards 38, but it had only taken a little over a week in Typh’s company to race ahead to 40. The odd dragon was attracted to danger like a moth to a flame.

“You know, one of these days you’re going to have to get over these masochistic tendencies of yours,” Typh commented dryly—the mage had moved to sit next to her cross legged in the snow.

“If anyone here is a masochist, it’s you,” Arilla said. Her heart almost skipped a beat when Typh blushed, his brown skin subtly flushing with colour.

“You broke your sword,” the dragon said as he turned his feminine head to the side and swiftly changed the subject.

“And quite possibly everything else,” she admitted, taking a moment to groan loudly in pain.

“You’re incorrigible,” Typh said. He squatted down to place a small hand on her chest. “Your HP has grown a lot since the old days, so I’m not going to be able to do this all at once. Do you understand?”

“Yeah, I get it. Just fix me up enough so that I can stand. I can deal with the rest naturally.”

“Are you sure?” Typh asked, his voice full of concern, though also tinged with a little bit of mirth.

“I’m sure. I’ve got a skill that helps with the pain, remember?”

“I hope that skill didn’t have anything to do with your decision to jump face first into that creature’s mouth.”

“That was an accident—I was aiming for its neck.”

“Sure you were,” he said with a pronounced eye roll, before he started to channel mana through his spell. The flesh in Arilla’s legs pulled itself back together, the bones unbreaking as Typh’s ruptured in turn. The dragon mage remained upright when his limbs failed him, as instead of collapsing to the floor he floated in the air just an inch or two above the ground.

“New rank-up,” Typh said by way of explanation, as if sustained flight was something normal to be dismissed like it was nothing.

“We really need a better long-term healing solution than this,” Arilla groaned as she stood up, her everything crying out in pain.

“You could always just stop maiming yourself.”

“I feel like we’ve had this conversation before.”

“We have,” Typh said. The dragon sighed before producing a heavy-looking sword from seemingly nowhere, which he then held hilt first towards Arilla. “Here, you’ll need this.”

The weapon was a piece of art. Another zweihander like the one she was used to wielding, but so much more. Gold filigree decorated the broad crossguard, where clear diamonds larger than her thumbnail were interspersed with runes in the braided metal. The hilt was wrapped in an exotic blue leather she couldn’t identify, the stitching so fine that she could barely even see it, and the whole thing ended in a solid gold pommel in the shape of an eagle’s head. It was beautiful, but all of that paled in comparison to the long silvery-white blade covered entirely in intricate runes that flowed along its length like a snaking river.

“It’s beautiful . . .” she whispered, awestruck. “There is adamantium in this, right?”

“Yes. About one in twenty parts, and it’s also very heavy,” Typh replied, his arm obviously straining to hold onto the sword. It was oddly warm to the touch and, if Arilla wasn’t mistaken, wet.

Ignoring that little detail, she focused on the sword itself, which was a marvel. Just trying to hold it told her all that she needed to know about the quality of the blade and the enchantments running through it. It was uncomfortably heavy, but for a warrior with over 100 effective strength that wouldn’t be an issue for long. Using [Dragon’s Blade] even seemed smoother somehow just by holding the weapon in her hand. In her injured state she couldn’t swing the sword, but when she burned a few points of stamina and felt that energising rush of skill-enhanced strength spread throughout her body, she noticed her skill’s influence extended to the weapon as well. Arilla had no clue what that would do, but from what she knew of System-granted skills, it couldn’t be a bad thing.

“Do you know what this is? Where did you get it?” Arilla asked excitedly, recognising the blade from half a dozen different songs, each one about the same man whose legend, while old, wasn’t dead.

“From a man who tried to kill me, where else?” Typh answered flatly—the admission that he’d killed yet another one of her heroes soured the gesture.

“And you kept his sword all this time?”

“Of course, I am a dragon and this sword is a work of art. It is a worthy part of my hoard,” he nodded.

“Are you giving it to me?” Arilla asked.

“No,” he said all too quickly. “I mean, I can’t give it to you, but I can loan it to you indefinitely so long as you promise not to hurt it and give it back someday.”

“Not to hurt it?” she asked mockingly.

“Please.”

“Fine, I promise,” Arilla said flippantly.

“I need to hear you say the words,” Typh said seriously.

“Are you trying to exploit my difficulty breaking promises to you in order to protect this sword?”

“Yes.”

“I thought you believed taking advantage of that sort of thing was morally wrong.”

“It is. Now swear an oath, or you can find another sword to replace the one you just broke!”

“Fine. I, Arilla Foundling, do so swear to keep this offered sword safe from harm and eventually return it undamaged to Typh’s hoard someday.”

“Thank you.”

“Are you okay? It’s not like you to be so uptight about this sort of thing.”

“This is different. This is from my hoard. That’s a big deal. It isn’t meant to be used, it’s to be savoured.”

“Savoured?” she asked quizzically.

“Yes, like a painting or piece of fine sculpture. It is to be slept upon, guarded, and admired. To give it to a warrior to actually use is . . . absolutely unheard of. If you were anyone else, or if I were in my other body, then this simply wouldn’t be happening,” he explained.

“I’m not sure I understand,” she admitted.

“You don’t have to. Hoarding treasures is a dragon thing, and while I am less beholden to my instincts in this form, the thought of actually relinquishing this blade still makes me nauseous.”

“Well, I appreciate you powering through,” Arilla said, with a weak smile as she tried to discreetly admire the zweihander’s craftsmanship without dislodging Typh’s firm grip from the hilt. Her steel-encased hand remained next to his for some time as the dragon refused to let go of the weapon. “Uhm, Typh, are you planning on actually letting go of the sword any time soon?”

“Give me a minute, this is a big step for me,” he snapped. Eventually, he relented. The weight of the blade suddenly fell on Arilla’s arm as it plunged point first into the snow. The sword quickly disappeared into the white and kept on cutting through the frozen ground beneath, until it was stopped by its curved parrying hooks.

“Fuck, it’s heavy,” she complained, struggling to lift it out of the dirt.

“Well, what did you expect? It’s a high iron-rank sword. There is a lot of adamantine in it, and I’m pretty sure that half the skills used in its construction are to increase its density.”

“I just thought that I’d be able to handle it better with my strength,” Arilla said. “What does it do?”

“Nothing overly fancy. I recut the runes to make them better, but I left the enchantment as is. The blade should stay sharp and empower any skills used through it, provided it stays topped off with mana. It’s one of the few zweihanders I have that isn’t carved with dragon-slaying runes, so naturally it’s one of my favourites.”

“One of?”

“Don’t be getting any ideas, human,” Typh said with narrowed eyes. “You should collect what pieces of your armour are salvageable, and then you can head back inside Cawic. I’m pretty sure they have a healer who can help fix you up, provided they have mana left.”

“What do you mean, ‘you’? Are you not coming?”

“No,” he stated plainly. “Someone has to go after them,”

“But you just broke your legs. You can’t go after whoever is responsible for all this,” Arilla said, feeling a surprising amount of concern at the prospect of Typh running . . . or floating . . . off into danger without her.

“I’m a mage, I don’t need my legs to cast spells.”

“But—”

“Arilla, you’re in no condition to fight and you know it. If you can raise that sword above your head then maybe I’ll consider taking you with me, but as they’ll likely be putting distance between themselves and Cawic, I need to get moving.”

“I can lift the sword,” she said defiantly.

“Prove it,” Typh commanded; when Arilla couldn’t, Typh didn’t even gloat. Instead, he rotated in the air and rocketed away in silence.

As Arilla watched him fly off across the surface of the snow, she bit her lip with frustration and prayed that he would come back. Her eyes tracked his rapid flight until the golden sun that still hovered high above the gatehouse winked out and the night was once again plunged back into darkness.


Chapter 12

Capture

As the ground raced beneath Typhoeus’s admittedly useless feet, he was struck by how flying without wings was exhilarating in a wholly different way. In his larger draconic body—his mind rebelled at the thought of calling it his true body—wind was his greatest ally. In his previous flights, he would barely have to flap his magnificent wings while navigating along updrafts and the unseen air currents to soar above the clouds towards his intended destination.

Flight, no matter how limited, was far superior to walking, regardless of how treacherous the turns may be or how the relatively fragile fabric of his sundress really wasn’t suited to supporting his entire weight. That realisation had unfortunately prompted him to be careful and slightly lower his speed for fear of damaging the precious garment.

Instead of wings extending from his back, Typhoeus was relying on the latest evolution of [Artillerist’s Reservoir] to give the very clothes that he wore a velocity and a direction. Rather than being restrained by the practicalities of wing strength and span, his current speed was only limited by the amount of mana he dared to pour into the metallic fabric. It was a poor imitation of true flight—his current method of travel being far closer to strapping himself to a rock which he then threw with the System aiding his arm—but it was still flying. His speed was enhanced even further by his own considerable intelligence score as he flung himself at extreme speeds above the surface of Creation.

He whooped with joy at the primal sensation of defying gravity. The vast expanse of nothing between him and the distant ground gave him a sense of power—despite the frailty of his human form, he was still a dragon.

With the icy winds rushing past his face, Typhoeus could think clearly in a way that he simply wasn’t able to when he was crawling along the ground, distracted by the inane little details of land-bound life. Upon reflection, he felt more than a little stupid as it was all so very obvious. In his defence he had been unconscious when he had first entered Cawic, and keeping all those villagers alive throughout the battle had simply required far too much of his attention—too much for him to put together the very obvious puzzle pieces that had so conveniently arranged themselves in front of him.

The burning of the beast corpses. How the attacking creatures time and again went for the hurt and not the kill. The mere fact that Cawic couldn’t possibly have survived a series of assaults on such a scale every night for almost a month. And then, almost as if to rub his face in it for being too slow to piece it together, they had gone and reanimated every corpse for miles, a giant sign that practically screamed out ‘large necromantic ritual’ to anyone who was listening. The delightful taste of high-arcana on the wind was something that he had almost forgotten, having been surrounded by lesser species for so long. If he wasn’t so worried about the steel-rank dragon hunters such a large working would invariably attract—draconic arcana or not—then he might have taken a few moments to truly enjoy it, but instead he was going to have to deal with the implications and move on before the hammer inevitably dropped.

Soaring just below the cloud cover, it didn’t take Typhoeus long to see them. Their outpost was well warded, with a passable illusion to cover up the evidence of their bright bonfire located in the centre of the cleared ground between their tents. He pushed [Sovereign’s Perception] through the scrying effect of [Artillerist’s Guidance]. A conjured bolt of hardened mana appeared above his shoulder, and it facilitated the union of his two skills as his awareness of their camp bloomed in his mind’s eye.

He watched them talk and listened in as they joked, laughed, and ate as humans were so prone to doing after a hard day’s work. The ease at which they relaxed, confident in their safety after having just attacked Cawic, disgusted him. There seemed to be little concern that they may be discovered and face some form of retaliation for the prolonged harm they’d caused. The humans—youthful mages for the most part—were almost all high-pewters and wearing a dark-blue uniform that looked distinctly un-militaristic with a black-on-white crest over the left breast that Typhoeus instantly recognised, even though he wished that he didn’t.

Erebus’s.

There was a section of their camp—closer to a stables, really—where a score of creatures stood, vacant in their expressions as they stood perfectly still waiting for their next commands, likely to attack Cawic again the following night once the mages had caught more beasts to add to their ranks. Judging from how lived-in their camp seemed, they had clearly been there for a while. There were more than three dozen of them at first count, and as he watched he was able to refine his initial estimate to forty-two junior mages, two senior, and a further ten non-combatants with a mixture of servant-tagged classes.

He wanted to drop down amidst their ranks and start killing. To cleave his way through their camp, leaving just the highest-level humans alive, who he would then convince to talk; however, if they were claimed by Erebus, then killing them was a sure-fire way to ensure that he faced retaliation rather than a welcome in Traylra. It was still tempting, but Typhoeus knew that it wouldn’t be him paying the price, and Arilla had already suffered enough for his mistakes.

He would have to do this the hard way.

Typhoeus slowly fed mana into his manabolt and watched patiently while it grew in both size and destructive potential. When he was satisfied, he released it. The missile raced straight down, where it hit the roaring bonfire and exploded loudly with an impressive bang that sent flaming logs and fragments of splintered burning wood throughout the outpost.

He twisted [Artillerist’s Reservoir] and inverted his velocity, pushing himself down towards the ground with gravity aiding his rapid descent. Before he could splatter on the ground, though, Typhoeus arrested his fall, his dress straining and his body suffering from the abuse. Yet, was right where he wanted to be, floating above the smoking crater where the bonfire had so recently been.

Despite the suddenness of his entrance, volleys of coordinated spellfire were soon flung at him. Typhoeus knew that the camp’s occupants were almost all mages, even if more than a few were necromancer-tagged, but he was surprised by the practised efficiency of their assault. While half a score of servants were cowering far away from him and the carnage that he had created, the remaining forty or so mages didn’t react as he had hoped. Instead of screams of panic adding to the chaos he was trying to cultivate, they didn’t hesitate to try and kill him with bolts of hardened mana, incinerating beams of fire, shards of ice, or any one of a number of different entry-level spells, all relatively well-cast for humans.

Typhoeus’s mana reserves weren’t nearly full, not by a long shot, but he wasn’t the only one who was fatigued, so he was in part relying upon the attacking mages’ exhaustion to bring things to a rapid close. So, once he’d grabbed everyone’s attention and established his dominance in the pecking order, he turtled up. The dragon chose to layer thick arcane barriers around himself that turned their spells back on them, rather than respond with offensive attacks of his own. He hoped to keep things less-than-lethal, with [Artillerist’s Abjurations] doing all of the heavy lifting.

Of course, he had seen the creatures standing docile to their side of their camp and knew that balls of fire and ice were the least of what they had to offer. He waited for it, and when it hit him he was surprised to find himself momentarily staggered by the intensity of their attack. His mental stats were high, but due to the balanced nature of his dragon class and the inadequacies of his human brain, he was embarrassed when their combined might got through—even if only a little bit.

Mind mages.

Disgusting people who took away others’ will and replaced it with their own. At least necromancers had the decency to wait until their puppets were dead first. Typhoeus felt their grasping little thoughts press against his mind, and he let them taste his revulsion and felt their collective amusement in response. To his dismay, the mind mages’ insidious little needles continued to pierce through his defences, each time getting a little deeper as they lifted his surface thoughts and stole flashes of his memories in their attempts to gain access to his will.

Arilla’s smile, the sound of her laugh, how her red hair caught the light when it was blowing in the breeze, the feel of her hips in his hands, and the taste of her lips. Typhoeus wanted them out of his skull, but forcing the issue was beyond him, so he changed the scene.

The feel of Medraut’s arrows ripping through his breast and exiting his back, the sensation of burning alive beneath a carrion hound, of being pinned beneath his sister’s claws as they crushed him against the bare stone. Their intrusive intents wavered on the edges of Typhoeus’s mind. First from the shock of the vivid pain that he shared with them, and then again with confusion when they experienced his memories of being pinned down by a dragon.

The singular sensation of having his wings bitten off, of what it felt like to have his scales methodically split open as claws parted his vulnerable flesh. The sense of shame as sovereign dragons laughed all around him, and the force from their magic that slammed him into mountains when he tried to run. Typhoeus felt their fear and smiled; some of their minds tried to wriggle loose, but he held them close to him and forced them to watch as he went in for the kill.

Erebus’s welcoming arms that offered him shelter and advice, the profound sense of wonder at seeing his human form, so perfect and appropriately sized. A human city ruled over by a dragon, his playground for a time while he nursed his wounds. Terror echoed back from every mind that had penetrated his—they knew what he was, who he was, and they knew that they had overstepped.

The thoughts pulled back as fast as they could, and Typhoeus didn’t stop them.

The spellfire that had rained down on his shields uninterrupted throughout the entire assault stopped immediately, and as Typhoeus looked out through his golden barrier, the collection of mages bearing Erebus’s colours one and all knelt face down in the snow.

The dragon smiled.

“Much better. Now, which one of you is in charge?”

* * *

An hour or so later, Typhoeus flexed his toes by the warmth of the crackling fire. The dragon was more than happy to take his time and enjoy the feeling of mobility in his freshly healed legs. He was pointedly ignoring the human before him who was trying their best to explain the sincerity of their misunderstanding while the dragon ate a piece of cake and quietly lusted over the silver fork in his hands.

The tent in which he was convalescing was the largest of those that remained unscathed from his brief attack. Meaning it was scarcely big enough for the two chairs that faced the ceramic wood burner that dominated the small canvas room. Typhoeus had been delighted to find that they had cake of all things, and he’d insisted on being served it on their finest kitchenware while healers came and went, fixing his legs in the process.

His hosts were polite and fearful, which was how Typhoeus liked it. Sovereign dragons had a tendency to only ever negotiate from positions of strength, something which he saw no reason to fight. The human before him kept nattering on, taking the dragon’s silence and appreciative moans around mouthfuls of cake as permission to keep talking.

A notion Typhoeus was going to have to disabuse him of.

“. . . understand that had you just approached the camp and announced yourself, we could have avoided the entire confrontation,” the man explained.

“Are you trying to say that this is somehow my fault?” Typhoeus asked with a raised eyebrow, his cake-fork held almost threateningly.

“Of course not, Lord Sovereign. It’s just—”

“Just what? My fault?” Typhoeus reiterated, daring the human to try him.

“No, of course not. But had we known it was you then we simply would not have attacked you like we had,” the bronze-rank mage explained. His arms were held out to the side disarmingly while he spoke, as if that meant anything from a man who habitually invaded the minds of his foes.

Typhoeus hated mind mages.

“What’s your name again?” he asked, trying to keep his disgust from his voice.

“Rinton,” the mage answered.

“Well, Rintone,” Typhoeus said, making sure to mispronounce the human’s name. “If you hadn’t been attacking Cawic like common bandits then maybe I would have given you the benefit of the doubt. Next time you should raise a banner or something; if it wasn’t for the crest on your uniform, I’d have simply killed you all from afar,” he explained, pretending not to enjoy how the human’s already pale face went several shades whiter.

“Well, I am very grateful that you saw fit to show restraint,” Rinton replied with a sigh, earning himself a look of quiet displeasure from Typhoeus.

“What were you even doing, attacking Cawic like that? If Erebus wanted the village destroyed, surely you could have done it with half the effort?” Typhoeus inquired.

“Of course, but it was necessary to teach Cawic, specifically Kalle, a lesson for going back on her deal with Doomhold. That, and it was a great opportunity for my students to grind some real combat experience against humans. The finesse it takes to get a beast to pull its punches like that is far better for levelling control skills than going all out ever could be. And with the dungeons acting up, recruiting creatures to our stables and gaining class levels has never been easier—especially for a large group like ours,” Rinton explained. “Honestly, until your arrival this has been the best end-of-year trip we’ve had in decades.”

“End-of-year trip?” Typhoeus asked, pinching the bridge of his nose with frustration. “Please, tell me I didn’t have my mental defences momentarily overwhelmed by schoolchildren.”

“Of course not,” Rinton quickly expressed, a look of panic appearing and disappearing on his face in a span of seconds. “The mages under my care are all over the age of sixteen, with the bulk around twenty or so.”

“And what would Erebus want with so many mind mages? I knew he had a mage school within his walls, but I was under the impression he kept the class sizes much smaller.”

“I . . . couldn’t . . . possibly say,” Rinton lied, the four words coming out haltingly; the man lacked both the confidence that the lie would be believed and in his ability to hold up to Typhoeus’s scrutiny if the dragon pressed. Fortunately for Rinton, Typhoeus was not in the position to threaten his way through this. Now that he was ‘friendly’ with the mages, he had to tread carefully for fear of doing anything which could potentially upset Erebus.

Still, Rinton and the other mages were terrified of Typhoeus, and so the dragon could use that to extract a bit more from them beyond a little healing and slices of delightfully baked cake.

“And this deal with Cawic? Kalle mentioned no such thing,” Typhoeus asked.

“Well, that’s unsurprising. Kalle is a thoroughly unpleasant old woman,” Rinton said spitefully, then paused—he only continued after Typhoeus loudly cleared his throat. “Doomhold, or Traylra as the humans beyond our walls like to call it, has a longstanding deal with Cawic. They discreetly facilitate trade for us with Rhelea in exchange for a fairly substantial levy on the goods that pass through their town. More than enough to keep that little village of hers afloat, and all she has to do is send her people south with wagons ladened with our gold.”

“And I take it she reneged on this deal?”

“Yes. This past autumn she’s been taking our gold, but has never once delivered on her end,” Rinton said, nodding along emphatically. “Until she either returns her fee, or provides us with the goods she promised us, Cawic is fair game for my students to use as live target practice.”

“I see . . .” Typhoeus said, tenting his fingers together as he thought. “How much gold are we talking about?”

* * *

The flight back to Cawic was far less dramatic, even if his passenger wouldn’t stop squirming, which nearly caused Typhoeus to lose his grip. Due to the lack of urgency and his unwieldy baggage, the dragon stuck to air speeds that his clothing could comfortably handle; the deep pockets of his winter coat were bulging with elegantly crafted silverware and cake crumbs.

They landed atop Cawic’s gatehouse amidst a clinking of metal and a slight kicking up of the snow. Typhoeus closed his eyes and followed the tether connecting him to his Dragon Guard, realising a moment later the human he had brought with him was busy throwing up from either the turbulent flight or the somewhat bumpy landing. The presence of the stranger caused cries of alarm to ring out from the village’s guard atop the walls, but Typhoeus didn’t care, and he swiftly dragged them along towards Arilla before anyone could gather to stop him.

He found her in the temple, his favoured warrior unable to stay away from organised religion even if she was confined to a sickbed. The temple, a grand building by Cawic’s standards, was still immaculately decorated on the inside despite the many decades since it had seen regular use by wealthy travellers. The mystery behind how all that stained glass, enamelled mouldings, and ornate frescos had been maintained was now solved—even if the presence of over a score of seriously injured citizens took some of the grandeur off of the building’s opulent interior.

“System help me . . .” the healer muttered. The woman that Typhoeus had borrowed from Rinton’s school-trip was seemingly taken aback by the scale of the injuries on display.

“Don’t,” Typhoeus warned, ignoring how the thick scent of blood in the air made his stomach rumble with anticipation.

“Don’t what?” the young woman asked. She couldn’t have been more than twenty, Typhoeus thought—not that it mattered.

“Your friends caused this, so you don’t get to be horrified like you didn’t know the consequences of your actions.”

“But, I didn’t think—”

“I don’t care. I brought you for your class, not your moral outrage or sudden hypocrisy,” he stated, looking at the short human with a mixture of scorn and disinterest.

The healer nodded once in response, seemingly finding her resolve as she stepped towards the most seriously injured person in the temple, only to be jerked back by Typhoeus’s small hand on her shoulder.

“Not him. Her,” Typhoeus ordered, gesturing away from a grievously wounded labourer with a grotesque looking gut-wound and towards Arilla, who was wrapped almost head to toe in bandages that were concerningly stained red in more places than they weren’t.

“She’ll be fine, trust me. I have a skill that evaluates these things. She won’t scar even if she’s left alone. He won’t live through the night without healing,” she insisted, pulling towards the labourer.

“Then you’d best do a good job fixing her so you can save him next,” Typhoeus stated, his grip tightening on the woman, who looked back at him with confusion. “What? You know what I am, and I make no claims to be a saint or a hero. She is mine and you are going to fix her. If your conscience compels you to help the others in the room afterwards then that’s fine by me. But you’ll indulge in your guilt after you do what I brought you here for.”

The healer looked at him like she was only seeing him for the first time before she nodded again.

“Okay,” she uttered, then moved towards Arilla without any of the haste that had been first inspired upon entering the temple’s sickroom.

The healer was being conservative with her mana, healing Arilla slowly over tens of minutes when she could have done the same thing in seconds if she was willing to be more wasteful. Considering the quantity of injured people in the room, Typhoeus was willing to wait and consulted his list of rank-up options to see if there had been any change whilst he killed time.

Artillery Mage - You have caused great destruction with the simplest of magical spells. As a result, you are given the option of further strengthening your ability to commit wholesale carnage with your ranged spells.

+2 Vit, +4 Int, +1 Will, +1 Cha, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Mage] tagged.

Will become . . .

Aero-Kinetic Magus - You have used your skills to launch yourself through the skies. As a result, you are given the option of further enhancing your ability to fly and fight from aloft. 

+1 Dex, +2 Vit, +4 Int, +2 Will, +1 Cha, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Mage] tagged.

Grand Artillery Mage - You continue to cause great destruction with the simplest of magical spells. As a result, you are given the option of further enhancing your ability to commit wholesale carnage with your ranged spells.

+2 Vit, +6 Int, +1 Will, +1 Cha, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Mage] tagged.

Sovereign Magus - You are of a noble bloodline and have led an army into battle while raining down spells on your enemies. As a result, you are given the option of further strengthening your ability to command and empower others with your spellcraft.

+2 Vit, +5 Int, +1 Will, +2 Cha, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Noble] tagged.

As much as he wished for it, there remained no change to the classes that had been offered to him by the System so many months ago. Although with his disguise as ‘Typh’ growing increasingly tattered by the day, he was rapidly losing his excuse to put off the decision. He knew what he should take: he was a sovereign dragon, and he had a duty to every person on Creation regardless of their species, but he was afraid.

Typhoeus was a runt. Spending time amongst humans was good for his ego, as they were all so piteously weak, but amongst dragons he was nothing—a fourth-tier nobody, just a deformed little deviant most dragons wouldn’t waste their time on. The mana in the air was so weak, compared to what it was at its peak before the Great Wards, the Monsters creeping through the cracks should be comparatively weaker as well. Yet Typhoeus knew that if he took Sovereign Magus as his class, he would be committing to fighting them tooth and claw. That was a fight he didn’t think that he could win.

His siblings probably could, but not him.

The army he had forged over the autumn, while impressive by human standards, was nothing compared to what should be fielded by a member of a Council race, and if he marched them against a Monster, he knew that it would in all likelihood be a one-sided slaughter.

So why was the System urging him on, offering him a class to do just that, when it knew he couldn’t win?

Typhoeus looked at Arilla, how the colour in her cheeks was slowly coming back while sweat dripped from the healer’s brow. He wished for nothing more than her to wake up and to run away with him. He already knew more or less what Erebus would say; the entire trip to Traylra or Doomhold was a pointless farce, one last chance for him to escape his responsibilities. Sure, he couldn’t guess the why of it without going north, but the result was plain enough for him to see.

The Great Wards were failing and the Monsters were coming back.

It was his duty to fight them, but if Arilla so much as whispered the word run, he would take her and never look back.

Arilla’s eyes flickered open, and the first thing she did was look straight past the healer and smile at him.

“I’m done. She should be at full health,” the healer declared.

“Go away,” Typhoeus ordered, waving a hand dismissively as he quickly moved to sit by Arilla’s bedside. His warrior sat up on her elbows and yawned.

“What did I miss?” Arilla asked groggily.

“Not much. Are you ready to end this?” he inquired.

“I think so.”

The doors to the temple burst open, with Kalle arriving at the head of a nervous-looking group of villagers. They were men and women who Typhoeus had saved along the walls, all armed and looking shiftily between him, Arilla, and the healer he had brought. She was busy saving the life of the labourer with the severe gut wound.

“Arrest them!” Kalle ordered, smoke flowing around the old woman like a physical shroud. “They’ve betrayed us to the enemy!”

“Where’s my sword?” Arilla asked, looking around for her heavy weapon.

The villagers drew their weapons and the dragon stood up to face them. His Dragon Guard followed his example a mere second later, a bed hefted over her shoulder in lieu of her sword.

“I can’t believe you already lost my sword,” Typhoeus muttered under his breath.

“I lost a lot of blood, okay? I’m sure it will turn up,” Arilla said defensively.

“Kill them!” Kalle ordered, smoke rushing forwards, her agitated-looking militia following a few steps behind.

Arilla swung her sickbed.

Chaos ensued.


Chapter 13

Decency

Arilla’s bed exploded into splinters of wood when it collided with a trio of miners who were flung backwards from the impact and sent out through the temple’s open doors. Men rushed at her with drawn swords held high, so she clumsily parried their blades away with one of her own: a hastily looted shortsword of questionable quality—it was growing increasingly curved as the metal warped dramatically with every checked blow. The force of Arilla’s strikes drove her attackers down to their knees. Her inexpert swings backed by her impressive strength score were more than enough to break bones and crush through armour—provided, of course, the fragile sword continued to hold up to the abuse.

Concussive blasts of heat and golden light sent members of Cawic’s militia staggering back, while the sounds of steel on steel filled the room and drowned out the moans of the settlement’s injured defenders lying on nearby sickbeds. The priest who was supposed to tend to the hall was nowhere to be seen, and the fight quickly ramped up in intensity, with freshly injured humans to add to the others. The small sliver of open space that made up the temple’s foyer was rapidly transformed into yet another battleground within the once quiet village of Cawic. Villagers, who had been ordered into battle by their steward, fought to kill their formerly celebrated saviours. Mere feet away from the violence, their injured friends and neighbours rested on bloodstained cots padded with straw. Unadulterated fear blossomed in the eyes of the few patients who were both too weak to move and yet cogent enough to realise how close they were to the growing storm.

Kalle strode forwards past Arilla and the clash of steel, and her confident steps only highlighted how unnecessary her thin cane was. The older woman, who now seemed powerful and full of a youthful vigour, raised her lit pipe to her narrow lips and inhaled deeply with a wicked smile before exhaling out. Twin clouds of thick grey smoke streamed out from her nostrils and formed together into the shape of a large wolf with vacant eyes that rose to meet the temple’s tall ceiling. The conjured beast snarled, gaining definition as it dripped saliva onto the floor and leapt at Typhoeus, who responded in turn with a tight beam of fire that extended from his finger. His spell travelled quickly along the beast’s stomach, trailing a snaking line over the grey fur. It blackened and split open, only to turn back into inert smoke before the beast’s entrails could slide out.

Kalle blinked once in surprise as her conjured beast was eviscerated before it had even completed its leap. Her forward motion abruptly halted—what had appeared to be her trump card stalled out in front of her.

“Enough!” a voice cried out. The word was as loud in its volume as it was in its contempt, and was said with enough conviction that it brought a momentary pause to the melee.

The command came from a very unexpected source, or at least one that Typhoeus hadn’t expected to hear from. The healer who he had brought with him was looking up from the bedside of an injured hunter with a mixture of anger and disgust in her brown eyes. Her arms were stained red up past her elbows and her hand’s were pressed firmly against her patient’s bleeding leg. She murmured a chant under her breath while they watched her and a wave of silver-green light emerged from her palms. Where the light touched, angry red flesh calmed, and the torn and gaping wound beneath her fingers sealed itself shut in a matter of seconds.

“Do you have no decency?! Take it outside! This is a temple and a hospital. There are patients literally everywhere, and I will not have you endanger them with whatever this stupid conflict is!” she yelled. She didn’t stop in her work until the villager before her began to breathe deeper and with considerably less difficulty.

Her words had a sobering effect on everyone present—with the notable exception of Kalle, who took the opportunity to conjure a pair of wolves out of smoke and send them both lunging at Typhoeus. The dragon lazily batted them aside with a wave of mana that shook the building; the constructs were dispersed back into smoke upon their forceful contact with the temple’s thick stone walls.

“Ignore the healer! Kill them! They’ve betrayed us to the Dragon beyond our walls!” Kalle screamed. Her voice suddenly sounded frail with exhaustion as she pointed a trembling finger at Typhoeus, who stood back unimpressed, arms crossed over his chest.

“The healer is right, Kalle. You should have known better than to bring men inside the temple,” Tonisim said calmly, the aged hunter having just arrived along with Machero and a handful of other armed villagers who looked distinctly unpleased with what they were seeing.

“Tonisim, you have no right to interfere! They’ve brought back one of the Dragon’s people to spread lies and poison amongst us! We must cast them out before they can divide us any further!”

“Do you mean before we can tell everyone that the reason behind the attacks is because you double-crossed the Dragon? Because you decided that after all these years of taking his gold you could just break his faith without consequences?” Typhoeus asked, assuming most of the town didn’t know the specifics of Kalle’s deal with Erebus.

“Lies! I would never—” Kalle began. Her eyes were still confident as she looked around at the villagers in the room, most of whom appeared to be confused, but more than a few looked back at her with a mixture of dawning understanding and anger. Amongst them was Tonisim, whose face contorted into a picture of dismay and then outrage. A purple vein practically throbbed on his wrinkled forehead as the aged man shook with barely constrained emotion.

“You said those merchants were from Lintumia! You promised me that there was no risk to the village!” Tonisim yelled, the tide of opinion finally turning with his outburst. “Gods help us, just what have you gotten us into, Kalle?”

The old woman hesitantly backed away from the crowd, who now slowly turned to point their blades in her direction. Muttered accusations and curses began to circulate amongst the gathered villagers whilst Typhoeus and Arilla stood well back from the unfolding drama.

“They’re lying, Toni. You know me—you trust me. I would never endanger Cawic so,” she said imploringly, her arms outstretched to the side in a silent plea for his faith.

“The timing of it all just makes too much sense. Damn me for not seeing it earlier! If merchants found a way past the Dragon, then they would have expanded the route over the years. We should have flourished like in the old days, rather than just limping on,” he sighed. “And like you said, I know you, Kalle. You’d risk Cawic for your ego. You’d take gold from the Gods themselves and spit in their eye if it pleased you. You always thought yourself smarter than everyone else. I should have remembered why you came here,” the old hunter said; the steward’s face fell until it eventually hardened into something hateful.

“Well, someone had to do something! You’ve never understood anything, Toni!” Kalle spat in an abrupt change of tone. “Cawic was dying! What the prospectors and hunters pull out of the Dragonspines hasn’t been close to what we need to make it through winter for decades. When the Dragon’s people came to me in secret and made me an offer, I took it for the good of the village!”

“How is this for the good of the village!” Tonisim raged, gesturing to the injured lying in their beds. “Cawic has lost a fifth of our people this winter! A fifth! And the Gods alone know how many will choose to stay once the roads are safe again come spring!”

“Usually when you make a deal with an entity far more powerful than you, it’s in your best interest not to screw them over,” Typhoeus idly commented.

“We could execute you for this, Kalle. First for betraying Terythia for dealing with the Dragon, second for indebting the village to it without our knowledge, and third for betraying the beast and bringing all this death down upon our heads.”

The steward’s eyes went wild, and she looked briefly towards the open door—she took a half step in that direction before the swords levelled at her were raised several inches, the threat clear.

“You want to kill me for saving this place?! Look around you, Tonisim, where do you think the money comes from to call up runescribes to maintain the wards on our walls? What about the artists who restore the paintings on this so-very-fine ceiling? And don’t forget about the carpenters and wines for our inn, the mana-infused steel for our blacksmith, the fucking scented soaps in our hotsprings! We are a poor mountain village that simply cannot survive without the trade that flows along the Old Road. We either deal with the Dragon or our way of life dies!” she ranted, though her tirade seemed to deflate her further. “Thanks to my actions, and the risks taken by a trusted few, we’ve thrived since Traylra fell, even when every other village along this road has fallen along with it!”

Tonisim looked thoughtful for a moment before he spoke again.

“You know I’m going to need the names of the people who were aware of what you were doing,” he said gravely.

“They’re all dead! Died weeks ago during the siege,” she said quickly. Too quickly for Typhoeus, and likely Tonisim, to believe.

“I see . . .” the old hunter said, gesturing to the others around him. “Take steward Kalle into custody. Confine her to her home until we find her collaborators and decide what to do with them.” His words spurred on the actions of the villagers he had brought with him—and she with her—who began to lead her away.

“Wait!” Typhoeus interjected, earning himself numerous looks, some still hostile, others less so. “Why did you go back on your deal with the Dragon? What did Erebus want from Rhelea that you couldn’t deliver?”

“Wouldn’t not couldn’t, girl. The Dragon wanted people. Unclassed or Mages, the younger the better,” Kalle cackled as she was dragged away by strong hands gripping her arms.

“And the gold?” the dragon asked, prompting the villagers removing her to pause once again.

“What gold?” Kalle replied vindictively.

“The gold that you took to deliver these people that you never handed over.”

Kalle smirked, “It’s well hidden within the village. You’ll never find it before the spring thaws—not without my help. I could be persuaded to disclose its location in exchange for certain assurances.”

“So it’s in the village, then . . .” Typhoeus trailed off. “Okay, Tonisim, you can take her away. I can find it without her.”

“Are you sure? As much as I hate to consider it, if repaying the Dragon’s people will make the attacks stop, I have to do it,” the old hunter said, his face grim and his posture slouched. The unexpected betrayal of Kalle appeared to have aged him even further.

“I have a . . . nose for these things. If it is in the village, I will find it.”

* * *

Knowing what he was looking for, it took Typhoeus all of fifteen minutes to follow his senses to find the gold. Given all the expensive decorations inside the larger buildings within Cawic he had a few false starts, but the scent of gold is a powerful one, even to a dragon as young as Typhoeus.

Nestled behind a false wall in the tavern’s surprisingly expansive wine cellar was a narrow passage that appeared to lead to an escape tunnel out of Cawic. But halfway down, [Sovereign’s Perception] revealed another hidden door, this one covered with crude obscuring runes. When Typhoeus ripped through it and shrugged off the primitive booby-trap he found Kalle’s gold. The sheer quantity of glittering metal piled in front of him was large enough to make Typhoeus’s eyes water and his mind reel with one poignant question.

“Just how many people did Erebus want to buy?” he wondered aloud.

The room glowed gold in the torchlight reflected off of the minted ingots. Small bars of the precious metal, each one no larger than a thumb, filled the discreet chamber, piled haphazardly atop one another in almost flowing mounds of material wealth. There were gold talents hailing from numerous nations, each one featuring the likenesses of their respective rulers: Epherian Emperors, Lintumian Mages, Tolisian, Stenian, Aberian, and Terythian Kings all stared back at them from within the vault. Kalle’s hidden fortune stirred Typhoeus’s draconic instincts, exciting both his hunger and his lust as he drooled at the sight of gold in quantities that neither he nor Arilla had ever expected to see in a remote village like Cawic.

“I don’t know . . .” Arilla trailed off. “This is considerably more than what we found in the Traylan vault.”

“I know. Kalle must have been skimming off the top for years, or . . .” Typhoeus began.

“Or Erebus wants a fuckload of people,” Arilla finished.

“Yes, hopefully it’s the former so we can keep more of it,” he said, wiping the drool from his chin with the back of his hand.

“And if not?”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we arrive in Doomhold.”

“Doomhold?”

“Erebus renamed the city,” Typhoeus explained with a shrug. “I know it’s a bit . . .”

“Gauche?” Arilla offered, surprising him with her expanded vocabulary.

“Yes. Apparently it’s because he intends to hold off our collective doom there, but . . .” he trailed off a second time, once again lost in the pull of the yellow and ruby gold.

“That isn’t foreboding at all,” Arilla commented. “So what now?”

“We show the gold to Tonisim and persuade him to let us return it to Doomhold to bring an end to the attacks. Rinton and his students are waiting at their camp for us. So we’ll head north with them, and with a little luck we’ll actually manage to get some sleep travelling in a group that large.”

“Great. Is there any hurry?” she asked, an interesting look in her eyes.

“Not really. I mean, we can’t stay too long. A necromantic ritual on the scale we witnessed will certainly prompt investigation from someone in Rhelea, and I may have used a little too much magic putting them all down to escape any particularly observant mages’ notice. But even a steel rank should take more than a few days to get this far north.”

“Good, because scented soap and a bath in a hot-springs sounds pretty nice to me right about now,” Arilla stated, prompting Typhoeus to smile.

“I do love a good bath . . .” the dragon agreed.

* * *

The hot springs were everything that had been promised to them, and more. Fed from a natural mana vein, the water had energising qualities that not only warmed the baths but also served to refill Typhoeus’s mana pool just a little bit faster. On top of that, it provided a pleasantly tingling sensation that he found to be quite agreeable. The scented soap was quite nice too—probably not worth the lives of all the villagers who had been lost in Cawic’s month-long defence, but his pores certainly appreciated the exfoliating action. The soaps were a bit overly floral for his tastes—Typhoeus much preferred the smell of spices to flowers—but the prospect of changing his and Arilla’s usual scent to something other than old blood and stale sweat was a worthwhile trade.

They had the entire women’s section of the baths to themselves. The facilities, which they had been told were normally quite popular with the locals, were entirely vacant. Even Old Horatio, who was known to be as warm and friendly as his temperature-controlling aura, barely gave them a nod of greeting before he politely ushered them in. Their involvement in exposing Kalle’s treason had shaken the small village to its core. The few villagers they had seen on their way to the baths had all conspicuously avoided eye contact; Cawic’s residents struggled to comprehend the scale of their steward’s betrayal. Their incomprehension was further exacerbated by the mounds of gold that were being slowly removed from the tunnels beneath the inn and piled high into a large wagon under Tonisim’s watchful eye. The vehicle had already been runically reinforced by Typhoeus, just so it could handle the weight of the valuable metal that was to be returned to the Dragon Erebus.

The women’s baths had a capacity of more than twenty, dating back to Cawic’s old glory days, so the two of them had plenty of space to stretch out. Thick steam slowly rose up off the surface of the water and into the frigid air where it warmed the dragon’s lungs. Typhoeus was by far the most physically relaxed he had ever been. The pleasant sensation of the contrasting hot and cold on his skin was only marred by the knowledge that the extravagant facilities would soon be in terminal decline without Doomhold’s wealth to prop the village up.

“Why can’t all of our sprees of violence end with a nice warm bath?” Typhoeus asked wistfully as he floated on his back in the open-aired pool.

“I don’t know, but I’m sure if we stick to urban conflicts we can probably arrange something,” Arilla commented, before pausing as an uncomfortable look appeared on the warrior’s freckled face.

“I’m sure Rhelea is fine. You shouldn’t worry about it so much. What we’re doing here is far more important.”

“Bathing?”

“Finding out why the Great Wards are failing,” he answered.

“And what if we can’t stop it? What if it’s like the slums—another problem we can’t kill our way out of?” she asked, seeming genuinely worried.

“. . . We could run,” he suggested after a long pause.

“What?” she replied, sounding disbelieving, as if she doubted what she had just heard.

He turned to face her, not out of need—his skills made eye-contact, along with so many other things, irrelevant—but because it was polite, and also because he was desperate for her to take his suggestion seriously. He looked past her athletic beauty, his eyes barely lingering on her body as she reclined against the side of the bath. The gentle swell of her breasts high and firm above her toned stomach stirred feelings in him that had no place in this critical moment. He righted his own body in the warm water and stared across into the hazel eyes of the woman who, despite everything, he knew that he still loved.

“If we can’t stop it, which in all likelihood we can’t, I want you to run away with me,” he stated clearly after taking his time to steady his nerves and himself, to better ensure that he wasn’t misheard.

“No.”

Her refusal nearly crushed him, even if he wasn’t surprised by it. It wasn’t the first time Arilla had rejected his advances, and he had thought himself mentally prepared for another dismissal, but he’d been wrong. The weight of her rejection fell on his slender shoulders and caused him to slump beneath the shallow water even as he was buoyed up to the surface by the shape of his feminine body.

“Fighting the Monsters as we are is madness. We would certainly die. We should stay out of it and let the higher-ranked creatures like Erebus fight them. Without us,” he continued, trying once again to persuade her.

“And what about the people of Rhelea? Terythia? Astresia? All those ‘lesser species’ you like to talk about, will any of these higher-ranked dragons lift a finger to help them?”

“Dragons don’t have fingers—” he began.

“Typh,” she warned.

“Fine. Probably not, but humanity will survive in some shape or another. The elves will see to that at least. There’s no point dying with the rest of humanity on principle, not when we could be together.”

She looked almost angry at that.

“Typh. I’ve told you before, I don’t want to be with you, and I especially don’t want to run away while human civilisation ends,” she said firmly—then softened as she saw the hurt on his face. “Listen, I’m not completely blind to our connection or what you’ve done for me. You’re my patron dragon and I . . . I think that I can accept that. We can be friends; isn’t that enough?”

“No,” he said emphatically. “How could it ever be enough when we were so good together?”

“We weren’t good together. You lied to my face every second of every day.”

“I lied because I didn’t want to lose you! I—”

“Don’t say it, Typh!”

“I love you!” he declared, hoping those three words would make some kind of difference.

“You don’t love me,” she said dismissively. “People don’t lie to the ones they love.”

“I was scared,” he explained, suddenly feeling so very vulnerable. He wished that he had his clothes to pull tight around his body—as if cottons and silks could somehow protect him from this very specific fear.

“Goblinshit. You lied to me because it’s what you do. You lie about who you are to everyone you meet, including yourself.”

“I don’t lie to myself,” he said.

“Really? Because from my perspective it’s all you do,” she said, leaning forwards in the water.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he lied, ignoring the uncomfortable knot of fear in his stomach—she was getting perilously close to asking the one question she had avoided since learning his secret.

“Really? You made that body of yours with a skill. You sculpted every inch of it to your liking, right?”

“Yes . . .”

“So why did you choose to become a human? A horse or a dog would have worked out just as well, if not better, if all you wanted to do was hide from adventurers.”

“I have my pride,” he said, choosing to be obtuse; he was well aware of what she was getting at. While humans may have been the most numerous choice, they weren’t the only one. If he had chosen a ratling, a kobold, or something else for his [Alternate Form] he wouldn’t even have had to hide what he was.

“And why a human woman? I haven’t forgotten that your draconic form is male. I don’t believe for a fucking second you couldn’t have made a perfectly good man’s body to match if you wanted to,” she said, confronting the lie that he had been telling himself for years now.

“. . . Creating bodies is hard. Human art simply has far more representations of nude women than it does men,” he began, desperate to avoid saying the truth. He hated that the lie that he had chosen to respond with sounded so weak and shallow, even to his own ears. “It was just far easier to make this body with the reference material I had available.”

“Do you realise how ridiculous that sounds?” Arilla asked flatly, causing him to look down beneath the water and blush out of embarrassment. “I’m not trying to be mean. There’s no shame in your choice to look and act the way you do, but it is a choice. Stop trying to justify your decision to live as a woman as a simple accident brought about by your own ignorance. You chose this,” she pointed, her finger trailing from his wide hips to his large breasts with no hint of sensuality in her blunt appraisal.

“You’re smart, Typh, and you’ve said that you spent years working on your body. I don’t believe you when you sit there pretending not to love the way you look: from the clothes that you wear, to the way that you swing your hips when you walk, and how you choose to style your hair. You love it, and if you didn’t then you’d just change it again!” Arilla finished.

“I—I’m a dragon; I’m not supposed to enjoy being a human,” he hesitantly admitted, surprising himself by actually vocalising his hidden shame. “I don’t know what wanting to be this way means.”

“Does it have to mean anything?” she asked.

“I don’t understand, it obviously has to mean something.”

“Does it? You’re a fucking shapeshifting dragon! You don’t have any family to disappoint, or any rules that you have to follow. You’re not going to harm anyone by being true to yourself, so who gives a shit what anyone else thinks? If you decide that being Typh feels right, then who cares? Just stop lying to me about who you are.”

“So I don’t have to choose?”

“Only if you want to. Just be honest with yourself and the people that you are trying to be with, then maybe, just maybe, you might someday find someone who can look past the very long list of heroes you killed and subsequently ate.”

“Arilla . . .”

“What?”

“Thank you,” he said, and he meant it.

“It’s nothing, Typh, just basic human decency is all,” she said before pushing herself off from the side of the bath to the middle, where she began floating on her back in the warm water and stared up at the sky.

“What’s that?” he asked, joining her on his back in the centre of the pool. He saw the sky inviting him up above, and for the first time in a long while he felt no need to fly through it to clear his head.

“Something rarer than it should be,” Arilla answered wistfully.

“Huh,” he commented, trying to enjoy the water as he floated.

Typh or Typhoeus, was it even a choice?

Maybe he could be both.


Chapter 14

Fresh Blood

“‘The Mad Lord’s Grief’ is objectively a terrible song—it’s depressing and convoluted. You should stick to singing about hot girls getting reamed by dragons,” Barlow teased, a wide, jovial smile on his face as he once again relished saying the most outrageous thing that he could think of in a given moment.

“Gods spare me, where do you get off talking to me like that?” Eliza asked. “Have you even heard of tact?” Perhaps it was the late hour, the intoxicating smoke that hung low over the table, or the copious amounts of wine she had imbibed, but the bard was suddenly deeply curious as to the source of her friend’s unwavering confidence.

“Oh, you love it, Liz. We both know you don’t keep me around for my rugged good looks.” Barlow guffawed, well-aware that he could charitably be described as ‘not particularly attractive.’ The combination of baby fat and stat-enhanced vigour gave the small man an almost cherubic appearance, something wholly unattractive on a man of his obvious age—not that Eliza particularly cared about those sorts of things either way.

“Eurghh! Why do I hang out with you reprobates?” she sighed, mock despair on her face as the wide grins spurred on by Barlow’s antics stretched even wider around the smoky table.

“Because we’re the only ones who will put up with your constant stream of angst, that’s why,” Liara said. “Now pass the peace-pipe, would you?” the heavily scarred woman asked—but then lost her patience and leaned over to the table to snatch the wooden implement out of Eliza’s hands.

It was late, or early, depending on who you asked, and Eliza had finished another disappointing set hours ago. Her new song was receiving a lukewarm reception wherever she took it, and while she may have been proud of the piece, she couldn’t deny that the continued sting of her audiences’ rejection hurt. Her efforts to both warn the citizens of Rhelea of their new Lord’s madness and simultaneously earn herself enough drachma to keep her landlord off her back were failing anticlimactically. No one seemed to care enough about her song to look at it for any deeper meaning. The lack of named adventurers in her piece—or, more specifically, the lack of any prolific dragons—seemed to be keeping her audiences’ attention and coin purses firmly closed.

“I take offence at that. And ‘the Mad Lord’s grief’ is a thinly veiled warning not to riot,” she blurted out, a little less eloquently than she would have liked. The dubious contents of their shared pipe had influenced her words more than she had anticipated it would when she’d first committed to several deep drags of the illicit substance. It was still a good trade in her opinion. Creation was steadily sliding into a series of more vivid hues with every inhalation as her friends effectively hotboxed the room, allowing Eliza to see just a hairsbreadth outside of the lines of reality.

“Well, it’s stupid. Why would Traylan want the city to riot? Do you know how much he’s clawing in through taxes? In a decade he’ll be the wealthiest noble in Terythia besides the king,” Phioplies criticised harshly, then shook her wine cup to highlight her point. The red liquid spilled over her hand from the vigorous motion, coating the table and the pile of colour-coded wooden counters in the centre in her drink.

“Hey! Just because you’re losing is no excuse to spill wine over the chips,” Barlow chastised, causing Phioplies to quickly slur an apology.

As usual, the unclassed woman was always the first to get messy. The skill-enhanced liquors and various other substances she insisted on consuming at the same rate as her classer friends was simply too much for someone with a vitality score of 0 to handle. No one really minded, as Phioplies was what Eliza called a ‘fun drunk,’ and it was thanks to her that they had access to their table long after their tavern of choice had closed. It was, however, inconvenient at times—playing Blind with sticky chips would likely be the least of her inebriated transgressions before the long night was through.

“It isn’t that he wants the city to riot, it’s that he wants to find the Dragonrider and doesn’t care how many people die in the process. You saw what happened in the slums, and that was over real estate. If you think he’s going to suddenly develop a soft touch over finding his son’s murderer then you’re touched in the head,” Eliza explained.

“So what’s the point of the song, Eliza?” Liara asked.

“My point is that our new Lord is prepared for us to riot—expects it, even. Do you know how many people I’ve overheard discussing such a thing over the latest tax increases? Even adventurers are feeling the sting since the Guild reduced their cut from their bounties! Fuck, the entertainers practically had their own riot when news came that he was evicting them from the row!” Eliza exclaimed, Barlow nodding along with her at the last part.

“Yes, we get it. Things are bad, but what’s your point?” the warrior questioned.

“My point is that he’s prepared. Those steel ranks that have flocked here, everyone thinks they’re here to kill the dragon, but I bet you my left tit that the reason they’re sitting tight in Rhelea is because when the riot happens, they fully expect the Dragonrider to show up in the centre of it. Then, those steel ranks will pounce on him, crushing the revolts along with the dragon,” Eliza finished.

“So, what, your song is a warning that we’re fucked? No wonder your takings are in the latrine pit,” Barlow commented.

“My takings aren’t in the latrine pit! They’re just having a little dip,” Eliza said defensively.

“Oh? So you don’t want me to spot you tonight’s buy-in, then?” he joked.

“Fuck off, Barlow!”

“I’m taking that as a no.”

“Barlow!”

They were sitting in the centre of the bar floor of the Clay Cup, a tavern where Liara worked as a bouncer and Phioplies as a waitress. Despite its modest name, the Cup had delusions of grandeur. Contrasting sharply with the humble furniture and watered wine, stuffed monster heads lined the walls, and everything from a humble ratling up to a large and decaying wyvern’s skull loomed menacingly above the tables. The latter trophy was featured prominently over the fire’s mantlepiece, where the peeling, scaled flesh on old bones served to give the small tavern a touch of the macabre that lent itself well to certain songs.

After her lacklustre set, Eliza and Barlow—the two bards who had been alternating throughout the night—had settled down with the off-duty staff to play cards and drink late into the night, as was their custom. Their regular game had long been a source of comfort to Eliza, and she suspected it was to the others as well. Things in Rhelea were tense, and as much as Barlow liked to make light of it, even he was holding his breath, waiting for the spark that would set the city ablaze in a storm of anger.

Taxes had been raised punishingly high, and the price of everything was increasing to compensate. For a city that had been overcrowded for so long, people were being forced out by the escalating costs of living, which would be a dramatic-enough change if it wasn’t occurring in the middle of winter when food was already expensive and the roads simply weren’t safe to travel on. Plots of land were going on sale in the partially-cleared-out slums, where Traylan soldiers quietly warred daily with the poor and the powerless who refused to move on. Every undesirable within the inner-walls—which seemed to include just about everyone who wasn’t an extremely wealthy merchant, adventurer, or distant relation of Lord Traylan—was not-so-discreetly being pushed out into the outer city where the external fortifications weren’t even built yet. The high-pewter and low-bronze stonemasons were making excellent time encircling Rhelea in stone, but even with their levels it was a truly massive job in unfavourable weather conditions.

It was growing increasingly apparent that Lord Traylan had a very clear idea about who should get to live within the inner city. Likely, he wanted to make Rhelea more like a standard Terythian city, with the nobles and the wealthy living safe in the centre behind multiple layers of warded stone that focused the ambient mana inwards for faster passive levelling, and everyone else consigned to live on the periphery. There, they’d be vulnerable to monster incursions, raids, or whatever else threatened to breach the outer walls. While it was galling to feel their Lord’s contempt through his desire to cast them out of their homes, many accepted it as the price of a growing Rhelea, but that group shrank by the day as the speed of the changes increasingly alienated Lord Traylan’s dwindling loyalists. His previously vocal supporters now gathered in secret, where they discussed in hushed tones how best to slow down their Lord’s plans, if only to forestall the violence everyone believed was coming.

If anyone had listened to Eliza’s song, then they would know that the impending conflict was all part of their Lord’s plan.

As much as she disliked being made fun of, Barlow had a point: the Mad Lord’s Grief, as well intentioned as it was, wasn’t succeeding in either of its aims. It was failing to attract the applause and tips the bawdier songs she was known for provided, and it also wasn’t taking hold in the public mind. Her sincere warning not to riot was being completely overlooked.

Eliza drank deep from her cup. The taste of cheap wine filled her mouth, where it mingled unpleasantly with the earthy taste of the poorly fired clay as she half-listened to Barlow complain about how much he was now paying in rent. A large part of her wished she could have simply taken Lord Traylan up on his offer. The man might be a monster, but his coin would certainly have alleviated her problems; if only his propaganda was a little more subtle. The thought of what Riyoul would do to her if he caught her singing anything that blatantly anti-adventurer still sent chills running down her spine.

“You know, if you’re serious that you have actual information about Lord Traylan’s plans for Rhelea, there are people you can talk to,” Liara said, being uncharacteristically vague.

“What do you mean?” Eliza asked.

“I don’t mean anything, just that this is a workers’ bar. Despite the monster trophies, good honest people drink here after a hard day’s work. If you actually know something important, I can arrange a meeting with some concerned citizens who can get the word out,” Liara explained.

“You can save her the spiel. What Liara means to say is that since the Merchants Council was ousted, there’s been a group that rents a room here every fifthday. A group who’s very vocal in our collective need to organise so we can better resist our new noble overlord,” Phioplies slurred, spilling even more wine everywhere.

“I wouldn’t say it quite like that,” Liara said.

“Liara, Eliza literally wrote a song to try and oppose Lord Traylan. A fucking song! You kind of have to spell these things out to her, hic!” Phioplies chastised, her serious tone ruined by her ill-timed hiccup. “I swear, sometimes, hic, I wonder; if your house was burning down all around you, would you actually try to escape, or would you just sit there choking on smoke while you tried to come up with a decent rhyme for fire?”

Squire, wire, attire, retire, expire.

Help, help! My house is on fire!

Come quick or I shall soon expire!

The words came unbidden to her, interrupting the scathing retort she had brewing. Worse, the lyrics weren’t even any good—her mind was too addled for inspiration to strike. Phiolpies saw the look on her face and smiled, the woman having years of experience in setting her off. “You see, this is why I don’t want a class. A little bit of magic inside of you like that is unnatural. I don’t know what the System is, and I don’t want it living inside my head. If the Gods wanted us to have classes, they’d just give us one at birth rather than making us use a class stone!”

“Here we go again . . .” Barlow muttered, then took a deep drink, which Eliza and Liara joined him in.

“I just don’t see how you lot can sleep at night. There’s a little voice in the back of your minds constantly niggling at you, telling you to write songs all the time, or worse, to fight and kill,” Phioplies said, the last part directed pointedly at Liara.

“We sleep at night knowing that we’ll outlive your fundamentalist idiocy by a good few decades. Look at Eliza—she’s old enough to be your mother, and yet she still has an ass you could bounce a drachma off of,” Barlow said, winking lewdly.

“Barlow. You’re getting awfully close to that line,” Eliza warned.

“Fine, fine, just don’t go running to that boyfriend of yours. A pissed-off rogue of his level is the last thing I need,” the man joked, raising his hands up placatingly.

Everyone laughed at that, Eliza too, although the unexpected reference to Riyoul was enough to make her want to puke. The man’s unwanted presence in her life intruded even now amidst a quiet night of revelry with her friends.

Before she could worry too much about her earlier failure to extract information from Typh, the back door to the tavern opened abruptly, and Eliza felt herself clutching the edge of the table in both hands. Her panic swiftly faded when she realised it was just Adriann. Her heartrate slowed as she reminded herself that Riyoul wouldn’t use a door if he wanted to make an appearance.

After the group’s last expected arrival had made his way to the table, the high-pewter ranger sat down unceremoniously in a huff. That he made a noise at all was a marvel of itself. The nimble reflexes of someone with a dexterity-based combat class backed up by complementary skills let him move as silently as he wanted to at all times. People like him never failed to set her bardic instincts on edge. A part of her wished to simply follow Adriann around and write songs about his supernatural grace, but even though the gaps in their levels wasn’t all that large, Eliza lacked the right skills to survive accompanying the ranger, even if she were allowed to leave Rhelea without permission.

“Thank the Gods you’re finally here! Phioplies is talking religion again, and we were in dire risk of having a meaningful conversation,” Barlow warned.

“Gods forbid! Although if it’s levity you’re after, I’m afraid you’ve got the wrong man,” Adriann said, accepting the offered pipe off of Liara and taking a deep drag of the potent smoke.

“That bad?” Eliza asked, trying to keep the enthusiasm out of her voice—her class was suddenly insistent that she pry. She could practically hear the beginnings of a song, the faint sound of indistinct music just out of reach. She looked over at Barlow and saw the man twitch, his own form of bardic agitation more subtle but nevertheless there—something important had just happened.

“You could say that. We came back from a week-long manticore hunt today. A pack of the nasty little bastards have been harassing a dairy farm to the west of here. Anyway, the hunt was nothing out of the ordinary, but when we got back to the guild to claim our pay, we were told we had to give our full class details to an Adjudicator if we wanted the money we’d already earned!” Adriann exclaimed, his words causing a sharp intake of breath from everyone present.

“Really?! Did you do it?” Eliza asked, scandalised at the thought of it, though she’d known something like this was coming. It was, after all, the surest way to find the Dragonrider.

“Of course not, told the Guild they could go do one! I haven’t even told my wife my full class details, like fuck am I going to tell some upjumped clerk in the middle of the Guildhall, Adjudicator present or not.”

“And then what happened?” Barlow asked.

“Well, there might have been a . . . slight altercation,” Adriann bragged, breaking out into a wide self-serving smile that revealed a row of six freshly broken teeth along the left side of his mouth.

“Shit, you look terrible,” Liara said bluntly. “Your wife is going to be pissed.”

“Well, fuck you too,” Adriann said. “But no, it’s okay. I’ll get some new teeth grown in tomorrow. I’d obviously prefer it today, but my team’s healer ran out of mana patching the others up.”

“Wait, so there was an actual fight? Like a serious one?” Eliza asked.

“I wouldn’t say that it was serious . . . Nobody died, but it certainly got bloody. I don’t think I’ll be showing my face around the guild for a while. Not at least until they walk this back,” Adriann said, leaning back in his chair and hogging the pipe while Phioplies muttered disparaging things about combat classes under her breath.

“If it gets walked back,” Eliza pointed out.

“What was that?” the ranger asked, his unfocused expression spreading to his voice as he took deep drags on the pipe.

“Eliza here is of the opinion that Lord Traylan wants Rhelea to rebel so our noble overlord can flush out and kill the Dragonrider,” Barlow explained sarcastically.

“I didn’t say he wants us to rebel, just that he’s prepared for it, but if the Dragonrider is a member of the guild, an Adjudicator will flush them out eventually,” Eliza commented.

“There are too many adventurers in town for him to put a riot down. Depths, your boyfriend and the rest of the Shining Swords could take out that new army he’s putting together by themselves,” Adriann said lightly, dismissing her concerns.

“Not if the steel ranks here to hunt the Dragonrider side with him. Besides, I saw an inquisitor and a full squad of steel knights in Lord Traylan’s residence. Six of them were from the Queen’s alchemic knights!”

“And what were you doing there in Lord Traylan’s little palace?” Liara inquired.

“Declining a job to spout pro-Traylan, anti-adventurer propaganda. Now, do you want to hear what I learned or not?” she answered.

“Might as well spill—I certainly don’t feel like playing cards now. Especially if we should be expecting Traylan troops to bust down the door and drag Adriann away in chains,” Phioplies slurred, carefully placing her wine cup down on the table, having spoken without hiccupping for the first time in a while.

“I hope not. Doors are expensive and the owner of the Cup is a cheap bastard. No way he’d replace it any time soon,” Liara deadpanned.

“Are we actually going to finish this hand of cards anytime soon?” Barlow asked. “All this talk of treason is making me anxious, and I was planning on winning the rest of what little money Eliza made tonight.”

“We can talk treason and play. Now quit your whining and deal,” Liara said.

Barlow grinned and began dealing the cards. The pipe was passed, and Phioplies left her seat to provide a fresh round of drinks for everyone but herself. The air over the table steadily filled with the delightful smells of fresh alcohol and smoke.

“So, what do you know?” Liara asked.

“Okay, first up I want to say that I have no interest in joining a rebellion, a group of agitators, or a political movement. I am just a humble bard talking shop to my friends after a shit gig,” Eliza explained.

“We’re friends?” Barlow asked innocently.

“Shut up, Barlow. Eliza, continue,” Liara instructed.

“He’s going after the class stones,” she said, her words causing the gazes of the classers around the table to harden. “Traylan’s going to move them somewhere central, and then charge a fee. It won’t be so high that the merchant houses can’t afford it, but way more than what commoners can. By the end of winter all new classers will be merchant-born or oathsworn to the Traylan dynasty. That’s all I know for sure, but mark me, he has no interest in playing nice. Mandatory oaths for combat classers will be next. The man won’t rest till he’s gone through the status of every classer in Rhelea and personally checked that no one is hiding a Dragonrider class.”

Eliza could have heard a pin drop—in fact, with her hearing she could detect a family of mice burrow their way into the cheese stores in the basement. The pest-deterrent wards that were etched into the Cup’s foundations were clearly in need of a touch-up.

“You’re sure?” Liara asked, breaking the almost-silence as Eliza shifted her attention away from the joyous squeaks of triumph.

“Positive,” Eliza replied firmly.

“Gods above. And your response to that was to write a fucking song. Sometimes I wonder if Phioplies is right. You bards are cracked,” Liara said.

“I take offence at that,” Barlow commented.

“What’s the iron-rank take on that?” Adriann interjected.

“I’m sorry?” Eliza said, confused by the line of questioning.

“Riyoul and the Shining Swords? Would they help us take and carve a fresh stone from a dungeon? Or are they more likely to move against us if we tried to steal one from the Guild?” the ranger asked, suddenly solemn. His broken teeth and stowed weapons did much to give him an air of barely constrained violence.

“Gods above, Adriann, we are not stealing a class stone,” Phioplies exclaimed.

“Answer me, Eliza, this is serious. Why are you just staring off into the void?” he asked. “There’s got to be some benefit to being in your harem.”

“I . . . don’t know,” she said weakly.

“Shit, you haven’t told him yet have you? Are you on the outs? Is this because of the new bard?” he enquired.

“I’m sorry?” she asked, stronger this time.

“The new bard in your merry little love nest. Think she’s called Lavender or something trashy. Riyoul plucked her out of some dive bar on the row and has been power levelling her to high pewter, just like the rest of you.”

“There’s a new bard?” she repeated, feeling numb. Icy fear and resignation flooded through her.

“Well, yes. Seriously, are you alright? You’re acting like you’re the last one to know. I understand you don’t like to talk about your lovelife, but—”

“I have to go feed my cat!” Eliza interrupted, standing up abruptly. She then turned and fled from the table leaving her cards untouched as she practically raced out of the bar. Emerging onto the snow-covered streets of Rhelea, her breath misted the air while she half-ran, half-stumbled away from the Cup.

“Was it something I said?” she heard Adriann’s retreating voice ask through the walls.

“Dunno, maybe she’s getting dumped?” Barlow asked.

Unwilling to hear any more, she moved. Forcing herself to gain some distance from her friends while her mind whirled in a sea of terror. She was being replaced, which meant Riyoul was getting ready to kill her. She knew far too much about him to be left alive, and he only really needed one bard in his pocket.

What had she done wrong? Was it her failure to report back about Typh? How much longer did she have? Weeks? Days? Hours? Who would look after Thanatos when she was gone? What could she do to change his mind?

She stopped abruptly in the snow, barely avoiding a collision with another drunk when an almost traitorous thought very nearly knocked her over.

What if she killed Riyoul first?


Chapter 15

Doomhold

The remainder of the journey to Doomhold was almost pleasant; Rinton and his students’ perverse magic allowed them to easily ‘recruit’ any creatures that dared to attack their sprawling caravan. Within an hour of Typhoeus and Arilla meeting up with the mages from Doomhold, the old draft horses that had been gifted from Cawic were noisily eaten and replaced with suitably large magical beasts that made light work of the heavy wagon laden down with gold. The snaking convoy of people, mind-thralled creatures, and baggage made swift time along the Old Road, with junior mages taking turns to burn their mana to clear away the snow that would otherwise slow their urgent pace.

With the students and accompanying servants at Typhoeus’s disposal, he and Arilla enjoyed a relatively luxurious journey with all the amenities modern magecraft could provide. Still, despite the comparative ease of the second leg of their trip, the dragon much preferred the first, agonisingly-sleep-deprived one, for Typhoeus had two pressing complaints:

The large sum of gold that they had retrieved from Kalle’s stash called to him insistently from its resting place beneath a leather tarp. Its intoxicating scent and lustrous colour spoke to every one of his draconic instincts, and it was a daily struggle for him not to claim it for his own hoard. He knew it was just a stupid impulse he should ignore, but a large part of him didn’t care; his recent experiences had left him practically starved for material wealth, so the opportunity sitting in front of him was very tempting. He didn’t dare shift back into his other body, for with his heightened senses and strengthened instinctual urges, he knew he wouldn’t be able to resist the gold’s seductive call.

The other issue was less draconic in nature and far more personal. Following their talk in Cawic’s hot-springs, Arilla’s disposition towards him had noticeably thawed. Things seemed to be finally getting better between them, which was why it was so painful for him to have to maintain his distance from her while they remained in the company of Erebus’s people. Typhoeus wanted to talk some more, to laugh and to drink, to see what this ‘friendship’ of theirs might naturally evolve into now that they were speaking again, but he didn’t dare. Instead, he savoured their fleeting moments alone together, where they stood a little closer and shared warm smiles, before they were inevitably interrupted by Rinton or one of his people. The purpose behind the mages’ frequent visitations remained unclear throughout the journey, and he had no clue whether the humans were intruding to try and curry favour with a visiting dragon, or to simply spy on him for Erebus. Although in consideration, it was likely a combination of the two.

When they were being observed, Typhoeus pretended that Arilla was nothing more to him than a favoured servant, and she played at being a loyal dragon devotee: the disposable blade that he had once wanted her to become. While Erebus was considered to be a deviant amongst draconic society, Typhoeus had no idea how he would react to the revelation that a sovereign dragon was in love with his own Dragon Guard. In this day and age such a thing was beyond scandalous! Worse, it was a vulnerability that could—and would—be exploited.

As an adult, whatever protections Typhoeus had enjoyed when he had first visited Doomhold years ago were long gone, and his status as an exile meant that he was already risking his life just by returning to the shadow dragon’s city. The returned gold from Cawic would certainly help ingratiate him upon arrival, but if Erebus came to learn how he felt about Arilla, then he would be giving the older creature yet another method to manipulate him with. Worse, the warrior’s lowly status as a human meant the shadow dragon wouldn’t even be breaking propriety if he decided to endanger her life.

When it came down to it, deception and the loose traditions of a polite draconic host were an extremely thin shield to risk so much on. Yet despite this, Typhoeus’s favourite human remained unwilling to be left outside of Doomhold. While he knew that Erebus would have the information Typhoeus wanted, he was sceptical that he would actually be able to do anything with what the older dragon possessed.

He knew he shouldn’t have brought Arilla with him. He could have visited Erebus at any point over the long autumn they had spent apart, but the risk to his life was great, and if this was to be the last thing he ever did, then was it so bad to have said goodbye to her first? Was the danger he was putting her in worth the comfort she brought him, even if he had to keep her at wing’s length? Like so many questions that he asked himself, Typhoeus already knew the answer even though he didn’t want to admit it.

* * *

“We’re here!” Rinton announced, bringing about a brief halt to the caravan. His obvious statement managed to elicit cheers from his travel-weary students who were perhaps too dim to have noticed the massive city growing larger in distance. When the train of wagons and thralled beasts once again resumed moving, their pace was noticeably faster than before, and Typhoeus found himself frowning at their show of apparent enthusiasm.

Looking at it, he was struck by what an uninspired name for a city Doomhold was. In the cold light of the early morning, the rising sun to the west cast long shadows from the tips of Doomhold’s spires, which reached out to them in the snow beyond the walls like a collection of bared knives, ready to draw blood. Even without the knowledge of the sixth-tier dragon inside, it was hard to see past the obvious threat that the city contained.

As they approached the tall gates Typhoeus found himself marvelling at the sheer majesty of the thing. Ornate runework layered in broad silver strokes spanned both sides of the massive oak doors some fifty feet high, and it extended out to the walls. Those were more than twice as tall and thicker than most houses in Rhelea, allowing for them to be filled to the brim with waiting soldiers. Each individual rune was immaculate, Erebus having carved them personally over the past century, his subjects and thralls being more than capable of seeing to the maintenance of what he had etched into the mana-infused stone.

The city practically exuded a gloomy magnificence—too clean and quiet by far to compare it to a conventionally populated city. Typhoeus, of course, had been to Doomhold before, but he had been younger then, still a third-tier dragon. Naught but a child and welcome in Erebus’s city, provided he was willing to play by the shadow dragon’s esoteric rules. In the intervening years the city had grown dramatically. It didn’t physically look larger, but the spirit of the thing seemed far more intense now than it had been when he’d seen it last. Doomhold had always been a dreary place, but now it possessed a malevolent atmosphere that promised excitement as much as it did despair.

The city was built in a strategically significant position, effortlessly controlling the flow of traffic through the long mountain pass that ran through the Dragonspines and effectively separating the Kingdom of Terythia from its northwesterly neighbour, Lintumia. In that country, competing Mage Kings still ruled vast swathes of territory in a loose-knit alliance that only banded together to push out invading outsiders and to ward off the great Epherian Titans; each one of which was a mystical relic from the fallen Magocracy that prevented the erstwhile Lintumian Mages from making a play for the Ivory Throne in Pallas so many miles to the west.

On either side of the pass, the towering mountains of the Dragonspines loomed, massive rocky protrusions of truly epic size that reached up to pierce the snow-filled clouds high above him. Despite being so close to his former home, Typhoeus felt nothing but anxiety from their proximity. While the ambient mana here in the bottom of the mountain pass was almost as strong as it was at the very peaks, he felt no desire to linger. He was all too aware that while the pass wasn’t technically a part of the Dragonspines, it was a technicality that his siblings were unlikely to recognise. If word got back to them—and he was sure that it eventually would—then they would come for him. Their initial reluctance to be labelled as kinslayers would no doubt wane once they learned of humanity’s collective failure to finish him off. His eternal exile to unfriendly lands had been nothing more than a politer, socially acceptable form of a death sentence.

“Are you ready?” Typhoeus asked as they hung back from the mages who were rushing forwards, no longer bothering to melt the snow in front of them.

“I think so,” she answered.

“Good, and you remember the rules? The plan?”

“Yeah, I remember. It’s not that complicated.”

“I need to hear you say it.”

“Fine. I remember, Lord Sovereign.”

“Try it again without the eye rolls. You have to be convincing to a Dragon, not just a bunch of mages too terrified to look you in the eye.”

“You’re enjoying this, aren’t you.”

“Only a little, but it is necessary. Once we’re inside, we can safely assume that we’ll be watched constantly. Any slip up and—”

“We’ll both be killed, I know.”

“No. I can probably afford to make a few mistakes, but as a human you can’t. If anyone figures out how I feel about you, they’ll kill you to hurt me,” he said gravely. “Now do it again, and no snark this time.”

“Of course, Lord Sovereign,” Arilla stated, dipping her head slightly as she curtsied low to the ground—a remarkable feat for someone wearing armour as badly damaged as hers.

“That was actually pretty good,” Typhoeus said, surprised.

“Society is very good at teaching the powerless to submit. We even had a whole class on ‘appropriate deference’ back in the orphanage. It doesn’t mean that I enjoy it though. Now, can we move on? I want to get this over with,” she replied, shrugging.

“Okay, let’s go, then. Just remember that whatever I say or do once we’re inside, I don’t mean it. If you insist on following me, then I’ll have to behave a certain way for your protection.”

“I’ll try to remember that when you’re being a dick to me. Now, I take it we should try and catch up with the mages before they make it to the gates?”

“Yeah, we wouldn’t want to be late,” he said, pulling on the reins and causing the warbeast the mind mages had thralled and shackled to the wagon to rear back and glare at him with a surprisingly large amount of contempt for a creature lacking any kind of free-will.

“You’re ridiculously bad at driving a cart, you know,” Arilla said with a laugh. Typhoeus only grumbled, handing over the reins without a coherent word which she smoothly took from him before she began to guide the gold-laden wagon towards Doomhold’s impressive city gates.

* * *

Once the two of them had caught up with the mages standing huddled together before the imposing rune-etched fortifications, Rinton nodded once in their direction and produced a small silver amulet from beneath his robes and held it aloft. A pulse of magic emanated from the hunk of jewellery, and the massive gates trembled as they slowly opened inwards. It took several minutes for them to stop moving, the view of the street on the other side gradually expanding until it became clear what—or rather who—was awaiting them.

On the other side of the walls were a platoon of soldiers clad in mail and leather, exactly fifty bronze-rank figures, standing to attention in a perfectly square formation. Too perfect by far for humans. Typhoeus sniffed the air and winced. The stench of well-preserved carrion confirmed what Typhoeus had feared.

Shades.

The corpses of Doomhold’s century-dead civilians reanimated through Erebus’s necromantic magic. That the old dragon had gone to the trouble to finally revive them should have been confirmation enough that the end was approaching—not that Typhoeus really needed any more proof about that. shades were more human than most forms of undead, literally shadows of their former selves inhabiting their dead flesh. Almost-perfect copies of the living, although there was a tendency for bitterness to seep in. Whether that was an inherent part of the necromantic process, or just the grim reality of waking up to find yourself dead and under the complete control of a necromancer, Typhoeus didn’t know, but either way it wasn’t good news.

There was only really one fundamental limit to necromancy Typhoeus was aware of, and it was that corpses could not heal. They could be repaired in a fashion, but it was usually more effort than it was worth. Manaburn gradually accumulated when any action was performed by the reanimated dead; even one as simple as walking would eventually cause an undead creature to irrevocably break down. With strenuous activity and a large disparity between a creature’s level when it was alive and when it wasn’t, the rate of decay only increased.

To the best of Typhoeus’s knowledge, Erebus had been sitting on the preserved corpses from when Trayla fell for all this time. Each one had been carefully preserved in case of an emergency—which it appeared had finally arrived.

As the apparent leader of the undead soldiers emerged in front of their ranks, the mages immediately prostrated themselves, burying their heads in the snow as they knelt down on the ground. Typhoeus ignored them all, gesturing to Arilla to follow him as he hopped off the wagon’s seat and strode past the mages and towards the leader of the soldiers, who bore the marks of a lochos. In the hierarchy of the old draconic military, it was a fairly honoured position denoting a leader trusted with the care of fifty men, not that the sovereign dragons who had once ruled Astresia would ever have given such a position to an undead parody of a human.

[Shade level 100].

At iron rank, the shade likely had very few limitations. Of course, with its reanimator being Erebus, a sixth-tier being with a full complement of classes, the true limits to his necromancy were far beyond what Typhoeus could reasonably predict; so, the shade, though half his level, remained a dangerous mystery to him. Still, as he looked at the array of dead faces composed of flesh as dry as old parchment, he took comfort in the knowledge that old corpses burned much brighter than fresh ones. He looked to Arilla and saw her hand straying for the hilt of her sword as she looked to him for confirmation. After a subtle shake of his head, she stopped.

“What brings you to Doomhold, humans? You have arrived with a number of our own and what I can only assume is a tribute to our master, which is the only reason why you are still breathing. Explain yourselves,” she said, speaking with a deceptively feminine rasp.

“I don’t need to explain myself to a corpse,” Typhoeus said while making a show of looking at his nails. “Summon your Master’s attention, or at least give me something with a pulse.”

A look of anger washed over the dead thing as she reached for the sword by her hip. “You dare—”

Typhoeus unleashed his aura. Roiling waves of draconic power emanated out from his small human form. The intense energy was visible as golden light, even to those who lacked mana-perceptive skills. In the recent past he had used his aura to harm others and also to shield his body, but now for the first time in years he used it to loudly announce his presence. Like a glowing beacon of his intent, he pushed the boundaries of his self outwards. Only Arilla, his Dragon Guard, was spared from the impact, but the corpses standing before him fell to their knees like the mages already in the snow, who merely gritted their teeth and endured.

“Kneeling before me is appropriate,” he said calmly, relishing the look of hate on the shade’s face as she glared up at him, unable to stand before the brunt of his aura.

For a few seconds all was well. Arilla even seemed to be wryly amused, although it was clear to him that she was unsettled by the shades. Then, abruptly, the world shifted. The lochos smoothly rose to stand tall, her eyes blazing with a new intensity as a voice, smooth as cultured silk, poured through her dry, cracked lips.

“Typhoeus, what an unexpected pleasure. Please wait here, I’m sending a carriage for you. Do try not to break any of my shades. Good corpses are surprisingly challenging to find these days,” Erebus said, eyeing Typhoeus up and down appraisingly. The corpse then displayed a confident smile that simply didn’t fit her withered face. Before Typhoeus could respond, the intense green fires burning in the pits of her dead eyes dimmed, nearly guttering out entirely before she fell to the ground on her hands and knees and gasped for whatever passed for breath.

A part of him almost felt a pang of sympathy for the creature so thoroughly used by its master, but he knew that any outward show of concern would be taken advantage of in the coming days. As the shade retched into the snow, its soldiers remained on their knees silently watching the proceedings in perfect stillness. Typhoeus calmly walked forwards to the creature with a sweet smile on his face. He squatted down low to the ground, where he asked, “When you are done with whatever this is, do you think you could provide me and my guard with some light refreshments?”

The shade looked up at him, still on her hands and knees with undisguised hatred burning just as bright as the green fires in her eyes. The lochos replied without hesitation, although the venom laced through every word that passed between her gritted teeth kind of ruined the compliant sentiment of the offer:

“Of course, Lord Sovereign.”

* * *

The carriage ride to the palace was extremely comfortable. The undead horses pulling the opulently furnished vehicle did so at a perfectly even pace that was made all the more smooth by the cleared streets ahead, and it ensured they never slowed from a brisk canter. There was no driver, so inside the carriage Typhoeus and Arilla had the illusion of privacy. The mages were being diverted to their own part of the city while the gold was being towed by its own set of reanimated horses behind them.

Looking out through the clear windows in the carriage doors, they both had good views of the streets as they blurred past. Admittedly, Typhoeus was observing more through his sphere of perception than he was through his limited human eyes, but he could still appreciate the craftsmanship of the glass. Doomhold was a marvellous city, far larger than Rhelea: the buildings taller, grander, and better maintained by far. The roads were clean and clear, with nothing but pristine polished flagstones that managed to be the closest mimicry to the Old Roads Typhoeus had ever seen with his own eyes. All of this was unsurprising considering that despite the multitude of armed soldiers lining the sides of the streets, none of them would ever breathe, perspire, or shit again. The city of the dead was as eerily clean as it was quiet.

Typhoeus had toured the human district when he had last visited Erebus, and that had been an experience he had no desire to repeat, especially not with Arilla present, who would no doubt raise a stink at seeing her own people in such a subservient state. The descendants of those who had either refused to or been unable to flee the city when Erebus arrived had failed to flourish under the shadow dragon’s dubious care. While they all lived in large houses with easy access to food and water, there was something about being under the constant supervision of their deceased countrymen that had dampened their spirit, something he had been personally unable to appreciate prior to spending so much time in Rhelea.

The mages had been a perfect example of a Doomhold resident as far as Typhoeus was aware: pleasant and jovial on the surface, but indescribably afraid beneath all that outward confidence. They were simply too tightly strung, like they could all snap dramatically at a moment’s notice.

Typhoeus swirled the crystal tumbler in his hand as he held the contents up to the light, examining the golden-brown-coloured liquid contained within. It was exquisite. The texture was almost thick and oil-smooth, while the taste was intense: fleetingly sweet with spiced waves of smoky salt and pepper. He loved it. He’d seen it on sale in Rhelea before, but he could never justify the exorbitant price of spending gold talents on just a few sips of the heady liquor. Yet here it was freely given and not even the most impressive thing on offer in the opulent interior of the carriage.

“You’re drooling,” Arilla commented.

“I am?” he asked, checking the corners of his mouth and finding them practically sodden. “Gross.”

“Truly,” she deadpanned.

“Is everything alright? You seem off,” he asked, concerned she was already slipping.

“I’m fine, I just . . .”

“Just what?”

“I thought it would smell.”

“What?”

“The city, Trayla—or Doomhold, or whatever. I thought the city would smell, but it’s so clean,” Arilla explained.

“I’m sure that it does in places—the city isn’t entirely dead after all—but the death-aspected mana that animates the shades stops them from rotting. If you get close enough, you’ll notice that they don’t smell all too dissimilar from dusty old books,” he pointed out. He took a sip of his whisky, and his toes discreetly curled with delight as the dragon put his feet up on the soft, cushioned seat opposite him.

“I’m not sure I plan on getting any closer to them,” she stated, resolutely ignoring the luxuries available to her, which was odd. He knew for a fact that there were several vintages of wine inside the carriage she had once lusted over.

“Right. Necromancy is quite the taboo in Terythia,” he remembered aloud.

“And it isn’t amongst dragons?” she asked.

“Not particularly, although only the weaker dragons have an affinity for it, so it’s not that widespread.”

“And where did he get all these corpses from? I know a lot of people died here during the fall, but I was under the impression that most of the deaths were from the migration south, not a grand battle.”

“I don’t know. Maybe he bought them from Kalle or someone else? It’s likely he has similar arrangements with the villages on the other side of the pass. I’m sure you’ll be able to ask him yourself if you’re genuinely curious, since we’re practically there,” Typhoeus said, looking out of the window.

As predicted, the carriage came to a smooth stop outside of Erebus’s palace. Like everything in Doomhold, it was grand, gaudy, and looked to be totally deserted by the living. Tall and imposing, the palace featured fortifications almost as impressive as the outer walls, although these were more obviously manned by hundreds of shades. Each one stood silently vigilant and motionless atop the battlements.

The doors to the carriage opened by themselves, which was a cute touch, infuriating only because Typhoeus didn’t have a clue as to how the doors opened. Arilla exited first, as was appropriate for his guard, and together they climbed the wide marble steps flanked on either side by rows upon rows of bronze-rank shades dressed in ornate ceremonial armour.

A living human was waiting for them at the top of the stairs, the first they had seen so far. He was diplomat tagged, and Typhoeus had to resist the urge to nudge Arilla to reassure her that humans did, in fact, live inside the city. The mages she had already met had seemingly failed to reassure her of that. The diplomat exchanged a subservient greeting, practically grovelling in their presence before he led them inside the palace, where the sheer amount of wealth immediately on display nearly made Typhoeus whimper with jealousy.

The rooms of the palace seemed to be almost full to bursting with treasures. After they turned off from a wide, well-decorated hallway, the first room they were led through was filled with so much gold they literally had to climb over the piles of the stuff to reach the doors on the far side. The diplomat managed to do so with practised ease, while Arilla struggled to climb the clattering coins under the cumbersome weight of her new sword, and Typhoeus briefly flew to get over the obstacle. The second room was filled with cut gemstones, the third runic weapons and armour, and the fourth artwork. After passing through a fifth room filled to the brim with assorted treasures, Typhoeus had grown impatient; Erebus’s not-so-humble brag was becoming increasingly stale as he was forced to view levels of obscene wealth he knew he would never be able to attain.

“Okay, we’re done with this,” Typhoeus declared, leading Arilla away from their guide and through a series of halls directly towards the swirling mass of mana on the edge of his perception. The two of them ignored the guide’s worried protests as they made their way to the main hall in good time, where they found Erebus sitting on a grand throne of sculpted onyx and gold.

Erebus’s human form was that of a man approaching middle-age, but still full of vital energy. Well-muscled, handsome, and with flawless skin so dark that it was almost a shade of violet, he was wearing armour. It was an impressive set of half-plate that left more of his skin exposed than could possibly be considered sensible, but it was ultimately all for show. The armour was worn because it was of such a high percentage of adamantium, the sword at its hip because the blade was made from a single carved ruby, and his crown because it was moulded diamonds. The obscene amount of wealth draped on his human form somehow fell short of being vulgar, though every instinct Typhoeus possessed screamed at him to bare his teeth in challenge and to fight him for what was on display.

He pushed the suicidal impulse down deep, focusing his attention instead on the man and not the clothes. Erebus’s chosen form was so physically pleasing that Typhoeus noticed Arilla was discreetly biting her lip, her cheeks flushed with colour, all from a fleeting glance in the older dragon’s direction. The surprising jealousy that accompanied this simple act, along with Typhoeus’s recollection of her previous crush on Caeber—an adventurer who bore some striking similarities to the transformed dragon—was not a welcome one. Not after being so viscerally reminded of the gulf in wealth, status, and power that existed between the two dragons.

Of course, it was impossible to mistake Erebus’s human form for that of a true human like Typhoeus appeared to be. Whatever skill the shadow dragon had used to take on his current guise left his shadow unaltered, so its imposing size filled the entirety of the grand hall. Erebus was truly a massive dragon, far larger than Typhoeus could ever dream of becoming. His shadow remained confined to the walls and floor of the chamber where his gargantuan proportions utterly dwarfed those of the comparatively small figure seated before them.

“I was wondering how long you would put up with that,” Erebus said. His silky-smooth voice emanated from his perfect human lips, and the action was mirrored by the giant jaws of his draconic shadow that moved in perfect synchronisation. The implicit threat of how easily he could swallow Typhoeus and Arilla both in a single bite was not lost on either of them.

“And?” the sovereign dragon responded.

“Let’s just say that I’m not too disappointed. Neither am I unimpressed with your tribute, even after I take into account how much the people of Cawic owed me. I take it you resolved things in my favour with their steward?” Erebus asked.

“I’m glad it’s acceptable to you,” Typhoeus said earnestly. “And I believe so; I have a missive from their new steward to clarify things, but first I need to know, do you accept us as your guests?”

Erebus paused. The man remained still, but the shadow was nothing if not predatory as it silently raced along the walls of the room, wings outstretched, claws and fangs bared.

“Your tribute is sufficient only in terms of wealth, not in deference. If you want my protection for the duration of your stay—especially when considering who your enemies are—I will need an additional show of respect.”

“Surely that isn’t necess—” Typhoeus began to explain.

“You are a child no longer. It is necessary because I say it is,” Erebus declared firmly, the danger in his voice obvious for the first time.

Typhoeus bit his tongue and knelt down on the cold floor, his head lowered until it touched the marble. The heat of his humiliation dispelled the coolness of the polished stone.

“I submit.”


Chapter 16

Submission

“Tell me, Arilla, do you know why the Old Epherian Empire fell?” Erebus purred.

“Every Terythian knows why,” she said hesitantly, her hazel eyes darting to Typhoeus for reassurance before swiftly going back to Erebus. “The Mage Kings of old over-reached. They declared war on the Kingdom of Aber to the far east, while the majority of their armies were busy chasing the Elerium tribes across the open plains to the west. Rather than waiting to recall their soldiers while they built a large-enough navy to cross the Eastern Gulf, they conscripted the unclassed from their heartlands and marched them east across the continent. Their error was in choosing to go through the Endless Forest. When the eastern army, or more specifically the Titans that accompanied it, never emerged from the woods, half the classer dynasties took their chance and rose up in revolt to declare independence.”

Arilla then paused, looking nervously around the fine banquet hall, clearly uncomfortable as the lone human seated between the two dragons at the long table. There was more than enough food in front of them to feed a large village, each morsel a perfectly crafted delicacy made by an iron-rank chef, which was a near-impossibility to find anywhere else in Creation. A small army of serving staff stood patiently against the walls, breathing softly as they waited for the next course to be served, each one of them interspersed between Erebus’s ever-silent shade guards.

“Go on,” the shadow dragon commanded.

“After the resulting civil war, all of the Mage Kings, with the exception of those in what is now Lintumia, had been killed. The border provinces broke away, and the Eurychus dynasty had seized the Ivory Throne and the central territories,” Arilla finished, surprising Typhoeus with the breadth of her education. He suspected she was more than a little embarrassed about that, judging by how she blushed crimson when the two dragons focused their considerable attention on her.

“She is quite impressive, Typhoeus; I see why you favour her so,” Erebus said, talking past Arilla like she wasn’t even in the room.

“It’s Typh now. I’m trying something new,” he said, correcting Erebus, and then, upon thinking better of it, correcting herself. It was a small change, but one she felt better for. In many ways she supposed that it had been a long time coming, but as Arilla had so keenly pointed out, she was a shapeshifting dragon and could do whatever the fuck she wanted.

“Very well, Typh it is,” Erebus assented with a quirked eyebrow. “Now where was I?”

“You were about to tell us about how Arilla is wrong, and how it was the elves that destroyed old Epheria,” Typh said, not bothering to conceal how she rolled her eyes.

“Right, the elves,” Erebus confirmed.

“Elves?” Arilla asked.

“Yes. They argued hard for the extermination of your species after the Sundering. They hate you even more than the goblins do,” the shadow dragon explained, raising a large leg of some beast to his lips which then promptly disappeared. His draconic shadow on the walls chewed once, yet the man before them didn’t.

“And they destroyed Epheria?” Arilla asked sceptically, her attention split between Erebus and his shadow.

“No, they didn’t. It’s against Council law for a member species to interfere with the lesser races outside of their claimed territory,” Typh declared, having no desire to indulge Erebus’s paranoia.

“Yes, it is. Just like how it is illegal for a shadow dragon to lay claim to a human city, or for a Sovereign to live amongst, prey on, or kill humans outside of the Dragonspines,” Erebus smugly stated. “Laws are meaningless if there’s no attempt at enforcement.”

“. . . Fair point,” Typh begrudgingly admitted, squeezing her silverware for comfort as she tried not to think about the implications of what Erebus was saying.

She knew a lot about Astresia from her inherited memories, but they were hardly complete and cut off—fortunately—prior to her conception. The things she’d been supposed to learn upon her formal introduction to society she had missed out on, another consequence to her unceremonious exile. If the Elder Council was no longer enforcing the rules that they had laid down millennia ago, then that was a concerning revelation, to say the least.

“Over two hundred thousand people lived here before you,” Arilla said through clenched teeth, the intensity of her human’s anger surprising Typh. Her warrior’s knuckles were white with tension as she gripped at her knife and fork with enough barely contained emotion that they bent dramatically around her hands.

“And now they don’t,” Erebus replied with a shrug, looking at her coldly with more amusement than anything else. “You should calm down, human. Have a drink or something. If you are going to get this worked up over every little mass killing, you’ll give yourself an aneurysm. We’ve had this argument about the elves and Epheria before, and it tends to get heated,” Erebus explained. He then gestured to a well-groomed servant who promptly rushed forwards with a silver tray containing a small assortment of bottled liquors.

“I’d really rather not,” Arilla said after a lingering glance at the offered alcohol and its bearer. The servant’s eyes were downcast even before her refusal, and sweat dripped liberally from his brow. The man remained standing by the table, likely waiting for a dismissal, and with every second that passed, the visceral scent of fear wafting off of him only grew in intensity. Typh’s stomach growled with hunger, and seeing food on her plate, she enthusiastically tucked into her perfectly prepared meal.

“Arilla. Do as our host says,” Typh warned after a mouthful of something delicious. “You’re being rude.”

The two of them exchanged a significant glance—feelings of panic, concern, and unbridled fury travelled down the link between their respective classes in a confusing mix of emotions. The intent behind it was hard for Typh to decipher, but ultimately it didn’t matter. Arilla’s refusal to back down in front of Erebus was a problem, a potentially fatal one that could be easily resolved if she just took a fucking sip of a drink and smiled pleasantly at the Old Dragon’s insane conspiracy stories rather than try to confront him over all of the people he had killed.

Typh didn’t have time for this, so with a little magic she sent back down their link the word ‘Drink.’ It wasn’t quite a command, nor was it really a suggestion, but whatever hesitancy Arilla had had for imbibing the alcohol offered to her vanished; she selected a bottle seemingly at random and took a deep pull of the no-doubt-exotic and expensive beverage.

“What a good human,” Erebus commented approvingly, before turning to Typh. “You have her well trained; what’s your secret? Mine practically faint whenever I talk to them.”

“I don’t eat people in front of her,” Typh responded honestly, feeling a slight pang of concern at how enthusiastically Arilla was complying with her instruction to drink. Then again, the high-pewter warrior had an impressive vitality score for her level and knew her own limits far better than Typh did.

“Oh, how boring! I was hoping you had a suggestion I could actually use,” Erebus replied with a laugh, and the still-breathing servants in the room stilled almost imperceptibly.

“Can we get back to your conspiracy theory instead? I’d like to get that over with while my meal is still hot,” she said, emphasising her point by raising some unidentifiable braised meat to her lips. Then, she paused. “Erebus . . . is this human?”

“No. The human is on the platter with the candied figs,” the shadow dragon said nonchalantly, waving his hand through the air dismissively while Arilla retched. The warrior then firmly pushed her plate away from her and gestured to another servant to refill her glass. When the man moved back to his position, he did so without the bottle of potent spirits. “As I was saying, the elves hate humanity—”

“What, exactly is an elf?” Arilla interrupted, the barest hint of a slur in her voice.

“Basically the same thing as a human, although they tend to be a little slighter with pointed ears. As a species they have less than half the imagination of your kind, but make up for it by being at least twice as viscous,” Erebus explained, clearly less than pleased by the interruption. “After the Sundering, the elves barely even qualified as a Council race, and looking so similar to humans, well . . . it’s been especially hard for them to put that grudge behind them.”

“You could say almost the same about every Council race—especially the dwarves, or the orcs,” Typh argued.

“Yes, but the elves saw the Epherian’s Titans as a threat. Too close to the relics of the past by far, and they conspired to end the Empire before it could reach too high,” Erebus said sagely, to Typh’s unimpressed look of derision. “Oh, don’t look at me like that, you know it wouldn’t be too hard. A little glamour and an elf looks identical to a short human. A few whispered words here and a bribe or two there, and suddenly Epheria was at war with the Aber. I forget—is that the name of the country or the people?”

“You don’t even know?” Arilla asked, aghast.

“Why would I? It’s all so . . . transient. If it wasn’t for the elves’ involvement, it would be far too pedestrian for me to even notice. Regardless, once they had their war, it wasn’t that hard to convince the Mage Kings to march their army through the Endless Forest. And once that happened the elves made short work of them.”

“I don’t follow,” the warrior said.

“Weren’t you listening? Earlier, Typh here clearly stated that it is illegal for a Council race to interfere with their lessers outside of their territory. Once the Epherian army marched into the Forest, they were fair game.”

“I—I . . . I’m not sure I believe you,” Arilla said hesitantly.

“I wouldn’t. Claiming a city like Tralyra on the border between the human territories and the Dragonspines is one thing. Toppling a thriving Empire is another altogether. If the elves did it, they would have been punished—and we would all know about that,” Typh explained.

“The Council is weak. Has been for millennia,” Erebus said dismissively. “They wouldn’t punish the elves for anything so subtly done, because they can’t afford to lose their support.”

“The Council is the most powerful organisation in Creation. They wouldn’t be—”

“You’re really out of the loop aren’t you.” Erebus cut in, then chuckled and displayed a perfect smile.

“It’s why we’re here. Enlighten us.”

“Us?” he answered, looking to Arilla with no small amount of amusement.

“Me. Enlighten me,” Typh corrected.

Erebus looked thoughtful for a moment.

“Exiles aren’t informed of these things for a reason . . . but considering our history and how you resolved things for me in Cawic, I suppose I could bend the rules you’re so fond of just this once . . . However, it is very much unpalatable news that can wait for the morning. I would hate to ruin this lively chat of ours with such grim tidings.”

“After breakfast, then?” Typh asked.

“Naturally,” Erebus agreed, his human eyes taking their time to traverse their way over Typh’s body while Arilla stared in quiet horror at the platter with the candied figs.

* * *

The evening meal dragged on for quite a while before Erebus finally had enough. The older dragon had thankfully decided to forgo after-dinner drinks as he led them through his mockery of a human dinner party, insisting on getting to know Arilla and her human perspective on things—even though he was in a room full of humans, both alive and dead. When they were released, Arilla was a jittery wreck. She had clearly relied on alcohol to get through the evening, and it was obvious to all who cared to see it.

They were then separated and led off in different directions by Erebus’s staff. A part of Typh wanted to protest at having her guard taken away from her, but it was just another power play by the older dragon. Another minor breach of etiquette to show them both how powerless they were to resist the major ones that she suspected would come with the morning.

The maid who led Typh down the long System of turning hallways and to her quarters was as meek as all the other humans she had encountered in Doomhold. The woman radiated fear so intensely that the dragon found herself forgetting about her most recent meal. As Typh gently caressed her rounded stomach, and eyed the maid in hunger, she was struck by the realisation that the braised person on the platter with the candied figs was the closest she had come to eating a human in months. It was like a hammer blow to the stomach and it knocked the air out of her lungs: the surprise, the denial, the absolute truth of it.

She had been domesticated.

Typh was so taken aback that when she entered her guestroom to see four well-muscled men—entertainer-tagged one and all—in various states of undress, it took her brain an embarrassingly long time to catch up. She knew Erebus well enough to understand exactly what they were there for; the provision of casual sex for his guests was so on brand for the deranged creature that she chastised herself for allowing herself to be surprised.

On instinct, she began to order them out of her room, but then she remembered that Arilla didn’t want her. Her chastity served no one but herself. She was a dragon, after all, and she could do whatever she wanted.

“You stay,” she said to the maid, before turning to address the men in the room. “We’re going to need some oil. Lots and lots of oil . . .”

* * *

There was something truly magical about having five sets of oiled hands rub every knotted and stiff muscle out of your body. With a strength score of 49 and the pressures of her role, the tension Typh kept in her narrow shoulders was considerable. She was immensely thankful to the System that the entertainers had class skills that helped them bridge the gaps between what her body needed and what their strong hands could provide. She allowed herself to practically melt into her bed as Erebus’s servants worked her over with firm rubs and squeezes that in her opinion highlighted the value of the non-combat classes.

There was a series of loud knocks at the door, which was entirely unexpected given the late hour. The potent wards that covered every inch of Erebus’s palace did a remarkably good job at blinding her skill-enhanced senses, so Typh was left wondering who it could be. She leaned up on her chest, dislodging the firm hands along her bare shoulders as the door swung open, revealing Arilla standing there with her gifted sword slung over her back. The elegantly forged weapon went surprisingly well with the fine cottons her chosen warrior was wearing.

“Everyone out,” Arilla ordered, every word dripping with menace. The staff, surprisingly, looked to Typh for confirmation—the evident threat Arilla posed didn’t do much to sway them.

“I would listen to the lady with the big sword if I were you. You may leave.”

As soon as she said the words, they quickly fled, electing to make use of the discreet servants’ exit, rather than risk squeezing through the main door where Arilla currently stood almost trembling with anger. At first Typh was worried; while she had a towel covering her front, the servants weren’t exactly wearing much in the way of clothing, so it wasn’t entirely out of the question that Arilla could get the wrong impression. Not that Arilla had anything to be mad about.

“Why are you here, Arilla?” Typh asked, pulling the towel up to cover herself as she moved to sit upright on the edge of her loaned bed.

“I came here to see you . . . to see this.” Arilla slurred, gesturing at her haphazardly with an outstretched arm.

Typh’s face fell as she took in Arilla’s lack of coordination. Her warrior was drunk. Very, very drunk. There was no way this interaction was going to end well. Maybe if Typh could speak freely things would be different, but Erebus would no doubt be watching, and while she wasn’t strictly against an audience, she had already expressed too much concern for Arilla’s well-being at dinner for it to be safe to do that again.

“Well, congratulations. You’ve done it, now you should go to bed and sleep it off,” she instructed.

“How could you sit there at the table with him like that? He’s a monster.”

“You know how I feel about you misusing that word,” Typh said calmly. “Why don’t we talk about this later? Tomorrow?”

“Maybe he’s not a Monster, but he has killed tens of thousands of people. How can you sit there and make small talk with him while he undresses you with his eyes?” Arilla asked pointedly.

“He and I are not so different, Arilla. I’ve killed hundreds of people. So have you.”

“It’s different . . .” she slurred defensively.

“In terms of scale it’s only two orders of magnitude.”

“It’s different!”

“Why? Because you were hurt, and he was bored? Besides, who’s to say that I can’t be interested in him? I am my own dragon, after all, and his hoard is rather impressive . . .” Typh trailed off, possibly not making the smartest choice with her words or tone, but the jealousy in Arilla’s was unexpectedly gratifying.

“You can’t, not when—not when I . . .”

“When you what?”

Arilla looked like she wanted to say something, but instead she lurched forwards, unsteady on her feet yet still surprisingly fast. Typh blinked, and then Arilla was on top of her. The warrior’s mouth pressed against hers while Arilla’s tongue, hot and wet with alcohol, wormed its way between Typh’s lips.

She was all too aware of how thin the towel was that separated her naked body from Arilla’s fully clothed one, and how her warrior’s calloused hands urgently roamed all over her skin, completely disregarding her small veneer of modesty. She knew that she should stop Arilla—that it was too dangerous to let herself be that vulnerable in Erebus’s stronghold—but she didn’t care. This was everything she had wanted for months, everything she had dreamed of, for Arilla to choose her knowing full well what she was, and yet . . .

There was that strong taste of alcohol on her warrior’s tongue, rich and fragrant. Typh recognised the smoky salt-and-pepper flavour of the whisky that, delicious as it was, felt unwelcome in her mouth.

She tried to ignore it. To give in to the feel of Arilla’s touch, if not the taste of her lips. Typh clenched her eyes shut, and focused on Arilla’s strong hands on her hips as they pulled her in close. Her warrior’s fingers travelled upwards, trailing along her ribs until they dimpled against her firm breasts, squeezing them exactly the way she liked it. In this at least, Typh was more successful.

She moaned in satisfaction as Arilla encircled an erect nipple. A pleasurable quiver ran through her body as it was rolled tight between a thumb and forefinger.

“You can’t like him! Not him. Not when you’re supposed to be mine,” Arilla whispered between her own painted breaths, her eyes as unfocused with lust as they were with alcohol—or perhaps that was just Typh being charitable.

“I’m not yours. I’m mine,” she moaned in response as Arilla moved her own mouth lower, sucking on her neck for a time. The warrior then briefly picked Typh up from the edge of the bed, only to throw her back down onto the centre.

“Don’t say that,” Arilla pleaded, clambering on top of her once more. The dragon then pulled her close without reservation.

“Don’t say what?” Typh asked, confused. She took her turn to explore Arilla’s body with her hands, cupping her warrior’s small breasts in her palms. Arilla’s shirt remained in the way, but it didn’t stop her from caressing the other woman’s strong muscles which were hard and unyielding as they pushed her down into the soft mattress.

“Act like you don’t want it,” Arilla clarified.

“I’m not—I mean I do, you know that,” she admitted, trying to make sense of Arilla’s demands.

“Good,” she said, before setting to work spreading Typh’s thighs open. It was an easily surmounted obstacle as the dragon eagerly opened herself up to her warrior with a passionate enthusiasm that was only slightly dampened by Arilla’s less-than-dexterous hands.

She was rough and clumsy. Arilla’s fingers invaded her far too quickly, but Typh had craved her touch for months now and she wasn’t about to risk ending it abruptly just because her partner wasn’t in the mood for the appropriate amount of foreplay.

The sex was still good, even if it wasn’t great.

Typh clawed at Arilla’s back as she felt herself stretch to accommodate the other woman. The warrior’s fingers penetrated deep into her vagina, the palm of her hand rubbing hard against her clit as Typh moaned and grunted with every rhythmic thrust of Arilla’s arm.

“Say it,” Arilla commanded, her intention clear.

“I needed this,” Typh uttered—she was immediately rewarded by Arilla’s hand driving harder into her. It was indescribable. She felt filled as strong fingers moved inside of her, but it was so much more than that. Every delightful movement promised a return to what they once were—safe, together, and happy—and after so many months apart, that promise was utterly intoxicating to the dragon. The stirring sensation of all that pleasure mingled with a little bit of pain caused her to cry out and clutch at Arilla tighter. Typh’s muscles bunched as she rocked her hips against her warrior’s palm.

“I know,” Arilla stated almost impassively, not stopping in her less-than-gentle ministrations. The frame of the large bed began to creak ominously under the sustained pressure, and given the warrior’s near-endless stamina, it was unlikely to stop anytime soon.

“Didn’t you? Want me?” Typh asked almost cautiously, looking up at Arilla as she tried and failed to focus on the warrior’s face, finding herself overcome by the intense stimulation. Arilla hesitated, her hand suddenly still as it rested against Typh’s vulva. “Because I didn’t ask you to come here,” the dragon continued, suddenly able to breathe much better in the brief reprieve.

“I do want you,” Arilla said, looking evasively to the side.

“Good, then don’t stop,” Typh replied. She turned Arilla’s head down, urging the other woman to resume sucking, this time against her nipples.

“I won’t, I just . . .” Arilla said in halting words, her breath enticingly hot against Typh’s breasts.

“You just what?”

“I’m not sure why I came here . . . but seeing you like that I—I couldn’t help myself . . .” Arilla mumbled.

Her lips finally latched onto Typh’s nipple, and any thoughts the dragon may have had melted away. The warrior’s teeth lightly grazed against its sensitive tip, while Arilla’s fingers once again began to move inside of her. Waves of pleasure tumbled through the dragon, who arched her back and simply enjoyed being on the receiving end of Arilla’s attentions.

“What is wrong with me?” Arilla asked softly when she momentarily came up for air, her tone at odds with the vigorous actions of her body.

“Nothing is wrong with you,” Typh cooed softly, stroking Arilla’s hair as her warrior continued to fuck her.

“There is. Otherwise I wouldn’t be doing this. You eat people,” she said, sounding serious, yet still not stopping as she picked up the pace.

“There are worse things,” Typh groaned dismissively—she was unable to focus on the substance of the conversation that was feeling increasingly one sided. Again, she knew that she should care, but she was so very horny, and Arilla had stoked her lust extremely well even in her drunken state. Typh’s much-beloved human body was crying out for a release, for an orgasm that finally seemed to be approaching.

“That doesn’t make it okay,” Arilla whispered, and then something changed.

The sex that had always been hard and fast, rough even, crossed some ineffable line and stopped feeling good. It wasn’t that Typh’s arousal was lacking either physically or mentally, but the pleasure that had been radiating out of her vagina fled and the orgasm retreated, leaving behind a growing pain that seemed to be getting worse as Arilla kept ramming into her with seemingly ever-increasing force.

“Stop it, you’re hurting me.”

“I thought you liked it rough?”

“Not like this, now stop!” Typh demanded.

She did, because even drunk Arilla knew what was right and what was unforgivable.

“I’m sorry,” Arilla blurted out hastily. There was a look of guilt-ridden horror on her face as she pulled out and backed away from the bed.

“Arilla, wait!” Typh asked, reaching out for her, but it was too late—the warrior had already turned and fled out of the room, her footsteps echoing out along the marble hall.

Typh hopped out of bed, grimacing at the slick sheen coating her legs. She found the discarded towel on the floor and hastily wrapped it tight around her chest, after using it to clean the worst off of her, but by the time she’d made it to the open doorway Arilla was long gone. Her warrior’s natural scent mingled with an unhealthy helping of guilt and self-loathing, so it left an easy trail to follow, albeit one that led deeper into the bowels of Erebus’s palace.

She hesitated at the threshold, a hand over her chest as the unwelcome thought came to her clearly and fully manifested—even if it was unwelcome.

How did Arilla find my room?

While their connection allowed for some concept of distance and direction, in Erebus’s palace the intricate warding confounded that tenuous link far more easily than it did Typh’s own fourth-tier perception skill. The hallways themselves were a complex maze of twists and turns, yet Arilla had somehow found her way to Typh’s room without a guide, having never seen it before, drunk, and perfectly timed to catch the dragon naked and mid-massage.

“I’m not sure why I came here . . .” Typh repeated, Arilla’s once innocent words suddenly taking on a far-more-sinister tone.

Typh knew in that moment that she was being played. Arilla was yet again a casualty in someone’s efforts to fuck with her, although to what extent her warrior had been manipulated she could only begin to despair at.

Rage blossomed in her chest.

Erebus had set these events in motion, although for what purpose she couldn’t begin to imagine. The capabilities of a sixth-tier dragon were so far beyond her, that she knew she could never know his motivations for certain. Every instinct she had screamed at her that this was a trap, and that Arilla was the bait.

Typh took the first step anyway, and then the second, swiftly followed by the third, and soon she found herself flying through the suspiciously empty halls. The air whipped past her face as she flew past portraits and artwork at a ballistic pace, uncaring of the eventual consequences of her actions so long as she found Arilla safe.

She just prayed her human wouldn’t do anything stupid before she got there.


Chapter 17

Ancestors

Creation felt like it had been turned upside down as Arilla fled through a palace filled with walking corpses and the meek humans who were seemingly content in their perpetual servitude. With their heads bowed low to the ground, the serving staff populating the wide halls of Erebus’s estate didn’t even dare to look up at her when she passed them by. With the warm fog of alcohol sitting firmly over her mind, she ran almost blindly through the dimly lit corridors and infrequently collided with the servants that busily scurried about like ants, intent on fulfilling the insane whims of their draconic master. Whenever she knocked them down, they were all unfailingly polite, apologetic, and totally lacking that independent spark of frustration or outrage that would have made them human. That would have made them people.

Their quiet submission disgusted her, even if it reminded her of herself. She’d been a meek little street-rat who had once been so grateful for Typh’s attention, but even at that time she’d had some grit, some fire . . . or at least she liked to think so.

Here in Doomhold, her fellow Terythians—a people normally so fiercely proud of their hard-won independence—had been thoroughly cowed by the dragon that ruled over their city and his army of undead enforcers. In only a few generations the fight appeared to have been entirely bred out of them, a stark warning for what Rhelea might face if Lord Traylan wasn’t eventually ousted. Whatever passed for a spine in the people she loved was long gone. Now they freely cooperated with and served the monster that had killed so many of their own.

Arilla understood on some level that those who resisted would have long since been culled from the surviving population, but in her current state she couldn’t bring herself to care. Perhaps if she didn’t have her own dragon problem she wouldn’t have been so critical, but as she felt herself drown beneath waves of self-disgust, she wasn’t feeling particularly sympathetic.

“Gods, I need another drink,” she uttered, taking a moment to pause at an intersection to catch her breath while she examined each onward corridor in turn. The shadows that lined the halls beckoned her in one direction—and warned her away from the others. Out of the corners of her eyes, she could see the darkness around her slowly creep closer while she rested, the shadows clear in their menacing intent. It wasn’t until she once again resumed her desperate flight that the gloom receded. Her continued movement down what appeared to be the safest path seemingly warded away the indistinct threat.

The buzz of the skill-brewed liquor from dinner was finally starting to wane, and the clarity that it brought with it was completely unwanted. She cursed herself, first for succumbing to pressure and starting to drink when she’d known she wouldn’t be able to stop, and then again for each and every one of her actions that had subsequently followed. Arilla didn’t blame herself for going to see Typh, even if the how of it still escaped her. The confusing, almost labyrinthian hallways of Erebus’s palace had momentarily seemed as clear to her as a cloudless sky on a hot summer’s day. The umbral-gloom had almost retreated before her eyes, leaving a clear path to her intended destination.

After she’d found a pair of classed bed-warmers in her own lavish guest room, checking in on her patron dragon was the first and only thought that had circulated through her head. The urgent need to find her, to stop her from exploring her other options, had been so compelling that she hadn’t even tried to resist it. The pervasive impulse had fed into her nascent jealousy that had been there since Erebus had first looked past her and directly at Typh.

If she had done things differently, maybe she wouldn’t feel the need to run away with the same intensity that she had once run towards her dragon, but when she looked back at the choices she had made, they disgusted her.

First, there was the implicit threat of violence against Erebus’s people who she knew had very little choice in what they were doing, and then in succumbing to her drunken lust when she had seen Typh right there right for the taking, and also for ruining whatever could have been with her unresolved anger that translated into a roughness that was frankly inexcusable.

Her shame was so great that even the once helpful shadows now rejected her, although the haze that had settled over her mind since dinner made it a struggle for Arilla to understand why that would happen. Whenever she stopped for more than a few heartbeats, long shadows reached out from the walls around her, clawing menacingly as if to grab at her. Each sconce held a pale green magelight that matched the fires burning in the eye sockets of the walking dead. Between her hurried steps and the dark, it was far too easy to confuse one for another, and so her flight took on a new level of terror as she was confronted by shades both real and imagined.

The ever-present undead that guarded Erebus’s palace managed to blend in effortlessly with the shadowy halls. Only their eyes gave them away, and she could only reliably tell them apart from the sconces when she was almost close enough for them to reach out and touch her. Arilla couldn’t abide the thought of their dead fingers on her skin, even if the reason behind her newfound aversion escaped her. Just like the knowledge of where she had been and how long she’d been running for, so much of tonight had been lost to haze in her head.

When she tried to dwell on it, the thought of what she had almost done—of what she had been momentarily tempted into almost doing—shamed her into running some more. The shadows became thicker, hungrier, even as they spurred her onwards and forced her to ignore the voice in her head that told her things weren’t quite right. She could feel [Dragon’s Resilience] as it thrummed in her chest, but she didn’t understand why it was active; with the shadows all around her, she felt like finding out what was going on with her rebellious skill could wait until she was somewhere safe.

The quantity of shades that had once been so prevalent in the other parts of the palace had gradually thinned out, especially when she entered progressively less frequented parts of the building. Arilla turned a blind corner, which revealed yet another long hallway; like the others it was ornately decorated, but unlike them, it was utterly deserted. A fine layer of dust that covered both the floor and the artwork was the only indication that the human staff had been slacking in their duties—it became swiftly apparent to her that no one had stepped down this hall in a very long time.

Against her better judgement, Arilla kept walking along the dusty floor, leaving clearly identifiable boot prints behind her. She indulged her curiosity and followed the long hall until she came to its end, where she was greeted by a pair of grand doors. The thick stone was inlaid with what were obviously intricate wards, silver tracings etched deep into the marble in a beautiful swirling pattern that reminded her of flowers swaying in the breeze. If she had seen this kind of artistry anywhere else, she would have been amazed, but here inside Erebus’s palace it was just another marvel among many. Arilla had already witnessed similarly magnificent decorations on what had ultimately turned out to be a broom-closet.

Her mind went back to the last set of large stone doors she had encountered amidst a dust-covered hall, and she hesitated, taking her time to breathe through her anxiety while she recounted her experiences with the Brood Mother. Imaginary mandibles snapped in her face, but the haze dampened down the remembered horror, and she pushed past it. An insistent part of her mind still screamed at her to stop as she leaned against the doors—her arms expected resistance, but found none. The hinges had been kept well-oiled despite their apparent lack of use.

On the other side of the massive doorway she was greeted by a rush of warm, albeit stale air as she looked in on a truly palatial suite, one that made both her and Typh’s rooms look modest and homely by comparison. An intricate marble mosaic covered the floor with a beautiful vista of Traylra as it had likely once been. The vibrant cityscape was surrounded by the mountains of the Dragonspines, with a stream of happy-looking people entering and exiting the city’s wide gates. Gold filigree embellished not just the floors, but the walls as well, where grand sculptures and masterfully crafted art littered what was obviously a wide reception room.

It was well-lit by magelights a shade far more pleasant than those in the halls, mimicking daylight despite the early hour. The scent of thick incense filled the air—copal, if she wasn’t mistaken—as she felt herself being drawn almost physically into the room. Her booted feet made hesitant contact with the polished tiles, the act feeling almost sacrilegious as she trailed dust onto the magnificent artwork.

The isolated sounds of her footsteps echoed out through the large room, while she drank in the elegant atmosphere. Arilla took her time as she passed through the room so she could examine each sculpture and portrait. She felt an appreciation for art that she had never knowingly experienced before. She was unsure if this was a skill at work, or just raw talent, but it didn’t matter. The entranceway had calmed her rapidly beating heart and stilled her frantic thoughts from the moment she’d walked through it.

Too soon she had studied it all, and in her explorations she opened the door on the far wall, which she then stepped through and entered the adjoining room.

There, like in a waking nightmare, the boy she had killed—Galen, the heir of house Traylan—turned to face her. Her heart raced again, gorge rose into her throat, and for a moment she expected the broken bodies of Medrauts Rover’s and a horde of Traylan dead to emerge from the walls to claw at her.

Except as Galen turned, she realised that for all the many resemblances this was an entirely different creature altogether. The face was almost the same, but this person was noticeably older. The skin around their mouth and eyes was lined where the passage of time had triumphed against their vitality score. They were a few inches taller, and significantly more gaunt, but of course the most notable difference were the burning green fires where their eyes should be.

[Shade Level 200].

It moved towards her blindingly fast. Before she could blink, a dead hand wrapped around her neck, lifting her up into the air as the other slapped away her sword swing—the blade sizzled audibly on contact with its flesh. The almost casual strike painfully ripped her zweihander from her hands as it was sent flying through the air, the blade turning end-over-end before it sank tip first into the wall, where it only stopped after penetrating a solid two feet or so into the stone.

“You are not Erebus. Why are you here?” the dead thing asked disdainfully, its perfectly room-temperature flesh tight against her throat. The powerful grip effortlessly compressed her windpipe and she struggled to breathe. She made pathetic flapping noises with her mouth, a croak and a gasp somehow managing to escape while she failed to produce words. The moving corpse cocked its head to one side before it released her to the floor as abruptly as it had first picked her up. “Right . . . You need to breathe to talk. I forget about these sort of mortal things.”

The moment she hit the ground she frantically pushed herself back with her legs, too desperate to get away from the creature in front of her to even attempt rising to her feet. Before she could flee, however, the abomination smoothly grabbed her by the ankle and lifted her high into the air, then looked down scornfully into her eyes. Arilla somehow sensed its gaze on her even if its eyes had been burned away by the death-aspected mana that allowed the corpse to move.

“Put me down,” she slurred. The act of being dangled upside down was certainly not helping her sober up.

“Oh Gods help me, you’re drunk . . . Tell me, are you by any chance an adventurer?” it asked.

“Put me down!”

“The first human I get to talk to in a century, and it has to be an adventurer,” it said, its ethereal, rasping voice full of derision, before it finally acquiesced to Arilla’s demands and dropped her headfirst onto the hard marble floor.

As she groaned and cradled her now bruised head, it slowly walked circles around her. The creature was oddly silent while it gracefully glided along the cold tile.

“Now what are you doing here? I highly doubt Erebus has opened his palace to adventurers—especially those still at pewter. Or is ‘Put me down’ all you can say in your current state?”

She looked up at the thing standing before her, a part of her knowing that in many ways it was still a person, but the inherent foulness to necromancy made it hard to see it as anything other than an abomination. Of course, given their respective level differences it wasn’t like she was in a position to say any of that aloud. She knew that the differences in a single rank very loosely equated to at least a tenfold increase in power between comparable species. If there were a thousand of her, she might be willing to try her luck, but as it was she had to play nice.

“I can say other things,” Arilla replied carefully, her eyes roaming to the door behind it.

“Wonderful! I can work with that,” the dead thing said. It smiled too-wide in a rictus grin before coming to a stop between her and the exit.

“Why do you look so—”

“Familiar? No doubt you will have seen my son, Gabriel. I am told he survived the fall of Traylra and made his way south to reclaim Rhelea from the council of merchants I leased it to. Or perhaps you know of my grandson, Galen? Erebus likes to taunt me every few years with news of the outside world,” the shade said with obvious frustration. “Little tidbits here and there, mostly gloating about how Creation has moved on without me.”

“You’re . . .” Arilla trailed off, comprehension and horror finally dawning on her. She tried to finish her sentence, but couldn’t quite choke out the words.

“My name is Gaius of House Traylan, and yes, once a long time ago, back when I was still alive, this was my city. Now I am just another trophy Erebus likes to keep around in this empty palace of his,” he said, seeming to almost deflate from its initial boast of Lordship.

“Now, who exactly are you, girl, and can you give me a reason why I shouldn’t rip you limb from limb and offer you up as a gift to my master?” Gaius asked, almost spitting the word ‘master’ at her.

“My name is Arilla Foundling, and I’m here to rescue you,” she said stone-faced, trying desperately to mask her slurring tongue.

The shade laughed, and it was a terrible thing. All rasps and echoes, reminding her more of the sounds of a mage-battle than the noises a living creature makes.

“Goblinshit!” he finally said.

* * *

The crystal tumbler felt heavy in Arilla’s hands. The brown-gold liquid managed to look both distinctly unappealing and like her only escape all at once. The adrenaline that had flooded through her had done much to sober her up as she tried to make small talk with the creature in front of her. She wasn’t doing a very good job—her reeling mind was unable to get away from how thoroughly fucked she was.

The shade, or Gaius Traylan as he preferred to be called, had made it abundantly clear to her that he could and would kill her the moment she stepped out of line. He had also been completely transparent that at any moment, Erebus could decide to peer through his eyes—in which case he would almost certainly be compelled to kill her immediately. Arilla continued to breathe at his sufferance and Erebus’s ignorance, which was why she was so perplexed by his abrupt change of tone that was accompanied with all things by the offer of a drink.

“. . . no idea what he’s doing with all those mages; he was obsessed with them back when I was still alive. I shudder to think what he’s up to without my moderating influence,” Gaius went on.

“Wait. You knew Erebus before he took your city?” Arilla said, finally paying attention to the old corpse’s rambling story.

“Well of course. He’s vindictive and cruel, but he isn’t deranged. For a time, we were almost friends of a sort. We could have been even closer, but he had the terrible habit of impregnating every passably attractive human with a womb,” the shade said with a sigh, leaning back in his chair. “Not the worst hobby for a dragon to have, I suppose, but it was an absolute nightmare to keep track of . . . All those children with ‘dragon-blooded’ on their status . . . what a waste.”

“But the stories say, Erebus flew over the walls and took the city in an afternoon.”

“I wouldn’t believe every story I was told if I were you. The truth is usually much more complex,” Gaius replied. “Surely you of all people should know that by now.”

“I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”

“Sure you don’t. I know you’re no noble, and you certainly aren’t a resident of Doomhold, but you seem very well accustomed to the idea that dragons are sapient,” the shade said knowingly. “Now, I believe that’s enough small talk. Are you going to help me, or not?”

“I’m not sure I can actually help you escape. Perhaps I can get a message back to your son?” she offered.

“I asked for help, not a bloody message, girl!” Gaius snapped, his rapidly rising temper setting her nerves on edge.

“How can I possibly help you? You’re a steel-rank shade,” she stated matter-of-factly.

“Well that’s simple. I want you to kill me,” he explained, almost congenially.

Arilla blinked.

“I’m . . . sorry?”

“You heard me correctly, I want you to use that big, pointy sword of yours to kill me.”

“Why would I do that?”

“Because if you don’t, then I’ll have no further use for you, and I’ll rip your spine out through your bellybutton. It should be an amusing enough diversion. It will provide me with some relief from this unending monotony if you’re so intent on denying me oblivion,” Gaius answered without pausing. Then, as an afterthought, said. “You haven’t touched your drink.”

“I’m trying to give it up,” she replied shakily before gently placing the crystal tumbler down on the table between them. She took a deep breath to steady her nerves, all too aware of how real the creature’s threat was. “Okay, but why me? Can’t you—”

“Kill myself? Believe me, I would if I could, but Erebus’s hold on me is too strong. The best I can do is let you do it, and that’s only because he’s given me enough leeway so that I can hold a decent conversation.”

“Okay, but shouldn’t—”

“Girl. You’re running out of time,” Gaius said, looking past her. “Either pick up your sword, or I’m going to start making new memories. Violent ones.”

She swallowed down the spike of terror as she remembered that, for all of his amiability, Gaius was a steel-rank necromantic horror seemingly left alone to rot—if shades could rot. Her eyes tracked the creature’s almost-human hands that she knew were strong enough to easily carry out his threat.

“Okay.”

Retrieving her sword from where it was embedded in the marble wall was relatively easy, although it did cost her more stamina than she would have liked. [Dragon’s Blade] once again allowed her to act with a strength score she didn’t normally possess. Still, once her brief second of skill-enhanced power faded, her zweihander became uncomfortably heavy again.

Fortunately, she had just enough strength to fulfil the shade’s request without the constant use of her skill. She steeled her courage as she approached the necromantic horror, who was already kneeling, his head extended and waiting.

“Well? Get on with it, girl. We haven’t got all night,” Gaius said, shattering her resolve as he looked across at her expectantly.

“Fuck off! I’m working up to it,” she yelled back, once again earning herself the surreal sound of the creature’s echoing laughter, a wholly uncomfortable experience she would have much rather have avoided.

“And here I thought you completely lacking any grit—”

Arilla brought her sword down hard on Gaius’s exposed neck. Her skills pulsed through her body and out into the very metal of her blade, though her class remained strangely silent. The prospect of an easy kill had failed to elicit so much as a whimper of excitement from the violent mass of mana comprising her class. She poured as much stamina as she could into [Dragon’s Blade], the skill’s level still trailing below its cap of 37 levels. As her strength surged dramatically, she felt the energy push her muscles far past their natural limits; her tendons and bones strained under the tension of swinging the heavy piece of metal.

With a loud thud, her zweihander sank maybe half an inch into Gaius’s neck. The shade craned his head to face her with an unimpressed look on his pale face.

“Is that honestly the best you can do?” he mocked.

“Listen, this isn’t exactly how I pictured my evening going,” she explained.

“Pffft, adventurers.”

“Oh, shut up!”

She swung again, her muscles still straining, bones still creaking, and maybe another half an inch of dead flesh was shaved off. Arilla kept at it. The notch in Gaius’s neck steadily grew, becoming increasingly ragged and frayed around the edges as its resemblance to living tissue was degraded with each successive swing of her sword. Nothing emerged from the wound—not blood, pus, dust, or ichor, just an anticlimactic thud as blow by blow she slowly and painfully began to decapitate the former Lord of Traylra.

Arilla was tired, sweaty, and in no small amount of pain when a hammering on the doors she had entered the room through became impossible to ignore. The harsh sound of skill-enhanced weapons against stone disrupted her almost meditative flow of heavy, rhythmic swings.

“You’re running out of time,” Gaius pointed out. The shade sounded almost concerned, his head was barely hanging on to his neck by a thin thread of flesh that pulsed with tendrils of green-and-black mana.

“I should stop,” Arilla agreed, having no desire to meet, let alone fight, whatever was on the other side of the thick door.

“If that door opens and I’m not dead, then I’ll kill you before Erebus’s guards can take you away,” Gaius threatened.

Arilla looked at him.

“What? Did you think we were friends, girl?” the shade spat, staring back at her with derision.

“No, but I was hoping you’d be grateful enough to refrain from murdering me.”

“Not grateful enough that I’ll let this chance of escape slip me by. Now you’re wasting time! Swing that sword!” he urged.

“But the door . . .” she protested.

“I’m sure your dragon master will be able to protect you from the fallout. Now kill me already. I’m so close, I can practically taste oblivion!”

“How did you know about my dragon?” she asked warily, hesitating to swing again. Her sword remained resting against the floor.

“I’m dead, not stupid. I can practically taste its mana all over you—amongst other things. Not that I can taste, strictly speaking,” Gaius admitted while Arilla raised her sword up above her head. “And Arilla . . .”

“I thought you were going to keep calling me ‘girl’ until you died . . . What?”

“Thank you,” he said, a look of relief on his face as her sword descended for what they both knew was to be the last time.

Arilla’s blade bit through the final tendril of flesh that connected Gaius’s head to his body. The rest of the corpse went limp as his head rolled across the floor, visibly withering with every uneven revolution.

A storm of mana rushed out of his body and, against her class’s protestations, filled her entire being. A split-second later, she was painfully hot. Pewter ranks weren’t meant to kill steels and her body was suffering for it. It felt like manaburn all over again, but rather than seize and spasm, she felt herself heat up, burning along the seams. It wasn’t supposed to be possible to do what she had done—not without splitting the mana a thousand different ways—and if Gaius hadn’t been such a willing accomplice it wouldn’t have been.

As the System reclaimed the shade’s essential essence for her class, Arilla was utterly overwhelmed by the quantity of mana that forced its way inside of her. Her class thrashed in her chest as she tore at her shirt with her hands, bloodying her nails as she instinctively tried to rip the source of her pain out of her body. The torrent of power kept coming, flooding into her, giving no indication that it was about to stop.

Creation spun and her nausea mounted.

Arilla puked, blacked out, and came to, only to puke again inside a span of five seconds. Her body trembled with exhaustion as the doors to Gaius’s chambers erupted into large chunks of fragmented stone before a squad of bronze-rank shades barged through the opening with their weapons drawn.

They were just in time for the flood of System notifications to hit her.

*Congratulations, you have defeated a level 200 Greater Shade / level 200 Dynastic Patriarch. Experience has been awarded.*

*Congratulations, Dragon Guard is now level 41*

*Congratulations, Dragon Guard is now level 42*

. . .

*Congratulations, Dragon Guard is now level 49*

*Congratulations, you have reached level 50. You must now rank up your Dragon Guard class before you can absorb any more experience.

Dead hands grabbed at Arilla and pulled her roughly to her feet. Her sword was still in her hands, so she swung it at the abominations holding her in place without a second thought. They faltered as her blade carved through those nearest to her, but there were simply too many shades for her to fight off. Her best efforts only seemed to anger them, and soon they were striking back with powerful blows from fists, knees, and elbows. Blunt implements made of withered flesh hammered into her again and again, buffeting her from side to side.

She continued to fight back despite the pain, despite not being able to stand let alone see straight. The shades all around her were vicious, bitter little things, but they were bronze rank and she was not—at least not yet. They outnumbered her more than ten to one, so to call it a fight was to be very generous. Long after her zweihander had been ripped from her hands, and her right eye had swollen shut, she struggled, although her efforts seemed to achieve little else beyond prolonging the duration of her beatdown.

The last thing she saw before she was dragged from the room was Gaius’s smiling face, his cheeks drawn back in a too-wide grin.


Chapter 18

Agreements

Typh finally found her being dragged limply through the wide halls of Erebus’s palace by a squad of well-armed and armoured shades. Arilla’s long hair was matted down with blood; her auburn locks hung wet and lanky across her face, the red veil serving to obscure the bruises around her eyes that had only just started to bloom. Her fine clothes were torn where their weapons had cut her, and the buttons on her shirt were ripped off where uncaring hands had roughly grabbed her by the collar. The dead creatures’ lack of care when it came to transporting Arilla was apparent.

Typh allowed her fury to overcome her.

She roared with anger. The not-quite draconic sound escaped her open mouth as she hardened her aura around her into thick, overlapping scales and neglected to slow down when her small human form collided with the leading shades. Her ballistic flight at extreme speeds through the halls of Erebus’s palace came to an abrupt halt with torn limbs and broken bones, and the bronze-rank creatures began to die for the second time around her.

Green fires burned in the pits of their eye sockets as they came at Typh. The shades clambered to their feet with swords and axes raised high in the air. The dried husks of their bodies thrummed with power as they fuelled their offensive skills, transparently clear in their intent to do her harm.

She never gave them the chance.

Typh wasn’t playing around. With golden claws of hardened light extending from her fingernails, she tore through their frail bodies, expressions of relief, sorrow, and anger appearing on their withered faces in the final moments before they died. Their moves were expertly performed, well-timed, and trained to near-perfection, but the gap between low-bronze and peak-iron was too much for them to overcome. At irregular intervals, lances of golden light erupted from her aura’s defences and pulverised the shades. Each hastily cast spell pulped rib cages and disintegrated heads, causing a slew of System notifications that Typh ignored as she quickly killed them all.

She had to hurry. With how he had avoided the Call, Erebus was one of the closest things there was to an actual God left on Astresia’s surface, and she knew that she only had an extremely brief window of time before he would arrive. How she had finally found Arilla was far too convenient for anything else to happen, especially when she considered the extreme difficulty she’d had following what had once appeared to be an easy trail.

“Arilla, I need you to stand. We need to go,” she urged, bending down low to caress her warrior’s upturned face once the last shade had been reduced to a broken wreck of a corpse.

“What?” her warrior muttered, her body trembling as it processed the massive influx of mana that had raised her to what appeared to be the peak of level 49. Typh didn’t know the specifics of what had happened, but she knew occurrences like that were usually less than healthy.

She quickly dismissed the possibility of healing Arilla. The woman’s body was obviously saturated with mana, so there was nothing Typh could do about that which wouldn’t make it far worse. So instead she picked up her warrior from the cold, corpse-ridden floor and slung her human over her narrow shoulders.

The dragon tried her best to recall the nearest exit from Erebus’s palace, deciding then and there that their trip to Doomhold had been a definite bust. Unfortunately, whatever bit of magic Erebus had layered over his palace that had made it impossible for her to find Arilla until now, also infuriatingly made it so that Typh was completely and utterly lost within the almost labyrinthian maze of shadow-filled halls.

At random she picked a direction, extended her arm, and channelled her mana into a lance that erupted from her open palm. [Artillerist’s Empowerment] came into play as her health dipped along with her mana, and then with a crashing boom the thick stone wall in her way promptly exploded outwards. The blast momentarily deafened her human ears and left a neat-ish, glowing, Typh-sized hole for her to clamber though. On the other side, she was almost immediately greeted by another wall, which another spell and another echoing blast took care of; soon, Typh was on her way, content that if she couldn’t escape the spell affecting her sense of direction, that she could at least head in a straight line until she eventually found her freedom.

“I would really appreciate it if you would stop doing that.”

She turned to see Erebus calmly step out from a patch of gloom far too narrow to have contained him. His own draconic shadow needed no light source to spread out and fill the long hallway behind him in a deeper, more menacing darkness. Slowly, she lowered her arm, resisting the suicidal impulse to throw a spell at him as she instead smiled rather than scream the obscenities he at the very least deserved.

“Shadow-walking?” Typh asked with false congeniality.

“More or less. Now, are you going to stop destroying my palace, or do I have to stop you?”

“That depends, are you going to let us go?”

“Perhaps,” the shadow dragon smiled. “But you’ll have to release that mana you’re holding first.”

She bit her lip with frustration at the unfairness of it all, before dismissing the mana she had gathered around her. Her aura relaxed back into its non-combative state and the half formed mana-bolts winked out of existence. She stood there before Erebus, truly defenceless, and tried her best not to panic when the thin shadows bloomed in depth and darkness, then reached out from the walls to swallow them whole.

* * *

When they emerged from the umbra they were in a large, nondescript room that would have been mundane if not for the row of shackles lining the walls of the chamber. Each set of manacles was thoroughly etched in intricate runes and contained enough exotic alloys to set her stomach rumbling. The two dragons stood a fair distance away and faced Arilla, who was trussed up in the metal restraints like a common prisoner, clearly the worse for wear from having travelled through the shadows. Typh herself felt the pressing urge to bathe. The cloying, almost oily shadows had crawled lazily over her skin in what she highly suspected was another unnecessary invasion during the brief handful of seconds they had spent skirting the edges of Creation.

“I feel like the chains are unnecessary. She isn’t going anywhere, and even if she was it’s not like you’d have any trouble in stopping her,” Typh complained, trying to act nonplussed by her current set of circumstances.

“Your human broke one of my favourite trophies. I invested a lot of time and energy in keeping it intact over the decades,” Erebus responded calmly, clearly unfazed by the apparently grievous loss. “And given the damage you caused in your hurry to get her out of here, you should really count yourself lucky that you aren’t chained up next to her.”

Typh had to put a lot of effort into biting back a growl. By all rights she should have caught up to Arilla long before her warrior ever found her way to Erebus’s prized trophy. That she had gotten ‘lost’ in the gloomy halls of the palace could only be ascribed to the shadow dragon’s interference. The clear trail that Arilla had left had swiftly become anything but clear, as it crossed and doubled back on itself more times than she could count. The scent trail—or worse, Typh’s mind—had clearly been manipulated by the elder creature’s mana. Not that she could say any of that without further stressing the thin bit of theatre that was the only thing preventing Erebus from simply violating her and taking whatever he wanted.

She hated Mind Mages with a passion.

“Fine. Although I find it highly suspicious that your prized possession was left unguarded and in the path of my human. Have you ever heard of a locked door?” she asked.

“I don’t care how you find it. Your human killed my trophy. That is not in dispute.”

“It was already dead.”

“Now you’re just being pedantic. By all rights, I should kill her and raise her corpse to replace the one she broke. That I haven’t yet is an example of my magnanimity. You. Owe. Me. Typh,” he said, smiling wide with self-satisfaction.

The troubling thing was that . . . he was right. Convoluted plot or not, he was well within his rights to kill both her and Arilla, and she knew it. In fighting her way to her warrior, she had flagrantly violated the hospitality that she as an exile was barely entitled to. Of course, Typh had only done that after Erebus had manipulated Arilla’s mind, but she was only human, and amongst their kind, the sum total of his abuse amounted to little more than bad manners.

How she wished she had the power to exact her more-than-justified revenge, but Erebus was two ranks above her, meaning she was effectively little more than an ant to be squashed, almost incapable of causing him actual harm. So instead of slinging a spell or attempting to claw off his grinning face with her nails, she bit her tongue—metaphorically speaking, of course.

“What do you want, Erebus?” she asked, resigned to at least hearing out his ploy.

“I want to make a trade.”

“Don’t . . .” Arilla groaned, her eyes full of pain and not just from how rough Erebus’s shades had been in apprehending her. The trauma of her abrupt level rise clearly hadn’t passed yet.

“Oh, so the human feels like talking, does she?” he teased, laughing to himself while Arilla struggled in her chains. Typh knew from their smell alone that the heavy manacles were more than enough to keep her restrained indefinitely—not that that stopped Arilla from trying, she noted with some small amount of pride.

“Don’t taunt her, Erebus. What do you want?” Typh asked, trying to ignore Arilla’s pained, frustrated moans as her muscles strained while the warrior spent her stamina fuelling that skill of hers.

“Needless to say, the goodwill you bought with the gold from Cawic is gone, though I am not entirely without mercy. If you still want the information you came here for, you’ll have to offer me something of equal value in trade,” Erebus gloated. “She will suffice nicely,” he said, gesturing towards Arilla.

Typh’s pretence at amiability faltered; her face fell, and the shadow dragon laughed even harder.

“You will have to decide what is more important to you, Typhoeus: the human you lust over or the knowledge you seek that will save your life. I’ll give you this for free—ignorant as you are, you will surely die long before you reach fifth rank,” Erebus continued, his perfect smile growing wide and predatory. “I know you, Typhoeus. You are more like me than you think. We’re not the first of our kind to feel things for our lessers, and also like me, you’ll never compromise your own well-being for theirs. This is an important lesson you’re better off learning now before—”

“I’ll take Arilla and leave, if it’s all the same. I’ll find out what I need to know some other way,” she said quickly without hesitating.

“Huh . . . Really?” Erebus asked, momentarily taken aback. “You know there’s no-one else you can ask. No-one who won’t kill you on sight for what you are.”

“I didn’t say I’d go elsewhere. I’ll get you something else you want instead, but Arilla is mine and will not be harmed any further,” she declared firmly.

“This has been a pleasant-enough diversion, Typhoeus, but what could you possibly offer me? You. A deformed runt. Scarcely more than a child?” Erebus sneered.

“Humans.”

“What?”

“Typh, no . . .” Arilla interjected weakly.

“You made a deal with the steward of Cawic to deliver humans to Doomhold in exchange for gold. You wanted mages and the unclassed, the younger the better. Correct?” Typh went on.

“You don’t know what you are offering,” Erebus warned.

“I know that you want them and that you don’t yet possess them. So, do you accept? I’ll deliver you humans—unclassed and mages—and in exchange you’ll tell me why the Great Wards are being allowed to fail.”

Erebus looked at her carefully, his shadow blurring as it raced around the room.

“I accept those terms, but I am growing impatient and dislike being manipulated. If you fail to deliver them to me by the spring thaws, I’ll consider you acting in bad faith. I’ll come for Arilla and any other humans you care about. I’ll kill them slowly, then bring them back to serve me as shades for all eternity.”

Typh gritted her teeth, an involuntary hiss escaping her lips at his harsh terms. Erebus had her bent over a mountain and he wasn’t being gentle. She wanted so desperately to refuse the offer, but accepting now would get them both out of Doomhold and buy them time until spring, while refusing him would almost certainly bring about a swift death and an unlifetime of servitude.

Like so many things, it wasn’t a real choice.

“Deal. Now how many do you want?”

“From you . . . no less than five thousand,” Erebus replied with a smile and Typh visibly baulked. “If you fail in this, I think that I’ll make sure to have a conversation with your siblings about your new lifestyle choices. I’m sure they’d be very interested to hear about how and where you’re living your new life.”

She clenched her jaw, and forced her face back into a smile. It wasn’t a very convincing one.

“Come on, Arilla, we are leaving,” she said, waving a hand as the heavy chains weighing her warrior down snapped open along every joint. The metal restraints fell to the floor around Arilla in their component pieces.

“Oh, and Typhoeus, or Typh, or whatever you want to call yourself,” Erebus began.

“What?” she spat, already halfway to the door.

“That offer I once made you. If you’re so set on being adversarial when I’m just trying to teach you an important lesson, you can consider it firmly closed. At least until you learn your place and get over your attachments to your lessers.”

“If I wanted to stay with you, I wouldn’t have left the first time,” Typh answered, holding Arilla close to her as she continued out of the room.

The two of them then left Erebus’s presence, palace, and city without another word.

* * *

They spent the rest of the day flying back most of the way to Rhelea. The two of them quickly decided that the risk of being intercepted by steel-rank dragon hunters was far less than that of Erebus changing his mind. Neither of them talked much during their peaceful flight above the thick snow clouds, although Arilla as ever seemed to delight in the freeing sensation of riding atop Typh’s draconic back.

The freezing winds rushed through Arilla’s hair, and she only squeezed her legs tighter around her patron dragon in response as she settled into the recessed point in front of the base of Typh’s resplendent wings. The sovereign dragon banked slowly to the west as she began her long descent, the green moonlight scintillating in its beauty as it glinted off of her thick golden scales. She lowered herself beneath the cloud cover, taking her time to savour the last opportunity she would have to fly in such a natural fashion for a good long while.

Typh was acutely aware of how serene it was now that she was being ridden not into battle, but to safety. It was quite possibly the most enjoyable flight she had ever had, the joy of companionship and physical contact elevating the primal pleasure to new heights. The horrors and dangers that they had both found within Doomhold retreated in her mind with every beat of her wings. The miles passed easily like the wind beneath her massive bulk; her true strength score, not to mention her dexterity, made her sustained flight effortless as she put physical distance between them and Erebus’s stronghold.

She finally set down in the snow under the cover of darkness less than a day’s walk from Rhelea. They made their camp on a lonely hill that overlooked the Old Road to the north of the growing city, the grand construction of the new walls visible even in the distance. When she changed back into the human form she’d grown so fond of, Arilla had the decency to look away allowing Typh to retrieve her clothes from the warrior’s bulging pack in relative privacy. She wasn’t sure that she was grateful for the gesture as even a furtive glance would have given her some insight into Arilla’s thoughts.

Their night of halted passion still weighed heavily on Typh’s mind. Her fear that she had taken advantage of Arilla when she was unable to truly consent ate at her; the dragon was still so new to her life as a human that she didn’t even know how to begin to ask if Arilla was okay, let alone if she could ever forgive her.

“Thank you,” her warrior said, surprising Typh as she broke the silence that sat between them while Arilla made a point of stoking their campfire with a long, partially frozen tree branch.

“For what? We failed, didn’t we?” she asked, perplexed by their current line of conversation.

“For choosing me, I mean, after everything that happened that night. I wasn’t sure that you would choose me over the information he was offering.”

“Don’t be silly. Of course I would choose you. You are mine, and I will never let you go,” Typh stated without thinking. She tried to ignore how Arilla blushed in response, her freckled cheeks going bright red in spite of the frigid cold.

“You know we can’t give him any humans, right?” Arilla said after a brief pause.

“I know, it’s a fool’s errand. I haven’t a clue where we could get so many—mages or unclassed,” Typh answered, leaning back away from the fire while her breath misted in the cool night air.

“Typh, we can’t do it because it’s wrong, not because it’s hard. Gaius hinted that Erebus is planning something with mages, something we cannot let happen,” the warrior said seriously.

“Of course he’s planning something,” the dragon answered dismissively. “He always is, but it’s not like dealing with Erebus is a priority. Five thousand human lives is ultimately nothing compared to how many will be lost when the Great Wards fail.”

“I’m not sure that I agree that the greater threat of the wards justifies sacrificing five thousand souls on the altar of Erebus. You saw how downtrodden those servants were in Doomhold.”

“Downtrodden, not dead. But you’re right, it doesn’t. Not that it really matters when we can’t achieve it anyway. What we need to concern ourselves with is, where do we go for the information next, what are we going to do when he comes for you, and what am I going to do when he contacts my siblings?“

“Are they that bad?”

“They are the worst. Ironically, I think the steel-ranked dragon hunters will be the only thing to keep them away if they find out I’m here living like this,” she explained, gesturing to her body. “Without them, my siblings would simply sack Rhelea just to get to me—assuming, of course, that Erebus doesn’t destroy it first.”

“And I thought I had it bad, absentee father, dead mother, and all that.”

“Please, I can match that and raise you four siblings and an entire culture who wants me dead.”

“. . . So what do we do?”

“Running remains the most sensible option. Astresia is a big place. It won’t help with the mystery of the weakening wards, but leaving Terythia will make avoiding my siblings, Erebus, and the Inquisition child’s play.”

“You know I can’t run. Not when Rhelea needs me.”

“And you know that I don’t want to leave you, but it isn’t safe for me here anymore. We’ll be taking a risk with just you staying. I can’t guarantee that he won’t hurt you even if I leave you behind.”

“I know . . .” she trailed off. “But where does that leave us?”

“Us?”

“Don’t be obtuse, Typh. I came to you, not the other way around. We’re clearly not done—not completely, at least, not unless you want to be after I hurt you,” Arilla confessed, her eyes downcast, her tone almost fearful.

Typh’s breath caught in her throat, and the dragon had to resist the urge to hold her, to leap into her human’s arms and kiss her until the question about her wants was firmly answered.

But it wouldn’t be right.

Typh realised then that Arilla didn’t know about Erebus’s mental manipulation—at least not the full extent of it. She was internalising the things she’d been mystically pushed into as her own deeper desires. The dragon knew that in many ways this was another chance for them, one she couldn’t guarantee she would get again, not before she had to leave. It was an opportunity to start over, to be together.

With a little needling, she was sure that she could get Arilla to run away with her. Half-imagined visions of the life they could have together appeared before her eyes as the appealing thoughts played out with vivid clarity.

It would be so easy to say nothing, to offer forgiveness where there was no insult, to take advantage.

Strictly speaking, it wouldn’t even be her lie.

But it was still a lie. Another broken foundation for them to try and build a relationship upon. Just like the last time.

“Arilla I . . .” she began, before faltering. Fighting down her fear before trying again. “The thing you need to know about that night is . . .”

The conversation went about as well as could be expected.


Chapter 19

Standard

The battering ram, or perhaps just the fist of an oversized classer, slammed into the wide double-doors. Grey dust clouded the humid air from the hard impact against the stone, but the barricades held. System help them, the barricades still held.

Doom approached, yet the goblin still hadn’t picked a name for himself, which made him an oddity, something he was disinclined to change in his final moments. The idea of dying nameless like so many of his brothers and sisters who had come before him was an appealing one, a nod to where he had come from, even if it ignored all that he had achieved. The other goblins who were huddled around him had been quick to adopt the new fashion of names, but they were all younger than him, born with the knowledge that he’d to scrape and kill for. Unlike him, they had never known what it was to be tribal, much less to be feral! Their minds had entered Creation at a more complete, more whole stage, even if it was in his opinion a distinctly softer one.

A softness that had perhaps led to the entire tribe being soundly defeated.

Their attackers had arrived without warning, overwhelming the top floors of the dungeon before a response could even be mustered. The numerical superiority and home advantage he and his fellow goblins possessed had counted for less than nothing. Their unexpected enemy had efficiently butchered his people all the way down to the lowest floors of the dungeon where he and his fellow ‘elders’ awaited. The oldest five and their admittedly quite considerable entourages formed the last line of defence for those too valuable for the tribe to lose, as well as the Core itself.

The sheer lethality of their foe’s forged steel weapons, the regularity of their heavy-infantry formations, and the devastating power of their wheeled siege-weapons and massed spellfire . . . it had all been too much for his tribe to handle. Every trick and trap designed with the great enemy in mind had ultimately faltered before this new unexpected adversary, the leaders of which had unflinchingly traded the lives of their own like pieces on a board. They had moved fast, penetrating deep into the bowels of the dungeon long before the goblins could organise a tactical response.

Tactical!

The goblin laughed aloud at that thought, earning himself numerous looks of fearful suspicion in the dark. The staring only stopped when the doors to the chamber shook again; this time the sound of the impact was accompanied by a large crack that loudly forked through the thick rune-etched stone. The few earth mages with mana to spare rushed forward to repair the damage, but he knew that it wouldn’t be enough. They had neither the levels nor the expertise to make a difference.

It wouldn’t be long now until the invaders were through.

In his opinion, ‘tactics’ was a small word that wasn’t used nearly enough by his tribe. It was an old idea only recently given verbalisation through the shared memories bestowed onto them by the System. The steady growth of the concept from attacking a creature when its back was turned, to more complex flanking manoeuvres and feigned retreats, was a new and unfamiliar branch of knowledge many goblins still did not possess.

If only that wasn’t the case. If it wasn’t, then perhaps they would have put up more resistance during the frantic fighting retreat that had led down into the dungeon.

When the enemy attacked—armoured in skill-forged steel with shining helms of snarling beasts—too many goblins had panicked and defaulted back to their instinctual behaviour. Without a plan they had charged en masse, dying pointlessly in numbers the goblin still had trouble comprehending. The waves of rallying green all too soon had turned red and ragged as the enemy’s heavy-infantry relentlessly advanced forwards over the corpses of the recently slain.

Barbed polearms skewered flesh and tore the skin from his kin when they tried to rush the invaders on walls, ceilings, and floors. Magecraft eviscerated his tribesmen from afar, the weak spells that were fired from the back ranks were made all the deadlier by the virtue of their quantity. Ballista bolts were launched from moving platforms amidst crossbow volleys that were fired over armoured shoulders. The combination of missiles, both magical and mundane, had turned every brave charge into a bloody rout without so much as a single victory in the long series of skirmishes that had nearly cost them their home.

It was unfair, he mused. His tribe had achieved so much in such a short space of time. The dungeon they had claimed as their own had served their needs so very well, allowing them to thrive and grow like they never had done before. Unexpectedly, the Dungeon’s Core had chosen them in turn, alerting them to the end times that approached as it worked with the elders to better guide the tribe’s growth. Without reservation or bargain, it had gifted secondary classes to all who qualified rather than trying to enforce enthrallment or servitude, a decision that had caused their numbers to swell to truly astronomical proportions.

Astronomical. Ast-ro-nom-ic-al.

Relating to the stars and celestial bodies, or extremely large amounts.

Huh . . .

It was a good word. Even now, in the depths of his tribe’s defeat, their growing numbers kept triggering new memories that he had never forgotten. New words, thoughts, and ideas that blossomed in his mind with every passing day. A part of him wondered who he would have been in another month, or even another year if he had managed to live that long. The certainty that he would not survive to see the coming sunrise soured his usually wistful thoughts of the future.

A thundering boom shook the chamber, and the reinforced doors cracked open, offering a brief glimpse of muscled flesh beyond. Immediately, a thin film of mana sealed the new opening shut with a barrier of conjured stone that would last until the respective mages’ reserves ran out. The goblin turned his dispassionate gaze to study the spellcasters and shamans at the rear of the chamber, how they sweated and strained as they held hands in a ritual circle. Each caster worked together to empower the spell inscribed within the runic array, and the cumulative power of their stats and classes let them achieve far more together than they ever could alone. That was a good thing, as individually goblins didn’t make great mages. The few they had remaining were already sorely taxed in their efforts in saving so many from the upper levels—holding the ritual for just a handful of seconds would drain them completely, but it didn’t matter. Their sacrifice would give him more time to think.

Already, his short life had been defined by violence and loss. His status as the eldest elder amongst his tribe was a cosmic joke that would have made him cry if he were capable. That the wisest of his species measured their age in months, not years, was a depressing testament to what they had become. What they had once been, he couldn’t quite remember, but he knew that it was grand.

He supposed that their astronomical rise was one of the main reasons why their subsequent defeat was so galling. In their dungeon, thousands of goblins had been bred to fight in the most important war Creation had ever seen, and unlike his predecessors—whose valiant struggles had been wasted in pointless battles across the ages—his tribe was actually within clawing distance of the fight they were made for, yet now they had been defeated inside of a day by the wrong enemy.

History was about to cast them aside like they were nothing. The iron weapons and blackest of alchemies, that they had been so proud of, had splintered and splattered on their enemies’ skill-forged steel like they were little better than the knapped flint his tribe had long since graduated from. With the levels and classes they had been steadily accumulating since they had been accepted by the dungeon, the goblin had tricked himself into believing that his kind could be useful. That their efforts weren’t wasted. He’d wanted to believe that the mutilation his species had endured for so long—the Sundering that had crippled every goblin—hadn’t made his kind totally useless.

But now the lie he had told himself was being revealed for what it was.

Self-delusional.

The humans had been thorough in the crippling of his species, and now after a lifetime of struggle, it was all finally coming to an end. He was to be exterminated like the vermin he’d tried to rise above.

The spell failed, and the conjured stone melted away into motes of mana. It raised the ambient levels in the dungeon imperceptibly as the door cracked open and the goblin drew his knives.

At least he would die on his feet.

Shards of stone slid away from the now vacant doorway as the creature lumbered forwards; hunching low to fit through the low ceilings of the tunnel, the beast revealed itself for what it was. A towering hulk of muscle, clumsy and slow.

The goblin smiled, pointed his favoured knife at the beast, and roared a warbling warcry. The wavering sound was first taken up by his honour-guard, and soon after that it was repeated by every other goblin in the large chamber as the roiling wave of green charged the colossal mass of furred muscle without a second thought.

They ran on walls and ceilings as easily as they did the ground, lanky limbs and clawed hands finding solid purchase in the dungeon stone that lined the surfaces of the cavern and had been placed there for just such an occasion. The goblin delighted in the look of panic that grew in the fevered beast’s beady, rat-like eyes as it saw what approached it and felt fear. A thousand bared knives saw their prey flinch and hungered in response. Skills bloomed in the dark as the goblin’s own [Bleed Anything] joined the chorus of System-granted abilities brought to bear against their invading foe. His normally unwieldy mana was corralled by the System into a fine, deadly pattern that extended down to his blades, honing their edges into an ultrafine point that cut the air.

The lumbering giant struck out with its powerful limbs, casting down goblins from the walls around it and crushing their frail bodies beneath its fists. It flailed blindly in its panic, and every one of its aimless strikes killed a dozen or so of his kind, but as it marched forward trampling his kin underfoot, it bled.

It bled a lot.

Goblins were fast at their lowest tiers, not particularly skilled or strong, but reasonably quick once you took into account their short gait. As they advanced through the ranks, few goblins if any prioritised a stat as much as they did dexterity, and with the thousand in the cavernous chamber being the best his clan had left, even the slowest amongst them was fast.

Ribbons of flesh were carved from the massive beast as it advanced deeper into the dungeon, the wave of green breaking around it and peeling thick ropes of muscle away from the creature’s bones even if the exchange cost numerous goblins their lives in the process. Goblin blood mixed with the giant’s as it spread out across the floor. The sheer quantities of red that streamed from its lacerated flanks threatened the footing of the gobins’ unending charge as they raced past, knives out and hungry.

Soon the beast was roaring in pain rather than fear, reeling back from the tide of unrelenting cuts and baring even more of its flesh to the goblins’ ravenous knives, which only sped up its rapid decline.

Within a minute, the warbeast had been reduced to a pile of stripped bones and macerated flesh. Its large corpse had barely made it more than a dozen feet inside the room before it fell. Scattered around it were forty-six dead goblins, their own broken bodies in the process of being harvested by their kin. His species’ innate skill [Eat Anything] and its subtle variations allowed for the meat of the fallen to hastily restore the injured and mana deprived back to some semblance of fighting shape. Throughout the hall, bloody handfuls of still-warm flesh were passed around, and goblins hurried to choke down their meals. There was no time to savour it and they ate as fast as they could. Everyone knew that a single point of health, stamina, or mana could be the difference between survival and death. So, with the steady stomp-clank-stomp of the enemies’ heavy-infantry growing louder by the second, the goblins bid farewell to their fallen and feasted.

Another barrier of conjured stone sealed the entrance shut and was immediately ripped apart by a volley of spellfire and ballista bolts that went on to claim the lives of many goblins too slow to fall back. Some of the less-disciplined soldiers belonging to the other elders broke away; some fled, but more headed back down the tunnel where the artillery fire had emerged from. The slight rise in the ambient mana that followed moments later told the goblin exactly how that exchange went—the stomp-clank-stomp carried on uninterrupted.

The ominous noise grew louder, and soon the front ranks of the enemy emerged from the tunnel. A long column of steel-clad soldiers marched six abreast behind a wall of overlapping tower shields that bristled with barbed halberds and practically glowed with mana from the rune-etchings covering their so-very-impressive gear. Seeing so much skill-forged steel in such large quantities made the goblin exceedingly jealous; his own tribe was only just starting to narrow in on the secrets of steel, having taken a notable detour with alchemy that had so far failed to pay off.

Crossbow bolts and spellfire shot out from overhead, killing more of his tribe. The goblin hesitated to order the charge. His kind were soldiers, and those who knew their duty would face their end without regret, but attacking the ratling column had, time and again, failed to achieve any kind of meaningful results. Goblin archers fired back, their arrows clattering futilely off of shields, while the enemies’ crossbow bolts punched through multiple goblins with every shot. Ritual spells from his shamans unleashed a wave of rapidly moving stone that was dispelled long before it could reach their foes’ shields. Alchemists tossed concoctions that erupted into flames and anticlimactic ‘pops’ that only caused the glow emanating from their enemies’ runic armour to dim ever-so-slightly.

The goblin ran his long tongue over his need-like teeth, all too aware that his people were dying while he did nothing.

He looked to his comrades interspersed throughout the chamber, his fellow tribal elders; each goblin had a name and a story that until today had felt so impressive. Bloodspitter, Humaneater, Ironfang, and Grub. They waited in the dark for his command, their people watching patiently with the same look of resolution and despair set on their green faces.

Fighting was pointless—they had already lost.

YOU HAVE DONE WELL, GOBLIN, BUT IT APPEARS IT WAS NOT TO BE.

The Core’s voice echoed in his mind, loud and booming as it so often was.

“I know,” the goblin said, the words coming out with great difficulty from his oversized mouth—there were too many teeth and not enough bone to support them. Another thing to hate the humans for, he suspected.

THE INVADERS ARE TOUCHED BY A DUNGEON AS WELL. LIKE YOU THEY HAVE BEEN CHOSEN. YOU DO NOT HAVE TO DO THIS, YOU COULD SURRENDER.

“It is not our way,” he replied, a narrow finger testing the edge of his knife. Still sharp.

I WILL SPEAK TO THEM FOR YOU. THEY MAY BE MORE RECEPTIVE TO MY WORDS.

The goblin grunted noncommittally, unwilling to spend any more effort on words, not when there was killing to be done. Fighting their unbeatable foe may have been pointless, but it was their way—to do anything else wasn’t worth considering. A small self-serving voice begged him to run, to save himself before it was too late, but he ignored it. He had long since transcended thoughts of personal survival. The goblin surveyed the wide faces of his kin as the stomp-clank-stomp grew louder and the sound of bolts tearing through the air grew more numerous. He bit his tongue while he waited; the taste of his own blood helped to calm his nerves, until finally, the long column began to snake out of the tunnel and into the wide cavern where he and his kin waited.

Eyes shifted between him and the enemy. Fear, desperation, resolution all played out on the faces of his tribe, but as the goblin stroked his knife’s edge he saw what he had been waiting for.

Glee.

Fighting this battle may be futile—their loss a near certainty—but if they were to die on their feet a mere hairsbreadth away from the real fight just because a dungeon had sent its creatures to sharpen their blades and levels on his kin, well, he would make damn well sure to make them bleed them for it.

[Bleed Anything] pulsed in his narrow chest as a thousand eyes too large for their skulls stared at him in the dark. The goblin laughed, and his tribe, as nameless as their leader, laughed along with him. The large chamber echoed loudly with the warbling sound of their laughter even as his kin continued to die beneath the assault.

I CAN NEVER DECIDE IF YOUR KIND ARE ALL MAD OR IF IT’S JUST THOSE WHO RISE TO THE TOP.

The goblin grinned wider at the Core’s incredulity, and he felt multiple rows of his teeth bare in challenge. He raised his favoured knife and pointed it at the centre of the column of enemies clad in thick runic-steel. He cried out in joyous rage, his quavering laughter transitioning into a cry of frustration that echoed thousands of generations of his kind who had died violently and in vain.

They were so close to the end of it all that if they were to be denied their chance at significance, he would at least taste the flesh of these ratlings who dared to invade his home.

Again, a thousand goblins repeated his cry. The cavernous chamber grew loud with the screams of their rage as waves of green flesh charged, broke, bled, and charged again against the orderly regiments of ratlings in heavy runic-steel.

* * *

The throne was a grand and gaudy thing. The goblin—who was mostly surprised to still be breathing—couldn’t help but wonder why anyone would ever want so much gold. The metal was far too soft to stab anyone with, and last time he checked none of the variations in [Eat Anything] could derive any nutrition from metal. A large amount of effort, and possibly even class skills, had gone into its construction. Lifelike scales flowed up the legs of the seat better resembling those of a great predatory beast than a chair’s. The high back was composed of long serpentine necks that craned upwards, intertwined with one another until each ‘neck’ ended with a distinct draconic head. The throne itself was arranged in the centre of the impromptu dais that had been set up in the Dungeon’s Core chamber, the throne empty and vacant while a ratling stood proudly in front of it beside a large standard planted firmly in the ground.

Surprisingly, the ratling did not stand alone; besides its guards—a large group of black-furred heavy-infantry—there were a kobold in fine robes, an earth sprite clad in rocky armour, a woodling in bark, a fungoid dressed in woven fibres, and many more creatures he would not have suspected of surviving the Sundering, if not for their tags floating proudly above their heads. Members from every lesser species that inhabited the Dragonspines filled the chamber where he now knelt bound to the rock.

Looking between the collection of disparate races gathered in front of him, and the many different banners representing them on the standard held aloft, it wasn’t very hard for him to piece things together. It was a coalition.

“Join or die,” the ratling said coldly. The furred creature glanced at him, and the goblin saw nothing but disgust in its beady, animalistic eyes.

The goblin hated that it looked down at him like that, almost as much as he hated that it was the same look he sometimes gave his own kind. He had only recently understood why goblins were so despised by the other enlightened species; his new memories had given him the context he’d needed to properly despise himself for what had been done to them.

For what they had been reduced to.

Their baser instincts to reproduce when lacking the moderating influences of their memories wasn’t exactly the most palatable aspect of his kind. He liked to think that he was better than that now—that he had risen above what he once was as he tried to become closer to what goblins truly were—but that was just idle fancy. Despite his best attempts to instil some semblance of decency, goblins were nothing but a pale, violent shadow of what they used to be.

He wanted to stand up, to stare back into the ratling’s cold, disinterested eyes and defend goblinkind. The Sundering had trapped his kind in their infancy, leaving an entire species without a single parent to guide them. All they had were slightly older children to take on the roles of their ‘vaunted elders’ in a sick joke they simply couldn’t grow beyond. It was all the humans’ fault, and until their great betrayal was undone, dignity, restraint, and third rank would forever be out of reach.

Instead of saying any of that, he decided to say nothing.

The goblin was, after all, the oldest amongst the elders, a dubious honour that he had earned through his past cowardice. Each time he had run from a doomed tribe, he’d taken their lessons and knowledge with him on his frantic flights. Every time he’d started anew—unlike his brothers—he hadn’t started from scratch. He’d built on top of the failures time and again, until he found himself here in this dungeon, where he realised that he was finally done running. These were his kin, and he’d die with them.

“You can have dungeon. Everything in it yours. Let us go,” the goblin said stiffly after looking at the other dozen-or-so captives similarly bound in the wide chamber.

“That wasn’t the offer. Do I need to draw a pretty picture to get it through your thick skulls?” it asked.

“No picture,” he replied, shaking his bald head. “Goblins no join. Goblins never slaves. Never fodder. Goblins soldiers.”

The creature smiled at that, its single row of pristine white teeth looking far too clean for his liking.

“It is a good thing I’m not here looking for slaves. My Lord needs soldiers.”

Huh, Lord?

“Goblins are soldiers,” he responded cautiously, unsure of where the ratling was going with this.

“I’m going to take that as a tentative expression of your interest,” the creature stated. It paused briefly as it was interrupted by a kobold, who spoke excitedly in a yipping tone. It visibly shook with enthusiasm as it prattled on about the remnants of a failed alchemical experiment they had no doubt discovered in the goblins’ labworks. “As I was saying, my Lord is looking for soldiers, and while we came here for easy levels, your tribe surprised us there for a moment, hence the offer.”

“You kill many. Not enough left,” he spoke, choosing to be sparing with his words, since the exertion of speech took its toll on his vitality score. For once he was grateful for this limitation; if he could speak freely then he wasn’t sure he would be able to contain the rage that ran through him. Instead, the goblin clenched his fists, his claws digging into the green skin of his palms and causing him to bleed more than he could likely afford, especially considering how recently he had been injured and subsequently healed.

“Then you’ll make more,” the ratling said with a smile, ignoring his obvious show of anger.

The goblin shivered at that. While his kind were despised for their reliance on ‘breeders’ to bloat their population, ratlings were distrusted because of their casual disregard for their own species’ lives. Their caste system seemed cruel in the extreme even to him. The thought that he was subjecting his tribe to the whims of the finely dressed creature before him caused him to hesitate—but only a little, as the goblin was not delusional enough to think that he had a choice in the matter.

Before he realised it, he was ‘negotiating’ with the confederacy of creatures before him. The number of breeders who were to be ‘donated’ to the goblins’ cause to replenish their depleted ranks was bartered for, along with their access to skill-forged steel and their duties and obligations in the army that they were essentially being forced into serving. It was an almost amicable exchange if not for the obvious fact that if he refused to give ground on any issue, he would be summarily executed along with the rest of the survivors. Still, the goblins’ cowardice served them well in skirting the threats and earning the concessions that would see his tribe recover greater than ever before.

For a ratling, the creature that spoke to them was so very goblin in their practicalities.

When it eventually became time for it, he and the surviving goblins knelt before the ratlings’ banner. The creatures were obviously in charge of the delegation, and they followed a depiction of a large tusked rat on flowing red silk. When he knelt before the lowered standard, the goblin took the red silk in his still bloodstained hands and kissed it; the act of subservience that made the bile rise up in his throat, and was repeated by every bound goblin in the chamber.

When they were done the ratling laughed—a soft, almost melodic sound that showcased how easily it spoke.

“What wrong, ratling?” the goblin asked, fearful that the hard-won bargain they had struck might soon be unravelled.

“You may call me Halith, not ratling. And while I appreciate your sentiments to the Great Tusked Rat, I need you to swear your oaths to the standard, not the banner.”

“To the dragon?” the goblin asked.

“Yes. To the dragon,” Halith confirmed.

This time the standard was dipped; the banner displaying the tusked rat head was allowed to trail on the ground along with so many others, and then one by one the remaining goblins pressed their lips against the golden statuette of the snarling dragon atop the standard.

The metal was warm despite the chill of the dungeon, and if the goblin didn’t know better, he would have sworn that it tasted of cinnamon.


Chapter 20

Harder

The bard stared into the cold, pitiless eyes of the predator and saw its hunger. Its reflective irises shone yellow in the dim light of the late morning, warning her that it was past time for her to arise and face the coming day. The beast, clay rank and with the aggression to match, bared its prodigious fangs at her, then meowed. Her cat’s claws prickled the exposed skin of her arm with increasing urgency as Thanatos repeated his demands to be fed.

Eliza hadn’t slept. Her fear and paranoia had run rampant all through the night as she’d tossed and turned in her bed. Her thin cotton sheets had once again failed to provide her with the warmth or solace that she required in order for sleep to finally claim her, while the wintery breeze that habitually blew through her home had joined forces with her own anxious mind and managed to thoroughly quash her best attempts at rest.

Countless times over the past few years she had sworn to herself she would invest in a thicker blanket, or replace the rickety wooden shutters that lined the windows of her apartment, but life’s constant expenditures had always managed to get in the way. Whatever leftover coin she was able to scrounge together had a tendency of being splurged on one of the many vices or pleasures Eliza indulged in on a semi-regular basis. The bard was usually more than happy to take any and all substances on offer to better distract herself from the reality of her grim situation.

Until now.

Riyoul is going to murder me.

She had always known it to be true. From long before Adriann had ever told her about her replacement, Eliza had known deep in her bones that Riyoul was eventually going to kill her. She had been around for too long, she knew where too many bodies were buried—or at least she knew the names of the missing—and now it was finally her turn. She had thought that she would have more time—another decade at least, maybe more if she played her cards right—but now that the day of her execution was fast approaching her well-honed skills of self-destruction and self-distraction simply weren’t cutting it anymore.

She wanted to mope about with her cat and wait for the end, while her class wanted her to spin it into a song, one last ‘fuck you’ to Riyoul. Eliza was sorely tempted to out him as the monster that he was before she was gone, but she knew it was for nought. Even if she had the courage to oppose him so brazenly, that nagging itch in the back of her head told her that wasn’t the song that she should sing.

There was once a brave rogue known as the Smiling Knife,

He was a founding member of the Shining Swords,

Handsome, predictably heroic, and more than just good in a fight,

Now listen close while I tell you how I snuffed out his life . . .

The words came to her freely, four lines on repeat that her mind had wandered too close to and now refused to let it go. The truth of what she knew she had to do, but could not accomplish, was crystal clear to her. She was more certain of it than she was of her own name.

She had to kill Riyoul.

But how? She would hardly be the first to try, and how could she succeed where so many other infamous classers and terrifying monsters had already failed? She was just a bard, barely even a combat classer, and with a stat distribution far more suited for looking pretty than swinging any kind of weapon. Riyoul was one of the most dangerous men alive, and before Rhelea had filled up with Dragonhunters, inquisitors, and Gods know what else, he had easily been one of the hardest people to kill.

Eliza knew a lot about the Smiling Knife; she alone had done more of the legwork to forge the legend that had grown up around the man than anyone else. She probably knew him better than she did herself. She had dedicated decades of her life to keeping him happy, to providing him with words of advice that soothed the anxious worries of his ever-growing harem, or to dissuade prying eyes from looking too closely at the cuts and scars that decorated the older members of his exclusive club. Although now of course she wished more than anything else that she hadn’t—then she would have been able to face her looming end with a clear conscience.

As she lay back on her bed and stared up at the ceiling, Eliza could remember the names and faces of every woman who had passed through Riyoul’s clutches and disappeared, never to be seen again. Every woman who had put up with the powerful man’s fumbling attempts at seduction had been beautiful long before he’d pumped their charisma stat far higher than it needed to go. They’d been well-placed to be useful, but not so well-placed to have any power for themselves. No family, no loved ones, and Eliza knew that no one besides her missed them once they were gone. The man was a predator and he chose his victims well. The only thing that had changed in all these years was that the ages of the women he chose grew ever-younger as the grey had steadily crept into the corners around Riyoul’s temples.

And then it hit her.

The Smiling Knife grew older whilst I learned to be bolder,

Complacency, familiarity, and a little dose of unhealthy vanity,

These were the weapons that I chose to wield in the dark,

His blade against mine, there could be no surrender . . .

She could do it.

Riyoul’s stats were obscene, as was appropriate for a high-iron rogue, but she knew that his vitality still remained in the realm of mere mortals like her. The man appeared to have prioritised speed, strength, and charm at the expense of his health. The fact that she had seen him age at all, despite their massive level gap, all but confirmed it. The rogue had been relatively old when she had first met him, even if the lines were only then just starting to appear on his skin, whereas now they were deeply etched around his eyes. Over the past few years he’d taken to dying his hair. Now it was noticeably too dark, an artificial shade of black that in her eyes only highlighted his growing mortality.

That was something that she could use.

Smiling for the first time in days, Eliza got out of bed, intent on first feeding Thanatos and then maybe herself, as she worked through the parade of half-formed ideas spinning around her head. She opened her bedroom door all the way—Thanatos hissed and she had to stifle a scream when she saw Riyoul sitting at her kitchen table, slowly eating a modest meal of bread and cheese.

For a moment she was certain that he was there to kill her. He had to know that she was plotting something. How could he not? He was iron-rank after all; surely he had a danger-sense skill or something comparable to warn him of her traitorous thoughts. She braced herself for the knife’s kiss, the cut that would prematurely end her murderous plot, but it never came. The bard calmed her racing heart, pushed stamina through her skills as she regained her composure, and plastered her vacant come-fuck-me-look firmly on her face.

“Good. You’re up. You really should wake earlier, it’s cruel to let your cat wait so long for breakfast,” Riyoul said calmly, not bothering to look her way as he continued on uninterrupted with his meal.

Eliza glanced down at Thanatos; her cat, though grumpy, was still obnoxiously fat, and far more offended at Riyoul’s intrusion into his territory than he was at the delay for his breakfast. A suitably cutting retort came to her lips, and she let it go just as quickly, knowing full well the consequences of talking back to her persistent tormentor.

“I didn’t expect to see you here. I can make you something far better than bread and cheese,” she offered, silently begging the Gods to give her just a little more time. The fear that he could still be here to kill her was all too real as she struggled to maintain the smile on her face even with her skills keeping her tone calm and even.

“I’m only here for a brief visit. Don’t worry, I won’t be staying long. I just came to check in on what you learned.”

“Learned?”

“About Typh,” he clarified, the rogue’s jovial tone tinged with annoyance.

Riyoul was already in a dangerous mood.

Eliza had survived him for so long that she could read him like a book, and so she quickly busied herself with clearing a space at the table so he wouldn’t see her flinch. The mindless activity gave her time to think while she deftly tossed a chunk of dried meat to her cat. Riyoul was in a bad mood, which made him more dangerous than usual—if such a thing was possible. The realisation that she knew frighteningly little about the mage in question spurred her on in her almost frantic decluttering as she tried to stay calm and collected, even while her mind screamed at her to run.

“There’s not much to say. Typh’s been away from Rhelea for a while and came back to try and win back her ex,” she said with a sigh, stalling for time as she tried to pad out what little she knew with irrelevant details. “Arilla, the ex, is a mid-pewter warrior. A nice girl, if a bit naive—nicer than Typh, anyway. I don’t know what that warrior sees in the little mageling besides her tits, but it must have been something special, as the two of them left town together a few days after reuniting.”

“That’s it?” he asked, sounding unimpressed.

“Yes,” Eliza confirmed while trying not to drown beneath a wave of icy terror. “Listen, I tried. I gave it my all, but Typh just wasn’t interested. It was a bloody miracle I got that much out of her, and when I pushed, she got violent. The mad little mage very nearly knocked my teeth out!”

“She fought you? Physically, I mean?”

“Yeah, she has a surprisingly good left hook,” the bard explained, rubbing her jaw absentmindedly as the memory of the bruise briefly reasserted itself.

“How good?” Riyoul asked slowly, startling her with his sudden intensity.

“I’m sorry?”

Quick as he was, she should have seen the blow coming. Riyoul hit her in the face. Hard. His knuckles moved far faster than her eyes could follow and struck her squarely in the jaw. The blow sent her crashing down to the ground amidst the loud clattering of old dishes and dirty laundry she had gathered from the surface of her table.

“Harder than that, or softer?” Riyoul asked, his tone light like he was asking about her favourite colour. As usual, the rogue gave no outward indication in either his posture or tone that he had just assaulted her.

Eliza wanted to scream, to cry murder, to go for one of the knives at his belt and stab him through his vindictive little eyes, but instead she pulled on her skill, steadying her voice as she answered.

“Harder.”

Riyoul raised his eyebrows maybe half an inch in surprise before he struck her again. This time she thought she caught a flicker of movement before his fist met her jaw. She felt her teeth loosen and the bone groan as she very nearly blacked out.

When the room finally stopped spinning, Riyoul was looking down at her expectantly. She knew implicitly what he wanted to know, and a part of her hated herself for not even trying to stop him. She hated herself for that—almost as much as she hated herself for not trying to save any one of the countless women that he had killed. She hated herself for who she had become, a sad little bard who numbed herself with drugs and booze since she’d failed to break free from the monster who stood before her with her blood on his knuckles.

“Harder,” she said again, a small part of her relishing the coming pain as if it would expunge her guilt. Erase her complicity in Riyoul’s many crimes. It was a just punishment from an unjust man.

True to his namesake, the Smiling Knife smiled widely before he hit her again.

The process repeated itself for more rounds than Eliza could count until her face felt more like a giant bruise than anything else. The coppery taste of her own blood filled her mouth as she swallowed back red and swore to the Gods that this was the last time he would ever hurt her like this.

When Riyoul was done, he seemed satisfied, mumbling something or another about strength and vitality scores in the high forties or low fifties, but she paid him no bother. Any doubts she may have had about attempting to kill him had been thoroughly expunged from her mind.

For a time, she just lay there on the floor beside her table surrounded by old dishes and dirty clothes while she willed herself to keep breathing through her nose. Her mouth was far too tender and swollen to even contemplate letting the cold air of the room rush past. When she was finally ready, Eliza slowly crawled to her feet, realising then that Riyoul had appeared to have left her home. A single gold talent had been placed on the centre of her table, presumably to pay for a healer. The more discreet ones tended to charge far more than those at the temple, who would want to know who had abused her.

Torturously slow, she worked her way up from her knees and to her feet before she staggered over to the jug of cold water sitting beside the coin. She swirled the fluid around her mouth, wincing all the while before she spat a mouthful of blood and half a tooth out onto her floor. Thanatos blessedly had the decency to avoid licking that messy puddle, and he instead rubbed himself up affectionately against her unsteady legs.

She looked down at her cat and then back up at the sparsely furnished apartment that was her home. It had been grand to her once, even if her expectations had been so very low at the time. The thin walls and creaking floorboards that made up the two rooms of her flat had sheltered her well over the years, bearing witness to her lowest lows and the very few highs.

“Time for a change of scene,” she managed to get out, her skill [Troubadour’s Voice] working overtime to make herself audible to her own ears. It was tricky to get her skill to translate her utterances, but given the difficulty her tongue had navigating the swollen confines of her still bleeding mouth, twisting [Troubadour’s Voice] into uncomfortable patterns was far less painful than forcing coherent words past her bruised lips.

Without a second thought, she bent down to pick up her cat and the coin, stopping only long enough to throw on some warmer clothes and collect her violin before leaving. She wasn’t sure if she’d ever return.

* * *

The Royal Alchemists Guild headquarters was one of the most impressive buildings in central Rhelea, but with all the new construction that was going on in what was soon to be the ‘new’ inner city, that statement was unlikely to last for much longer. Those few lucky professionals with high-level building-related classes were being paid in gold talents by the day to erect grand edifices in frighteningly short periods of time. Already Rhelea’s skyline had changed dramatically since the first snows of winter, with the interior walls now being twice as thick as they had been; all manner of new structures rose above the old where the less-than-desirable premises had already been demolished.

Of course, when Eliza walked in through the front door with Thanatos tucked securely under one arm, this did not weigh on her mind in the slightest. Her feline friend was more than a little bit cantankerous from being so roughly manhandled as she carried him out into the cold of Rhelea’s streets, but he was quick to calm down once he was inside the relative warmth of the grand old building.

She placed her hissing companion down on the ground and handed him some grilled meat she had purchased on her way to the guild in order to soothe his justifiable anger. While Thanatos emitted several delighted purrs and tucked into his feast, the bard herself walked up to the secretary on duty, who was practically buried beneath a mountain of paperwork. In the spur of the moment, Eliza decided to crack a smile, something that must have been truly gruesome given the attractive—if a little bookish—woman’s reaction and how her own face painfully protested the motion.

“Gods, you look like shit.”

“Well thanks, Pirria, you don’t look too fresh yourself,” Eliza commented, her skill still doing the vast majority of the talking for her.

“Eliza, what are you doing here? You know we are not supposed to meet,” she said in a hushed tone before leaning forwards conspiratorially. “It isn’t safe.”

“Relax, he’s not here,” Eliza said, well aware that the statement was based more in hopefulness than it was in certainty, but she had a perception skill and Pirria did not. She had found over the years that the woman was far more likely to calm down if the bard over-exaggerated her ability to detect Riyoul.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes,” she lied, only feeling a little bit guilty, since her charisma score helped her to easily sell the lie. “We need to talk, do you have a minute?”

“Not really. It’s absolute chaos here. Things were bad enough when Azoth died, but his replacement from the capital and the investigators that came with him all ‘disappeared’ a few weeks ago,” Pirria replied, wincing. “The guild is keeping it quiet—as usual—but everyone in the know is shitting their pants at how the local leadership keeps getting murdered.”

“Haven’t the Alchemic Guards helped? I counted six of them; aren’t they super high up in your guild’s hierarchy?”

“How do you know they’re here? No, don’t answer that. Of course you know about them; he probably had you spying again, didn’t he?” she said in a huff. “The Alchemic Guards are honestly part of the problem. Rather than bringing about some semblance of order, they just keep demanding the oddest reagents from our stores. Things that have nothing to do with their maintenance, and with the Adventurers Guild currently up in arms, fulfilling their orders has already blown the quarterly budget and then some. Without a master alchemist to take the reins, journeymen from every two-bit alchemy lab are trying to throw their weight around, hoping to be named interim branch manager or something.”

“So you don’t have a minute?” Eliza asked.

“I thought I just made myself pretty clear.”

“Pirria. Please.”

“Fine, but only because you look like you just went ten rounds with an irate minotaur,” she said, then sighed. Pirria looked increasingly flustered as she stepped away from behind her desk. The secretary then produced a set of brass keys from beneath her desk’s drawer. “Come on, you know the way,” she continued as she led Eliza and Thanatos away from the reception desk and down a hall, then used her keys to unlock a door leading down into the basement.

“Seriously, Eliza, what the fuck happened to you?” Pirria asked as soon as they were behind the thick layers of security wards that lined the guild’s basement. Her standoffish attitude quickly evaporated as she rushed forwards to embrace Eliza in an affectionate hug. The bookish woman clearly trusted the runework—which was designed to protect the Alchemists Guild’s more valuable reagents—to also ensure their privacy. It was a decision Eliza privately scoffed at, but currently she had no choice but to accept the risk while silently praying Riyoul had better things to do than spy on either of them.

“It’s nothing, really. Riyoul wanted to know the strength score of a mage he’s interested in. For a kill I suspect, not the harem,” she said dismissively, returning the hug which she had only just realised quite how badly she needed.

“It’s not nothing, Eliza. He’s never hurt you like that. With knives, maybe, but never his hands,” Pirria said aghast.

“I know,” she agreed. “It’s why I’m here. I’ve heard he’s power-levelling a new bard. I’m going to be . . . replaced.”

“Gods, I’m so sorry.”

“I’m not here for your pity, I need your help,” the bard explained, then took a moment to produce the thick gold talent.

“A healing salve?” the secretary questioned.

“Poison.”

“I won’t help you kill yourself, Eliza.”

“It’s not for me. I’m going to kill him.”

“You can’t be serious.”

“I am, but I need your help. I need something strong enough to kill an iron-rank rogue, something his skills won’t detect.”

“We don’t even know his skills,” Pirria said flatly.

“I don’t, but you do,” Eliza accused.

“I don’t!” the woman said indignantly, too indignantly for Eliza’s skill-enhanced ears to believe.

“Pirria, he’s been coming to you for years for salves and potions. Do you honestly expect me to believe you haven’t sounded out exactly what he can and cannot detect,” the bard began, then levelled the other woman with a hard stare. “I know you.”

“I would never—”

“I would. In a heartbeat I would. He kills us, Pirria. He takes vulnerable women and offers them levels and wealth. He instals us where he needs us, just so he has people ready to do his twisted little bidding whenever he wants it and has the gall to call us his harem to anyone who asks. When we disagree, he hurts us, and when we disobey we disappear. You and I both know what that really means.”

“. . . Maybe I know something,” Pirria admitted after a long pause.

“Tell me.”

“As far as I can tell, he can detect all conventional poisons and toxins even at initially safe doses . . . I may have tried microdosing him once a few years back. Let’s just say that I have no desire to revisit those memories. The scars are enough,” she explained. “But six months ago, there was a bad batch of potions from some improperly stored gorgon’s blood, it’s really quite fascinating really the seal on the vials—”

“You’re rambling,” Eliza interrupted.

“Right, so I am. Sorry,” Pirria apologised. “Nerves.”

“I understand, I do, but you were getting at something.”

“I was. The stoneskin potions were bad, really bad. A few adventurers died, and the Guild had to shell out a lot of money to keep it quiet. The potions still worked, but they adversely impacted the consumer’s dexterity scores by quite a lot. The thing is, Riyoul couldn’t tell; he drank one and suffered the consequences just like everyone else.”

“What are you getting at?”

“From my . . . subsequent testing . . .” she admitted with a defiant glint in her eyes, “I have deduced that Riyoul cannot detect the adverse side-effects of alchemical substances, provided the numerical benefits outweigh the detrimental costs. That leaves quite a lot of substances on the table which can technically be lethal under certain . . . exacting circumstances.”

“Do you have any? Please tell me you have something that can kill him,” Eliza implored.

“I might, but . . .”

“But what?”

“You’re not the first,” she began, speaking softly, then pausing as a look of uncertainty passed across her pale face. “I source his potions, Eliza, everyone knows that, and more often than not when a girl senses their time is approaching, they come to me asking for a poison.”

“Pirria, I—”

“Let me finish,” she said. Her eyes scrunched tight, and the bard realised what it was the other woman was about to say. Pirria had her own guilty conscience that she needed to excise. Eliza wasn’t the only one Riyoul had made complicit in his crimes; no doubt he did it to all of them in some way or another.

“I’m supposed to give you something that doesn’t work and pass along what you asked for to him. If he’s training a replacement, he’ll be on his guard for just such a thing, and if you fail—if he finds out that I helped you—he’ll come after me too,” Pirria continued.

“Then why are you telling me this? Why are you helping me at all?” Eliza asked.

“Because you’re right. He kills us. He’ll kill me too someday if no-one stops him, and this might actually work. You’re my friend, Eliza. I know we don’t get to talk much, but your visits, infrequent though they are, they matter to me. I don’t know if I could do this on my own.”

“You don’t have to go through this alone. I can do it; I know that I can kill him with your help.”

“Maybe you can, but only if you can dose him, and no offence but he’ll see you coming from a mile away.”

“It’s okay, I have a plan for that.”

“I won’t ask, just . . . don’t fail. For all our sakes, don’t fail.”

“I won’t. Just tell me how it works.”

“It’s simple in theory, although a lot harder in practice. With the Alchemic Guards in Rhelea demanding what they currently are, there are a lot of true exotics from our stores that I can lift for you. What I have in mind can only be absorbed through the skin; it’s part of the treatment we use to maintain their powers. It boosts the recipient’s effective strength and dexterity scores, though at a fairly considerable cost to their vitality. There’s a secondary tonic to alleviate the loss, but when prepared incorrectly it only exacerbates the problem for a commensurate increase to the two other stats.”

“So what, you know a lotion and a tonic that will kill him if I can expose him to both, but in the meantime it will only make him even more of an efficient killer?”

“Yes. A substantially more lethal one. There’s also some emotional instability associated with the treatment. There’s an additional tonic for that, but I can’t get a hold of it, and even if I could it would be too much to sneak into him.”

“And people really volunteer to join the Alchemic Guard?” Eliza asked, shocked at the brief window into the myriad of treatments they were subjected to.

“I’m told it’s quite the honour. Now do you want them or not?” the secretary responded.

“I want them. Will the gold talent cover the costs? I don’t want you getting in trouble with the Guild as well.”

“A talent doesn’t even come close, but keep your money so you can actually go see a healer. You really do look like shit. With how badly the Guild is being run right now, no one will notice the loss—you should really see some of the things going missing from inventory—but you also need to remember these aren’t poisons. He’ll need a large dose, and it might take a long time to come into full effect.”

“How long are we talking about?”

“I really don’t know,” she replied, shrugging. “The Alchemic Guards practically bathe in the stuff for hours at a time, but then their class is vitality and strength heavy. If Riyoul dumped his like we think he has, then a smaller dose should produce the same effect.”

“Should?”

“We’re trying to kill an iron-rank by skirting around the edges of alchemy to avoid tripping his poison sense. If it was easy to kill him like this, someone would have already done it. I can’t say that it will work—the dose might not be large enough, or it might not last for a long enough time to kill him—but if my math is right the negative vitality and his own age should kill him.”

“But it might not?” Eliza asked.

“But it might not,” Pirria repeated.

“Thank you, Pirria.”

“Good luck, Eliza.”

They hugged again, and to the bard it felt like a goodbye, not least because she knew that it probably was. Her plan was still working itself out, and while it was getting clearer in her head with every passing second, it still required a lot of things to go exactly her way.

Too many things to count on.

As Eliza held Pirria in her arms, she made sure to squeeze her close, her old friend smelling strongly of the alchemical scents that permeated the large basement. Thanatos looked up at them from the corner of the room, his predatory eyes reflecting yellow in the dim-lighting.

“Pirria, will you take care of my cat for a few days?”

It wasn’t a question, although in many ways it did feel like a dying woman’s last request.


Chapter 21

Friend

*Congratulations, Alternate Form has reached level 50. You must rank up the skill to progress it further.*

Alternate Form - Used by dragons since the dawn of Creation to infiltrate, interbreed, and otherwise observe the other enlightened species, this skill allows you to adopt the form of another species indefinitely.

Available Forms:

Human Female.

Whilst active, skills dependent on your dragon physiology are suppressed, physical attributes are capped at Alternate Form’s skill level, and your Dragon Class will be hidden for the duration of this skill’s use.

Choose once from the list of modifications . . .

Additional Forms - This modification grants you additional forms to sculpt and choose from with the total number available being limited to this skill’s overall rank.

Hidden Form - This modification reduces the separation between your original and alternate forms, making them less real by allowing you to use your stats’ original baseline rather than that of your chosen form.

Twin Forms - This modification increases the separation between your original and alternate forms, making them more real by granting each one distinct resource pools of their own.

[Alternate Form] had levelled during the night. The skill Typh was so dependent on had finally made it to the next rank, though its progression had slowed dramatically as it begrudgingly approached 50. She had been growing increasingly worried that it would never make it there by itself—not without finding some way of stressing its capabilities. The thin trickle of mana that it steadily consumed while Typh remained in her human body was essentially negligible. This small boon allowed her to essentially cast as many spells as she wanted without the fear of accidentally reverting back into a dragon. But that low mana consumption also led to a painfully slow rate of levelling, at least compared to her more active mage skills.

Of her three choices, all were appealing; the first, for it would let her choose an additional two forms—perhaps one to let her stay safely in Rhelea by Arilla’s side, and another for hiding in plain sight. The allure of spending some of her time in the shape of a bird or a beloved housecat, had a surprising appeal to it, but what stopped her from considering it too deeply however was her fear. She identified so strongly with her human body that she simply couldn’t imagine giving it up, tactical advantage or the ability to lick one’s own crotch in public be damned.

Her second option was easily the most powerful. If she was reading it right, it would let her use her draconic baseline with her restricted physical stats. Her human skin would become as tough as her scales, the muscles of a five-foot woman would become as strong as those of a hundred-and-ten-foot-long dragon, and her arcane reservoir and potency would rise to match the mana channels of her original body. It was hands down the most powerful upgrade that she could imagine to her skill, but there was a catch: it would make her ‘less real.’ Typh didn’t know precisely what that meant, but it was enough to scare her away. Would she lose some of the intensity to her feelings? Would her cold, draconic thoughts intrude on her time spent as Typh? As much as she lusted over the potential power, it wasn’t worth the risk of losing her human self to her dragon side, not least because she was being hunted and her realness as a human woman was easily her greatest defence.

The last was the most mediocre of her options—strong in its own right but lacking the versatility of the first, or the raw power of the second. It was a second chance, a further separation of her two selves giving her much deeper reserves to draw upon in a fight. It was potentially accompanied by a dulling of her draconic instincts, but she realised then that she could live with that. Her nature to hoard wealth and salivate in the face of exotic metals was hardly something she couldn’t live without.

She made her choice.

Alternate Form - Used by dragons since the dawn of Creation to infiltrate, interbreed, and otherwise observe the other enlightened species, this skill allows you to adopt the form of another species indefinitely with its own resource pools based on your adjusted stats.

Available Forms:

Human Female.

Whilst active, skills dependent on your dragon physiology are suppressed, physical attributes are capped at Alternate Form’s skill level, and your Dragon Class will be hidden for the duration of this skill’s use.

“Why would he even want five thousand people?” Arilla asked, punctuating the silence that had grown between them while Typh had consulted her status.

“He doesn’t. It’s an impossibly large number that he pulled out of his ass to punish me for choosing you and rejecting him,” Typh said quickly.

“I mean maybe—” Arilla began.

“Arilla. He wants me by his side. Deformed as I am, a sovereign dragon who willingly kneels to a Shadow would be quite the coup.”

“I don’t know; I’m not saying this isn’t about you. I mean, I saw the way he looked at you, but like you said he also asked Kalle and others for humans. Maybe he did give you an impossibly large number, but he still wants people for some reason. I think we should be concerned with the why.”

“Maybe,” Typh said with a shrug, trying not to dwell on the ridiculous demand that she had agreed to—if only under duress. “Perhaps he simply wants to repopulate his city?”

“That can’t be it,” Arilla said, shaking her head. “If that was all he was bothered about, then why would he say that he wanted mages or the unclassed specifically? And why would he care about their ages either?”

Typh paused for a moment, and actually thought about it. She once again sifted through the ancient memories of long-dead dragons that resided within her, and for a brief moment their past experiences flowed over her like a river. With practised delicacy, she skimmed along the surface of that vast wealth of knowledge, searching for what she knew but did not yet remember.

“Well that’s obvious,” she eventually said, suppressing a grimace as she found what she’d been looking for amongst her inherited memories—the details finally sparked in her mind in all too vivid detail. “He probably wants to do some kind of large-scale ritual magic. That, or he’s building a mage army, but considering what he is and how he already has a pretty substantial force of shades, I find that option unlikely.”

“What does ritual magic have to do with their ages?”

“Children below a certain age, human children specifically, are the only sapient creatures in all of Creation who aren’t integrated into the System. That makes them useful in a way.”

“You’re going to have to explain that.”

“Remember when I said that the System works on belief and will? That the collective expectations of every creature living and dead give it the power to change us and sculpt the mana that runs through Creation into classes, stats, and skills?”

“I remember you saying that I could will myself to be stronger,” Arilla added unhelpfully.

“I said technically you could. If it were that easy, I’d have just willed away my runt trait,” she scoffed, before remembering herself. “Yes, some people—usually the completely insane or self-delusional—can do that sort of thing for admittedly very brief periods of time. When they do so they’re actively pitting their will against the System, rather than having it help them move their mana into the patterns we’re used to. For however long it lasts, they’re essentially saying they know better than literally everyone else who has ever lived, and they’re shaping their internal mana themselves.”

“And what? Children don’t have this problem?”

“The unclassed as a whole don’t. While the vast majority of them won’t have a clue how to actively harness it, humans are an inherently magical species. You don’t need a mage class to do magic, it’s just a lot easier with one, and almost impossible to perform if you’re already in the System and lack one altogether.

“If you get enough of the unclassed together all believing the same thing, then Creation will bend just a little in the right direction. Ordinarily for large-scale rituals you’re better off integrating unclassed participants into the System and taking advantage of the extra mana from the low-level mages, but there’s one notable exception to this,” Typh explained.

“Children,” Arilla interjected.

“Correct. Children believe harder and easier than adults. It’s not like you can easily use this sort of thing, much less make your castle suddenly begin floating through the sky, but if you’re pretty much there already, then the belief of a few hundred human children might push you over the edge. Even better, if properly exploited their belief can smooth over any minor errors in a ritual circle, although getting a large-enough group of children to all believe the same thing with intense certainty is rarely palatable.”

“I’m assuming by unpalatable you mean human sacrifice?”

“Well yes, correct again. Although, it doesn’t work if it’s quick or discreet. The children being sacrificed need to not only see it coming, but to believe that their lives are being exchanged for magical power . . . How did you know that?” Typh asked.

“Really underselling it with your vocabulary there, Typh,” Arilla said disparagingly. Then, upon catching the dragon’s insistent look, the warrior sighed before continuing, “And I know that because it makes sense. It’s in practically every bard’s tale there is about evil mages, although I’ve never heard the reason why they’re so keen to carve up innocents on bloodstained altars until now.”

“I mean, he might not want them for that; you can elicit a similar empowering effect from children with hope, but that’s a much taller ask.”

“Are you really going to suggest that Erebus, the paranoid, mind-violating, necromancer shadow dragon who murdered a city wants to use the power of children’s hope to cast a big spell?”

“I . . . see your point,” she conceded. “How are you holding up?”

Arilla’s face contorted itself into a pained grimace before settling back into her easy smile.

“I’m okay, it’s just . . .”

“Just what?”

“He was in my head, and I didn’t know. He pushed me to do things, and I can’t even tell where his influence stopped and my own desires started. He’s silver rank—how do I know if he’s even left my mind? What if he changed things, and I’m not still me anymore?”

Typh winced, the knee jerk reaction to sell Arilla a comforting lie made itself known. It was less insistent for a change, and she bit down on that urge. It wasn’t pleasant, but she owed Arilla the truth.

“You can’t know, not for certain. I could look for you, but his skill in such things far outstrips my own. In theory, with your [Dragon’s Resilience] skill, all you need to do is raise it to seventh tier, or gold, and it should fight off anything he may have left behind, but until then you kind of just have to live with the uncertainty.”

“So gold rank? Godhood essentially,” Arilla said with exasperation.

“If you have a very limited view of what a God is, sure,” Typh said, then shrugged.

“Well fuck. I was hoping you had some kind of dragon mojo that would help.”

“Dragon mojo?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. “Sorry, I’m all out.”

They walked on in silence for a time, the steady crunch of snow under their boots as they made their way ever closer to Rhelea. The Old Road almost blended into the surrounding hillsides, only visible thanks to its raised outline amongst all that white. The city stood in the distance, and they would reach the slums by mid-afternoon. They could cut that down if they pushed, but Typh was starting to feel anxious about the thought of leaving Rhelea and never returning—at least not for several hundred years—and she felt no need to hurry.

“You’d still do it, wouldn’t you?” Arilla asked, breaking her silent contemplation. Typh shifted her focus from the snow shrouded cityscape in the distance to the human classer she would have to leave behind.

“Do what?”

“You’d give Erebus the five thousand if you could, even knowing what he has planned for them.”

“I don’t know what he has planned for them.”

“But you would give them to him if you could.”

“Well, yes. Five thousand human lives isn’t really that many in the grand scheme of things.”

“How can you say that? I’m human.”

“I can say that because far more lives would be lost if a Monster actually spawned inside of a human city. With all the focusing runes your kind has built up around your settlement walls to help you passively level faster, right now they’re all just summoning grounds waiting to be used,” Typh said. “Five thousand humans, some of whom may be sacrificed to fuel a ritual spell, is nothing in comparison to the lives that will be lost if we remain ignorant and unable to change anything.”

Arilla looked at her long and hard.

“You can’t just trade human lives like that. Every one of those five thousand is a person—they all deserve a chance to live. What would you do if someone sacrificed my life for the greater good?”

“Then I’d find out who they were and eat them alive. Slowly.”

“I’m serious, Typh.”

“So am I. I’m a sovereign dragon, Arilla. A Sovereign. That means something; I have a duty to make the hard decisions in times like these, a duty that I’ve been putting off for far too long.”

“Because of me?”

“In part, but mostly because I don’t want to die.”

“Typh . . .”

Arilla reached over to take her by the hand. The solid steel of the warrior’s gauntlets was comforting to her even if it served to highlight how the majority of her warrior’s armour had been irreparably damaged defending Cawic. Still, the unsolicited touch and the strength in Arilla’s firm grip was reassuring.

“We don’t have to die for this. It’s not too late for you to change your mind. Fly away with me. Please,” Typh asked, knowing long before the words had left her mouth that it was pointless; Arilla’s mind was set, and so was hers in a way.

She had shirked her responsibilities for far too long. The class she knew she had to take weighed heavily in her mind even as she stepped in closer to her chosen warrior. Arilla’s scent filled her nostrils, and all those conflicting feelings wafting off of her were enough to make Typh’s head spin. She couldn’t begin to imagine how her warrior tolerated it, or why she was so intent on holding on to the past when it could only offer her pain. Then again, Arilla wasn’t the only one who let their past hold them back.

Sovereign Magus - You are of a noble bloodline and have led an army into battle, raining down spells on your enemies. As a result, you are given the option of further strengthening your ability to command and empower others with your spellcraft.

+2 Vit, +5 Int, +1 Will, +2 Cha, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Noble] tagged.

The choice called to her, and surprisingly enough both of her classes called back—her usually silent sovereign dragon class wanted her to reach out and take it. Now that Arilla was finally starting to pull away, her reasons for stalling were falling flat. Her classes, frustrated for remaining capped for so long, desperately cried out for her to rank up and resume her progression. There was no reason to wait; it was past time for her to once again lead the motley collection of desperate species she had half-heartedly gathered throughout the long autumn months. And yet, when she looked at her warrior, who was so much more now than she had been when they’d first met, her thoughts of duty and self-sacrifice paled in comparison to the tantalising prospect of what they could still have together.

If only Arilla felt the same way.

Her chosen human was an orphan, a nobody; she was not obligated to help, nor did anyone expect her to. She possessed no special abilities—at least, nothing more than the enchantments that Typh had hidden away in her new sword—but she was set on giving up her own chance at happiness to try and save what in all likelihood could not be saved.

Typh was jealous of that certainty, that self-righteous belief in herself. All her life she had been told she was unworthy of the blood that ran through her veins, that she would never amount to anything, and a large part of her still believed that. When she thought of the army she had forged and left to Halith to grow in her absence, she couldn’t help but compare it to the forces that lived in her memories. In every measurable way it was inferior to the hosts of old, even the contemporary ones fielded by the other Council races could tear their way through her army in less than an hour.

She was under no illusions that it was anything other than a desperate, last-ditch attempt to forestall the inevitable, but unlike Arilla, it was wholly hers.

“We’ve been through this before. You know I won’t run from this fight,” the warrior finally said. Typh only half listened when she continued, “We should get moving.”

“No. We’re not done with this conversation,” the dragon replied, surprising herself that she was even speaking.

“What more is there to say?” Arilla asked.

“Once I leave Rhelea with Tamlin, you’ll likely never see me again,” Typh stated, knowing it to be the truth.

“Wait . . .”

“Depending on what class you choose for your rank up, you’ll feel the pull of me in your chest, but we’ll never meet again. Not unless you come find me, and we both know that you won’t do that. If you can somehow save Rhelea from eating itself alive, then there will always be another problem: another battle for you to fight, another reason to stay and put others before your own needs. This could very well be our last day together, yet you want to spend it pretending that you don’t want me, that a goodbye between us is a trivial thing. So if you’re intent on staying—”

And then Arilla kissed her.

As their lips locked it was suddenly like it was months ago, back when the only barrier between them were Typh’s many lies. She felt herself melt into Arilla’s grasp as her warrior held her close, and all of her thoughts of duty and destiny faded away.

She found her hands fumbling at the buttons over Arilla’s chest. The biting cold was quickly dispelled by her aura that almost instinctively blossomed out around them. The air within its bounds grew noticeably warmer as she fed [Sovereign’s Aura] with a trickle of her potent mana. Snow melted into water, which quickly transitioned into a thick steam that clouded the air. Her lungs were filled with a heady warmth that persisted even as she was pushed down onto her back.

The Old Road was firm beneath her when her hands found their way inside of Arilla’s winter coat. The plush fur from some beast provided a delightful contrast to the softness of her lover’s small breasts and the firm muscles beneath them. Arilla arched her back, pressing herself down into Typh’s hands while the dragon’s fingers found and encircled an erect nipple. She pinched it, and her warrior moaned, Typh laughing with delight as she spurred on the other woman’s advances. Her own chest was soon bared to the elements when Arilla’s hungry lips travelled down her body, kissing and biting with equal measure until Typh felt hot breath against the opening of her sex.

They had made love outdoors before, but there was something especially salacious about doing so atop the paved slabs of the Old Road rather than a hilltop in the middle of nowhere. It may have been private, in the sense that there was nobody around for miles in every direction, but just being out in the open and able to see Rhelea in the distance made it feel different.

Arilla’s tongue travelled up and down the length of her vulva, barely making contact with her clitoris before she pulled back—Typh groaned and bucked her hips against her lover’s face in her urgent need for more. Strong hands dimpled her thighs and pulled her legs apart, her feigned resistance evaporated beneath her lover’s intimate kisses and Arilla’s warm tongue plundered her already slick depths.

And then, just as quickly as it had started, it was over.

“Stop. We have company,” Typh said reluctantly, her skill-enhanced ears picking up the riders from afar just as they crossed the boundary into what she could sense.

The two of them hurriedly put their clothes back on and stepped away from the wide circle of melted snow when, as predicted, a patrol of soldiers on horseback approached them from the south. The squad consisted of six riders, men and women in Traylan colours who made it abundantly clear that they were both well-armed and armoured. Their aggressive postures indicated that this was not going to be a pleasant interaction, and they stopped their horses just short of what could be considered polite.

Still flustered from before, Typh absentmindedly smoothed out a wrinkle in her dress and pulled her coat tighter over her chest while she tried to ignore how one of the soldiers stared intently at Arilla. The spike of possessive jealousy that accompanied that look strongly suggested her draconic instincts hadn’t gone anywhere after ranking up her [Alternate Form] skill.

“Ho there, adventurers,” the lead soldier said. The man was tagged as a low bronze warrior; his five accompanying guards displayed the same class although their levels varied from high-clay to mid-pewter.

“Is there a problem?” Typh asked, instantly regretting her choice of words and tone when the lead soldier’s eyes narrowed with suspicion.

“Not necessarily,” the man responded slowly. “A small dragon was spotted descending through the cloud cover last night, so we’ve been on high-alert ever since. When our mage ranks picked up your spell we were dispatched to investigate,” he explained. “Now, what are you doing out here at this time of year?”

“Does it matter?”

“Yes.”

“Fine . . .” Typh sighed. “We were returning to Rhelea after helping out the village of Cawic to the north of here. We have signed letters and everything requesting our help, is that enough for you?”

“I’ll have to see those letters, but yes, that should suffice. I don’t suppose you’ve seen any signs of the dragon or its rider?” the soldier asked.

“I’m afraid we haven’t. Although, I imagine even a small dragon would be pretty hard to miss,” Arilla offered. She quickly produced the old letter from Kalle and walked forwards to hand it over. A soldier met her midway and the crumpled piece of paper was exchanged, before it was then delivered to the squad’s commander.

“That’s a shame. I would have certainly liked a piece of that bounty,” the bronze-rank said while he examined the letter. “Now, everything seems in order. I just need to see your badges and I can let you go.”

“Our Adventurers Guild badges?” Typh replied, confused by the request.

“Yes, you are registered with the guild?” the man asked again.

“We are, one moment,” Arilla said, before bending low to rummage through her pack again, this time for the old pieces of fired clay that had been issued to them months ago. Once she found them, she tossed the badges underarm across the wide stretch of road between her and the soldiers, the leader of which snatched the pieces of clay out of the air effortlessly. Time passed in an uncomfortable silence while the bronze-rank human looked at them both in turn, frowning all the while.

“Is there a problem? I think Maneous can vouch for me,” Arilla eventually volunteered.

“Recruit Maneous, is it true? Do you know these women?” the bronze ranker asked, turning to face the high-clay soldier who had been staring conspicuously at Arilla for the entire time.

“Yes, Sergeant. At least, I know the warrior. Arilla is her name, although she was level 37 only a few weeks ago . . .” Maneous said before trailing off, clearly unsettled by Arilla’s rapid level gain.

“Anything else? Level gain like that is hardly illegal,” the Sergeant responded with a glare. The recruit chose to look down at the horse he was awkwardly perched on, rather than meet the higher-levelled soldier’s gaze.

“Just that uhh . . . she uhm, volunteers at the temple most weekdays, or at least . . . she did until recently, that is,” Maneous continued, his words coming out in a nervous tumble from between his too-straight teeth.

“Well, I’m afraid that as Godly as you are, you’re both going to have to come with me,” the Sergeant said, turning his attention back to Typh and Arilla. “These badges are for clay ranks, which neither of you two are. You should have a pair of pewters, especially since you’re both on the cusp of bronze.”

“We’ve been a bit lax on getting them upgraded,” Arilla admitted, flawlessly feigning her awkwardness.

“They’re expensive, and like you said, we’re both on the cusp of bronze. Why buy a pewter badge when we’re so close to ranking up?” Typh added.

“Be that as it may, I have to insist on escorting you back to Rhelea. If you’re not sworn into the service of a Terythian noble house, or have up-to-date membership with the Adventurers Guild, then you have to get your classes inspected by an appraiser.”

“I’m sorry, can you say that last bit again?” Typh interjected, steeling herself for what she strongly suspected she was going to have to do.

“We’ll need to get an appraiser to check your classes. I’m sorry, I know it’s intrusive, but the results are kept strictly confidential, and it’s the law—at least until they catch the Dragonrider.”

“I see,” Typh said, momentarily regretting her modification to [Alternate Form] as she leaned into her draconic coldness. “And there’s no way around it?”

“Not unless you swear an oath to serve Lord Traylan or another house before we get to the city, and they’ll certainly make sure you’re appraised as well,” he explained sympathetically. “I wouldn’t worry, I’ve been through it myself and it—”

“Typh, no!” Arilla cried out, interrupting the soldier—the warrior had seemed to anticipate her actions, but Typh paid her no mind. She was a Sovereign, and it was her job to make the hard decisions.

Although if she was being honest with herself, this decision was far more distasteful than it was hard. While she could probably bluff, bribe, or threaten her way past these troops, the soldiers knew Arilla’s name, so that made them dangerous. Leaving the soldiers alive was a loose end she was not comfortable with. She had learned her lesson about letting potentially dangerous humans live for longer than she should. Once Typh left Rhelea, Arilla would be on her own. The possibility that someone might eventually see through whatever subterfuge she employed and question the warrior about Typh’s whereabouts was simply too great.

There was only one way to be sure Arilla was safe.

She accepted the prompt, and the System’s power surged through her veins. Her level finally ticked up to 50 as the words Sovereign Magus replaced Artillery Mage on her status.

Name: Typh

Species: Human

Age: 19

HP: 500/500

SP: 496/500

MP: 5320/5320

Strength: 50

Dexterity: 50

Vitality: 50

Intelligence: 171

Willpower: 143 

Charisma: 110

Free Stats: 3

Class: Sovereign Magus - Level 50

Artillerist’s Abjurations - Level 49

Artillerist’s Empowerment - Level 49

Artillerist’s Guidance - Level 49

Artillerist’s Reservoir - Level 49

Unassigned Skill x1

Typh was momentarily surprised that her draconic status didn’t make an appearance like it usually did upon ranking up one of her classes, but she assumed that was due to the recent changes to [Alternate Form] and the separation that now existed between her two selves. She pushed past the prompt to select a new skill—her first noble ability—and instead, the dragon began casting spells.

She was still riding high on the invigorating energy of her newly raised stats when she pushed her mana into a perfectly straight line. A wafer-thin blade of golden light empowered with the rune for sharpness streamed forth from between her index and middle finger, then reached out past the Traylan soldiers. [Sovereign’s Arcana] eagerly complied with her demands, her high mental stats enhancing her magic further, and with a wave of her hand she swept the blade of superheated force over the squad of mounted soldiers.

Two of them died before they’d even realised they were under attack; a third lost an arm, and would have lost more if a defensive skill wasn’t swiftly activated. Typh’s fragile conjuration shattered on a bulwark of force that was projected from the bronze-ranker’s chest. The man’s horse then charged at her, along with the three others who were still mounted, and Typh flew forwards, skating above the surface of the snow to meet them.

Her heart raced, and her stomach growled. Unsheathed swords flashed through the air; each blade was sharper and moved far faster than should have been possible, but their low-level attacks broke against her defensive spells. Lances of light ripped their way through the air, vaporising leather and steel before burying themselves deep inside the people they impacted—the bodies promptly burst into bright golden flames. [Artillerist’s Empowerment] subjected each one of her victims to the full effects of her dragonfire, albeit if her breath weapon had originated from a wound inside of them.

Maneous died like the others with a silent scream in his throat, his eyes pleadingly turned towards Arilla. She stood there frozen in horror amidst the snow, watching helplessly while Typh bit through the neck of the Sergeant as he burned. A torrent of bronze-ranked blood gushed forth from the wound, and Typh delighted in swallowing the delicious red by the mouthful, bloating her stomach until its flow finally ceased. When she stepped away from his still-burning body, the man’s hot blood dripped down her chin and onto her coat. The dragon failed to suppress a satisfied moan as she slowly licked her lips clean.

The seductive taste of a human.

It had been far too long since she had last indulged.

When her reverie passed, and the rush from her class-up finally faded, Typh looked around her to see that the entirety of the guard patrol was dead. The horses were thoroughly routed, and the System was trying to notify her about her kills. Unfortunately, it was nowhere near enough experience to get to 51, and so she was much more concerned with how in her earlier enthusiasm she had thoroughly ruined her winter coat.

“Typh, what have you done!” Arilla exclaimed, finally coming unstuck as her shock wore off and the extent of her horror set it.

“What? I just saved your life. You should be thanking me,” Typh said, resisting the urge to lick the blood from her lips while she belatedly realised she . . . probably should have phrased that better.

“You killed them!”

“Yes, I did, but if I had let them escort us back to Rhelea then we would have both been killed. Well, I’d be shipped off to Helion to be mutilated for centuries by alchemists, and you’d be tortured until they figured out that you can’t tame dragons, and then they’d kill you,” Typh replied. “They are after you, remember. They’re not checking classes looking for a shapeshifted dragon, they’re looking for the Dragonrider.”

“It doesn’t matter, we could have found another way. We could have talked our way out of it, offered a bribe, anything but this carnage!” Arilla yelled, gesturing to the dismembered corpses around them. “These people had families! People who will miss them!”

“That’s very sad, but all of your suggestions would have garnered you too much attention. This was the only permanent solution if you want to continue living in Rhelea. This is the price you have to pay if you want to help your city.”

“No, it’s not. You can’t put this on me!” Arilla exclaimed, her anger quickly fading into despair. “I didn’t want to kill them . . .”

“It’s okay, you didn’t. I did,” Typh shushed, reaching out with bloody hands and taking Arilla’s in her own while her warrior let out a choked sob. “This is all my fault—I made the decision, not you. Now we need to get moving unless you want us to join them. Their Sergeant said they have mages on high alert looking for us. So we need to go before a steel-rank gets here.”

“But Maneous . . . I knew him, he wasn’t a friend but . . .”

“He would have killed you in a heartbeat if he knew what you’d done. Now come on, I can get us into Rhelea without any more fuss, but only if we move now.”

Typh knew better than to try and resume where they’d left off as she led a tearful Arilla away from the Old Road and towards Rhelea. While they walked in a silence only punctuated by her warrior’s intermittent sobs, Typh’s mind kept replaying Arilla’s words.

The dragon allowed herself to wonder, if only for a moment, if she had maybe done something profoundly wrong.


Chapter 22

Sister

In many ways, Rhelea was much the same as they had left it. The city still stood tall against its imposing backdrop of the mighty Dragonspines to its distant west and the gently sloping hills to its east, which first transitioned into farmland before devolving into a dense woodland. Split into distinct sections by the river that ran through it, and then by two branches of the ancient Old Roads, Rhelea had to be large, even if it was just so it could ford the wide expanses of rushing water and paved stone that divided up the city into conveniently separated districts.

For days after they had left Rhelea, they’d seen choking plumes of smoke emanating from outside the city walls along with the horrid stench of the cremated dead. Now that they had finally returned, there were no signs of that past disturbance, only the crisp, clean air that was so characteristic of the wintery months. It was as if the heavy snowfall had buried all evidence of the bloody clash that had occurred between the city’s slum dwellers and Lord Traylan’s newly minted soldiers.

From Typh’s vantage point along the western bank of the Pollum River, it seemed that the scenes of violence they had witnessed when they left through Rhelea’s northern gates had managed to be contained to outside of the city’s well-fortified walls. Arilla’s fears that the discontent would grow to consume the settlement appeared to have been overblown—which strangely enough did not placate the troubled warrior, who was if anything in a worse mood upon realising that the slums had been cleared and nobody had raised so much as a retaliatory finger in anger.

There wasn’t much left of outer Rhelea; while a few poorly constructed dwellings remained in the shadows of bustling new construction projects, the residents were nowhere to be seen. Hopefully they had been taken inside of the now expanded inner walls where they were receiving either charity or a job. The twin forces of a Terythian Lord growing a new army and a well-funded church’s outreach had potentially solved the problem with the slums that had plagued Rhelea for almost a century. At least, that was what Typh chose to believe; the corpse-fires had lasted for days after all, and the alternative—that the desperate poor who had once lived outside of the safety of the city’s fortifications had all been killed—was unpalatable even to her.

She decided that it was better not to think too much about it; the last thing she wanted was to get overly involved in Rhelea’s political situation. However, that didn’t stop her from staring. As a young dragon, Typh had never seen the great lairs amongst the Dragonspines being built. They had all been constructed long before her time, and the events themselves—magnificent though they may have been—had not been deemed significant enough by her ancestors to be included in the memories she had inherited. Witnessing a city, even a human one, transform itself so quickly was fascinating to her. If it wasn’t for the likely possibility of pursuit, she would have gladly watched from afar for days while the predominantly pewter-levelled labourers erected great walls and fortifications in mere hours.

The scale of what Lord Traylan had planned was beyond vast. The old noble clearly intended to at least triple the size of Rhelea if the scaffolding she could see in the distance was an accurate indication. The sheer speed at which this dream was coming to fruition was enough to make her question if the glory days of humanity were truly long behind them. There was even what looked like a large statue of a man being sculpted out of the stone. A figure with hauntingly familiar facial features was growing in definition, perched around the gatehouse leading into northern Rhelea.

Nobles.

Typh wanted to crack a joke, to say something disparaging about the fragile egos of humans in power and how their need to overcompensate with large structures bearing their name often stemmed from their more intimate inadequacies. Arilla’s influence had obviously rubbed off on her, as that was her first thought to lighten the mood, but before she could begin to form a suitable slur, she remembered that floating proudly above her head to any who cared to look were those traitorous five letters, Noble.

Typh was one of them now—or at least there was no hiding that she always had been. Her much-beloved mage class had transitioned into what she knew she needed to become. A Sovereign. Noble, Lord, Ruler, Liege, Queen, Empress, they were all pretty words that meant the same thing: her days of playing at being less than what she was were soon coming to an end, which reminded her that she still had one more thing to do.

*You have one unassigned class skill.

Choose once from the listed abilities below . . .

Sovereign Magus’s Bestowal - This skill allows you to temporarily transfer your physical stat points with a touch to any willing subject with a Knight-tagged class. The sum total of stats donated cannot exceed this skill’s level.

Sovereign Magus’s Insight - This skill allows you to divine the approximate direction, distance, and disposition of all subjects within range. The range of this skill is limited to 10 feet per skill level.

Sovereign Magus’s Levy - This skill allows you to siphon mana from a willing subject with an efficiency of 0.1 mana per skill level received for every 10 mana donated. The range of this skill is limited to touch. Efficiency cannot exceed 10 mana received for every 10 donated.

Thinking through her choices, Typh realised that [Sovereign’s Bestowal] could immediately be ruled out for the simple fact that she had no Knights under her banner. She had a lot of creatures who could benefit from that skill if they qualified, but Arilla was the only one likely to be offered a Knight class any time soon and given recent events she was . . . unlikely to further strengthen their bond.

[Sovereign’s Insight] was less than useless at its current level, and while it would no doubt rank up into something formidable, the use of the word ‘disposition’ warned her away from it. She had finally accepted this class because she was coming to believe that conflict with Monsters was not something she could run from—not if she wanted to hold her head high. Taking a skill to better sound out her subjects’ moods just felt petty, especially when so much was at stake.

That left [Sovereign’s Levy], which boasted a terrible efficiency, but delightfully terrifying implications even at its rank-zero stage. In both of her forms, Typh’s spellcraft was her greatest strength, and gaining the ability to make better use of her lessers’ mana was something she couldn’t wait to experiment with. She accepted the skill and, upon seeing it appear at the bottom of her sheet, moved on.

“Are you done?” Arilla asked.

“Yes. Just choosing a new skill. I’m surprised you haven’t ranked up yet,” Typh replied.

“There’s no rush, so I’m taking my time. Unlike you, it will likely be my last rank-up for a good long while, so I don’t want to regret my choices.”

“I see . . .” Typh said, trying not to think about just what exactly that meant. The allure of Arilla not being entirely done with her was an appealing fantasy, one that was reinforced by the fleeting pulses of warmth occasionally sent through the tether of power connecting their two classes.

It was almost enough to let her ignore the waves of horror and disgust there the rest of the time.

“I’m—” Typh began, before thinking better of it. The word ‘sorry’ dying on her lips when she realised that she wasn’t. She’d kill those soldiers again even knowing what Arilla’s reaction would be. It wasn’t that she didn’t care about human lives; it was just that there were often far more important things, namely her life and Arilla’s. “We should get going. It’s a lovely view, but we are wasting time.”

“It is, it really is,” the warrior responded wistfully. She stared out at the snow-covered cityscape for a while until she reluctantly pulled her gaze away. Her hazel eyes lingered on Typh for several painful seconds before they moved to focus on the flowing water in front of them. “We only stopped because you said you needed a minute. Where are we going, anyway? You haven’t actually explained how we’re going to get into Rhelea without showing anyone our badges.”

“Oh, that. Well, it’s simple, although we’re probably going to get a little wet,” Typh said, gesturing at the wide river in front of them.

* * *

The Pollum had not frozen over, which was a small blessing, if only because it spared her the trifling amount of mana that it would have cost her to melt through the ice. Instead, Typh conjured a large bubble of force that encapsulated both her and Arilla, the boundary visible as a translucent golden sphere. With that spell held firmly in her mind, Typh and Arilla walked into the rapidly flowing current; the noble moved confidently, though the warrior had a little more trepidation. At first the weight of the water pushed hard against her spell and threatened to send them both speeding downstream, shining like a beacon atop the river’s surface. With a little will, and her significant mental stats, the dragon forced the water to first part around and then over them, allowing the pair to walk along the riverbed beneath a glowing golden dome of hardened light.

Like most of Typh’s magic, it was hardly a sophisticated use of mana. What was impressive about it was the scale; a thin barrier of arcane force held back the might of the Pollum while they traversed its bottom. The currents were less intense at the deepest parts of the river, which allowed them to navigate freely without being pushed about, although the sunlight, weakened by all the snow clouds that covered the sky, could not penetrate so far down. It was only by the light of the spell itself that they could see.

The air inside was warm and unpleasantly humid, which was a welcome change from the crisp, cold air of the surface. Neither of them could stand more than a few metres apart without running into the boundaries of the spell, which enforced a physical proximity that would have been more awkward if Typh hadn’t already been so used to Arilla’s disapproval. If it wasn’t for the prodigious amount of trash that littered the riverbed, and her growing belief that they were well and truly done, then this leg of the journey could have been pleasant.

There was a surprisingly large number of ancient shipwrecks that lined the riverbed, cast in a golden light that pushed back the cloying darkness of the deep. It was a challenge not to remember some of the scarier horror stories Arilla had recounted about ghost ships rising from the depths. Typh was fairly confident that incorporeal undead could not arise without a necromancer present, but it didn’t stop her from blasting large holes through any wrecks that got in her way. It seemed far more sensible than trying to navigate through the open rooms and dark hulls of the ruined ships.

Even with the golden light from her spell, Typh couldn’t see very far—at least not by her usual standards—and so she focused on [Sovereign’s Perception] to search through the rotten walls of the wrecks for any signs of danger and to further empower her vision. She could tell that Arilla wanted to go off and explore. There was a childish part to her that had yet to learn the lesson she should have learned first on their dungeon dive, and then again in Erebus’s palace. That human curiosity to know things they didn’t need to know drove the woman to risk her life time and again. Idly, Typh wondered if that curiosity was what the other enlightened races lacked: the reason why even after millennia of effort no one had yet to match even a fraction of the arcane mastery the humans of old had once possessed.

A part of her yearned to give Arilla what she wanted—to send her off to find some hidden treasure long forgotten by the people on the surface—but if humans had an abundance of curiosity, they lacked the commensurate amounts of caution. No human, or dragon for that matter, had tread the ground they were walking on in a very long time, and the possibility that there could be some kind of creature down here was far too great. There was one thing she had noticed as she stretched [Sovereign’s Perception] to its limit: the lack of corpses.

There.

It was fast, hanging around just outside the edge of her perception field, somehow able to detect the limits of her skill. For just a moment, though, she had caught a glimpse of it, and it was big.

Very big.

Dragons did not make a habit of venturing beneath the ocean that surrounded Astresia, not because they lacked the ability, but because there were things living deep underwater that gave them pause. This was not one of those creatures, but it was close.

At a hundred-and-fifty feet long, it was noticeably larger than Typh in her draconic form. The four large fins, two pectoral at the chest, one on its back, and another at the tail allowed it to glide through the water effortlessly. Its movement was no doubt enhanced by its prodigious physical stats and what looked like some kind of mana-manipulation ability. It had a blunt, brick-like head with a bifurcated jaw that split open into four distinct sections, each one layered in rows of serrated teeth larger than a dagger. Rather than scales it had a thick, rubbery hide that was striped in alternating lines of black and blueish grey. The pattern danced hypnotically along its body, making it hard to focus on. Where it swam it left the water slightly discoloured, with a spreading wake of potent acid that soon began to test Typh’s dome of golden light—the ruined ships visibly wilted before her eyes.

[Greyblood Orca level 327].

Arilla smoothly drew her zweihander as it suddenly turned and swam close enough for both of them to see it and its tag. The large predator circled them high above the masts of the ruined ships before it dipped low enough in the water to brush against Typh’s barrier with the edge of a fin. Its probing touch caused the dragon to wince with pain as while the Orca may not have meant them any harm, it wasn’t by any means a gentle creature.

“Put the sword away, it’s just curious,” Typh hissed.

“I can’t see its level! Tell me you can kill that thing!” the warrior barked back, ignoring Typh’s instructions while her eyes nervously tracked the circling Orca.

“Of course I can, but this is its territory we’re intruding on. It would be impolite to kill it,” she said, technically only half-lying. “Now put the sword away; it won’t help, and at best you’ll just piss it off!”

“Why aren’t you telling me its level?!” Arilla asked with a nervous edge to her voice.

“It’s . . . 327,” Typh confessed moments before the whale dipped even lower, pressing hard against her dome, which flexed dramatically in response. Pain lanced through her temples, and she fell to her knees when she felt a good chunk of her mana disappear. Something else piggybacked along her connection to her spell and psychically assaulted her mind. The imperfect shape of her deformed protective dome was further stressed by the increasingly acidic water and the weight of the river, which all combined to make her scream out in pain.

Arilla paled, quickly slinging her sword over her back before she then plucked Typh up in a princess carry and began to run along the riverbed, downstream towards Rhelea. The wet mud sucked at her feet while she raced through it, and when shipwrecks got in their way the warrior raised a hand to the sword at her back and barged through. The dragon felt Arilla momentarily thrum with skill-empowered strength as she carried Typh in one arm and barged through the weakened hulls. Each impact was a strain on Typh’s spell, but it cost her far less mana than even a gentle touch from the Orca.

*Congratulations, Artillerist’s Abjuration has reached level 50. You must rank up this skill to progress it further*

“Typh, what do we do?”

“Just keep running, I’m thinking! It doesn’t seem hostile, so we have time,” she said, dismissing the prompts from her newly levelled-up skill.

“I’m running as fast as I can!” Arilla yelled back, then leapt over a relatively fresh shipwreck. Typh’s dome of light transitioned into a bubble once again as together they left the riverbed, soaring high through the water. They were then momentarily carried by the current, only to be abruptly swatted to the side by the Orca, which swooped down low through the water to meet them.

The walls of Typh’s spell whined audibly, cracking in places as they were violently smashed back into the riverbed. Her golden dome decimated the detritus that littered the river floor, and kicked up all kinds of mud and silt which was soon swept downriver.

“I—I think it’s playing with us,” Typh said through clenched teeth, clutching onto Arilla’s chest. “I think it’s attracted to the light.”

“Great, so get rid of it,” the warrior responded, climbing back to her feet and resuming her desperate sprint while the whale followed them from above.

“We’ll drown, assuming the acid doesn’t melt us first.”

“There’s acid?!”

“Well yes, why do you think the shipwrecks are melting?”

“. . . I didn’t notice,” she muttered. The warrior then brought her hand back to the hilt of her sword and grunted. Typh felt the skill pulse through Arilla’s chest, moments before they lurched forwards, left the ground, and smashed through an old river barge that practically disintegrated on impact. “I have other things on my mind right now.”

“Hang on, let me try something.”

Typh split her concentration between maintaining her dome of light and creating several more illusory duplicates. It would have been easy if she dared to pull her focus away from their golden shield, but despite the strain it soon became apparent that her ploy worked. The Orca paused in its pursuit and instead chased after the large orbs of light Typh had created for it to play with. Each orb that remained shone brightly and even changed colour rather than disappearing when it brought its massive bulk against them. With the distraction in place, Arilla ran, and agonisingly slowly they escaped the beast.

* * *

Typh’s nerves were wearing thin by the time Arilla had finally finished carrying her to the harbour. While they did not find anything nearly so high-level on the rest of their long journey downstream, once they escaped the Orca’s territory the river’s depths quickly populated itself with third- and fourth-tier beasts that had to be avoided lest the two of them be drawn into an underwater battle that ran the risk of drawing the fifth-tier predator’s attention from upstream.

The water by the city’s docks was far shallower, and littered with even more refuse than the riverbed, if that was possible. The mud was so deep that it was quite challenging to walk up to the sides of the riverbank where ladders extended down into the water. They had travelled so far and somehow managed to stay dry despite everything, yet now the prospect of dismissing her spell only so that they could swim to the surface through the much filthier water held little appeal.

And so, Arilla jumped.

With stamina fuelling her System-granted skills, she leapt from the depths of the Pollum and out into the air above. Typh promptly dropped her spell, abandoning her shield of golden light as they were both suddenly confronted with the stark contrast of Rhelea’s wintery air. The sun was setting over the Dragonspines, and given the time of year the dockyards were relatively empty. So when Arilla’s boots landed on solid ground, she only startled a solitary drunk who had collapsed in the snow by the waterfront. Their sudden arrival had likely saved him from freezing to death, although that kindness didn’t stop the man from swearing loudly at having been so rudely awoken.

“We are not doing that again,” Arilla commented dryly.

“Agreed,” Typh said, hopping out of the warrior’s arms.

Travelling through Rhelea’s streets was noticeably different now. While they walked back to Arilla’s home, Typh couldn’t help but notice that there was a definite tension in the air—subdued perhaps, but unmistakably present. Looks of anger quickly rose to the surface whenever a passerby got close enough to Typh to see the Noble tag floating above her head, though they quickly quashed it, usually when one of the regular guard patrols turned a corner, or Arilla’s hand strayed towards her sword. The threat of violence was everywhere, and Typh found herself constantly evaluating everyone they passed. It was like the whole city was holding its breath, ready to boil over into a fight at the slightest excuse.

Old posters denouncing Lord Traylan as a tyrant were prominent wherever squads of soldiers in the noble dynasties livery were not. The newly enlisted—or perhaps conscripted now, judging only from the grumbling she couldn’t help but overhear—patrolled the city streets with weapons at the ready. On the relatively short journey through Rhelea, they witnessed soldiers disperse multiple gatherings, forcefully arrest street preachers, and tear down countless posters. The propaganda war between the printers had been firmly settled against Lord Traylan during their absence from the city.

If nothing changed, Rhelea would burn before the spring thaws, of that Typh was certain. Fortunately, it wasn’t her problem—she just needed to collect Tamlin and leave. If Arilla wanted to devote her life to trying to save this place from itself, that was her decision. As much as she liked the creature comforts humans produced, she had no desire to stick her neck out for them in particular, especially not when they were actively hunting her.

Of course, her attitude towards humanity was a large part of the reason why Arilla would never choose her over Rhelea.

. . . Or perhaps it was the man she had recently eaten in front of her.

Soon enough, they’d arrived back to the building Arilla owned and were climbing the steps together while Typh mulled over her recent comprehension of their fundamental incompatibilities. She wished that it wasn’t so, but she was unwilling to change who she was to better fit Arilla’s sensibilities; likewise, she knew that Arilla wouldn’t be half as fascinating to her if she didn’t care about people with the same dedication that she did.

The door to Arilla’s flat was ajar. The security wards had been expertly defused, and upon seeing this the warrior once again drew her sword. Hopefully there would be no tier-five beasts inside the apartment, but after what they’d both experienced, Arilla’s caution was more than just understandable. Wordlessly, she looked to Typh, who sighed in response and took a few steps backwards. The dragon layered a few protective spells around them both, before following Arilla through the open doorway.

Compared to what was actually inside, Typh would have preferred it if a fell warbeast was laying in wait.

“Sister, what are you doing in my flat?” Arilla asked upon finding the aged-nun snoozing in Typh’s favourite armchair.

The nun startled awake and took a moment to look suitably embarrassed about her relaxed state before she sat up in the armchair and addressed them both.

“Thank the Gods you are back safe. I have been coming by every day to see if you had finally returned,” Sister Hortensia said, not choosing to disclose how or why she had broken into Arilla’s home.

“Sister, h―”

“I have always said that you are a gift, Arilla,” the nun continued. “I know I was hard on you when you were a girl, but just look at you now. All those times that I bent you over my knee when you were younger, and what a woman you have become. Pewter, on the cusp of bronze. Now, in our time of need you have been blessed with the strength we’ll need to right this terrible wrong.”

“Sister, what ‘terrible wrong’ are you speaking about?”

“It’s the boy, Tamlin. He’s missing.”


Chapter 23

Father

It took a pot of black tea warming over the fireplace to get Sister Hortensia to calm down enough to give any useful details. The woman had been ancient when Arilla was young. The warrior couldn’t help but wonder how aware the venerable old nun was. Her dire warnings about Tamlin’s wellbeing kept going off on odd tangential rants about holiness and virtue. It didn’t help that the woman clearly despised Typh, who impatiently demanded details regarding the whereabouts of her new apprentice, completely missing the obvious fact that the nun needed to be carefully handled lest she lose her train of thought.

“It was a few days ago now. Tamlin went out playing by himself as he often does. The boy is always alone—he refuses to even try to fit in with the others . . . And he’s always so dirty. I swear that boy must roll around in the muck to ge—”

“Sister, please, you were saying that he went missing a few days ago?” Arilla interjected, trying to steer the conversation back to relevance.

“I did? Yes, I did. I reported it to Father Mihalis, but he just dismissed Tamlin as another runaway—not worth calling the guard over. I would be inclined to believe him. Tamlin is the type to latch on to foolish ideas, he’s a weak boy with poor moral fibre destined for sin. He reminded me of that child you used to hang around with when you were little—Joriah, or something like it, a foul child who was always chasing girls. Mark my words, Arilla, you stay away from that boy lest he get you with child and drag you down with him,” Sister Hortensia warned.

“Jory died, Sister. He caught a bad fever almost a decade ago now.”

“Right, so he did. I remember,” she said, sounding momentarily unsure of herself. “Where was I?”

“Tamlin went missing a few days ago,” Arilla prompted, ignoring the sick feeling in her stomach she felt whenever she was forced to witness the extent of Hortensia’s mental decline. There was no cure for senility, and on her bad days the nun was as much a ward of the orphanage as any of the children who resided inside.

“Yes, Father Mihalis said he ran away with the slum children, but Tamlin isn’t the type to make friends with boys his age. Besides, he kept pestering us about, well . . .”

“Me,” Typh offered, earning herself a sour look from the old nun.

“Yes, he was quite taken with the harlot,” the nun continued, talking past Typh, who she barely even glanced at with narrowed eyes. “He wouldn’t keep quiet about it, although I do not know what she offered the young man to get him so smitten with her. I suspect it was highly inappropriate . . .”

“What did you mean when you said ‘another runaway’? How many are we talking about?” Typh asked warily.

“Arilla, immodest women like her should stay far away from children,” the nun whispered conspiratorially, rather than answer or even acknowledge the dragon’s question.

“Sister, please, focus,” Arilla insisted.

“Well . . .” Sister Hortensia trailed off. The old nun looked distinctly uncomfortable; her wrinkled hands wrung the starched fabric at the end of her habit’s sleeves for a long moment while she bit her bottom lip. Despite her obvious age, Sister Hortensia managed to look almost childish, like someone with a secret they didn’t want to confess.

“The church has been doing good work with the people cleared from the slums. They needed places to stay, and jobs, so we’ve been helping. We really have, but we knew from the start that not everyone would want to stay. It’s not the church’s fault if they run off into the night.”

“How many, crone?” Typh repeated with greater urgency. Arilla wanted to ignore it, but she too could feel the tension rising in the room.

“There . . . have been disappearances . . .” Sister Hortensia admitted sheepishly.

“How many?”

“Not many, I think. It’s hard to say. With the slum clearance it has been a chaotic few weeks. So many children have passed through the orphanage, just to stay in a warm bed for a night or two while other arrangements could be made,” she began. “You see, some children simply prefer a life on the streets. It’s what they’re used to. If you think those from the Village are uncouth, they’re nothing compared to how rude those who’ve lived their entire lives outside of Rhelea’s walls.”

Typh looked at Arilla, and despite all that had changed between them she understood what the dragon was thinking immediately. The familiar words came to the front of her mind: “unclassed and mages, the younger the better.”

“Shit.”

“Arilla! Don’t curse like that!” Hortensia chastised, and for a moment the warrior very nearly struck the senile old nun for complaining about her language when she was sitting on something this big. The warrior breathed out and the urge passed. It wasn’t Sister Hortensia’s fault; she had literally broken into Arilla’s home in her urgency to tell someone.

“The guard doesn’t know?” the warrior asked.

“No,” the nun said, looking downcast. “With the unrest all the new construction is causing, the guard is too busy even if they did care—and officially, at least according to Father Mihalis, the church hasn’t lost anyone.”

“And unofficially?” Typh asked.

“One in ten.”

“What?!”

“I’ve asked the other Sisters, and about one in ten children from the slums that have passed through the church’s hands can’t be accounted for,” Hortensia confessed.

“That’s . . . potentially hundreds of them,” Arilla said, the scale of the horror of what was being explained finally dawning on her.

“Yes, it is,” Hortensia admitted. “Although I’m sure the children have just run away like Father Mihalis said they have. He’s a priest, you see, he can be trusted with children.”

Typh and Arilla looked at one another for a long time without saying a word.

“You’re going to need your sword,” the dragon eventually said.

* * *

Rhelea’s temple to the Ascended was one of the oldest structures in Rhelea. It had never been grand; the town’s early history as a mining settlement had not left much in the way of spare coin for that. But as the town’s fortunes had swelled under the Merchant Council’s rule, so too had the grounds where the Gods were honoured. The initial temple had long since been converted into a dining hall, where Arilla had spent countless hours doling out food to the needy. Additional structures had cropped up around that hall to include a small clinic and a new temple that was far more impressive than the original. Built into the centre of the new building, a large gate of burnished bronze signified the entrance into Rhelea’s only official holy space.

The doors were supposed to be open at all times, and yet right now they were not.

No matter how much noise they made banging against them, no-one emerged from within to answer and let them in. Staring at the gate, Arilla found herself drawn to the elegant artistry on display: a sweeping vista of humans, armed and armoured as they did battle against a myriad of monstrous threats. The figures rose up larger than life as they literally ascended the ranks across the broad canvas of the metal doors. It was a beautiful sight, something which had inspired more than just a little awe in Arilla when she was a child; that was why she was hesitating now, when she had every reason to rip them down.

“What are you waiting for?” Typh asked, the woman who was also so much more looking at her quizzically. The dragon that she sometimes allowed herself to forget about shone through in that moment, as the noble she had become looked at her holy place with nothing but contempt for a door that had proven alarmingly resistant to the more subtle magics in Typh’s possession.

“Nothing. It’s just—” she sighed. “You wouldn’t understand . . .”

Arilla stepped forwards and pulled up her status.

*Congratulations, you have reached level 50. You must now rank up your Dragon Guard class before you can absorb any more experience.

Dragon Guard - You have sworn your sword into the service of a true dragon who has recognised you as their protector. As a result, for as long as you honour your oaths, you will be empowered with a fraction of their draconic might.

+3 Str, +1 Dex, +3 Vit, +1 Cha, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Warrior] tagged.

Will become . . .

Dragonrider - You have soared above the clouds on the back of a true dragon who has recognised you as their rider. As a result, for as long as you honour your oaths, you will be empowered with a fraction of their draconic might.

+3 Str, +2 Dex, +4 Vit, +1 Cha, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Knight] tagged.

Remorseful Guardian - You uphold the tenets of your faith to atone for your guilty conscience. As a result, for as long as you follow the church’s hierarchy, you will be empowered with the strength of the faithful.

+3 Str, +1 Dex, +4 Vit, +1 Will, +1 Cha, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Templar] tagged.

Noble Slayer - You have overcome the odds and slain those who should have been above you. As a result, this class strengthens your ability to face challenges beyond your level.

+4 Str, +2 Dex, +3 Vit, +1 Cha, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Warrior] tagged.

There was a class to tie herself even closer to Typh and the crimes she knew the dragon wouldn’t hesitate to commit. There was one that would see her wallowing in guilt for all the people she had killed for years to come, and would also trade her draconic master for a religious organisation that might very well kidnap and murder children. And lastly, there was a class that offered her a slim chance at her own personal power—a parting gift from Gaius Traylan.

It was hardly a real choice.

She made the change, accepted it, and felt the strength flow through her. Her connection to the dragon that hid beneath Typh’s all-too-pleasant facade stretched until it snapped as she felt Creation deepen all around her.

Becoming a Noble Slayer was like losing a limb. The power that surged through her veins barely took the edge off of the profound sense of loss that occurred the moment she stepped away from the chain of classes binding her ever tighter to Typh. She staggered, very nearly falling to her knees in front of the bronze door of the temple. Suddenly so much was just absent; the soothing sense of perpetual warmth that emanated from the dragon to her side was gone, and the certainty of her affections and her quiet longing for Arilla’s touch just vanished.

For the first time in months, she was alone again.

“Are you done?” Typh asked, and there were so many ways to interpret that question Arilla didn’t even know where to start.

She looked at the dragon she had thought she loved for a time, and saw the quiet sadness behind her eyes. The resigned look of sorrow had only grown on Typh’s beautiful face now that Arilla had finally rejected the class offered by their connection, as well as rejecting her as a lover. It was past time. Like so many things that were truly over, their relationship had limped on for far longer than it should have. In many ways it was still so very hard to accept. Arilla’s desire to be with Typh was tempered only by her profound disgust for the dragon’s actions.

She ate people.

It was something that should have eroded all possibility of romance between them, but strangely enough it had taken seeing it firsthand to drive that final nail in the coffin. She so desperately wanted to cast all of her doubts and worries aside to just be with the other woman, but her conscience couldn’t allow it. Some things were just wrong, and watching the look of delight in Typh’s eyes as she feasted on the blood of a man who was just doing his job was too much for Arilla to look past.

Then again, if the nun who had largely raised her was right, then everything pointed to Father Mihalis being involved with stealing children and possibly worse. It was a heinous crime she found eerily plausible, despite how little they had to go on. If Creation was so messed up that even a priest couldn’t be trusted to look after children, then why shouldn’t she let herself be happy?

“Nearly. I still need to choose a skill,” Arilla said, offering a weak smile. “But let’s talk about this later.”

“Right, Tamlin first.”

Ah, there it was, more cold water on the heat of their relationship. Typh didn’t care—or at least, not with the same urgency that a human would. Children were in danger, potentially hundreds of them, yet Typh’s priority was in saving the one she had made a promise to. It wasn’t that she was evil, but her apathy in the face of human suffering was a constant unpleasant reminder of what she truly was.

Arilla didn’t have time to dwell, she opened the next System prompt.

*You have one unassigned class skill.

Choose once from the listed abilities below . . .

Slayer’s Reach - This skill allows you to extend the reach of your weapon-based attacks by 1 inch per skill level.

Slayer’s Sight - You may add this skill’s level to your effective willpower score for all purposes related to directly challenging stealth-based skills and illusion-based magic.

Slayer’s Steps - You may add this skill’s level to your effective dexterity score for all forms of movement over solid and semi-solid ground.

As she had predicted, a skill had appeared to cover each of her major weaknesses: her relatively slow speed, her inability to perceive her foes, and her extremely limited reach. Arilla needed all three of them. [Dragon’s Blade] could conceivably rank up into something resembling [Slayer’s Reach], and [Dragon’s Compact] already increased her dexterity score much in the same way that [Slayer’s Steps] did. Of the three, [Slayer’s Sight] was the least likely to be covered by a pre-existing skill. She knew it would be a pain to level up, but that didn’t stop her from taking it.

“I’m ready,” Arilla said, not feeling it in the slightest.

“Good. We’ve wasted enough time. Open it up, Warrior.”

She ignored what could have been a barb—Typh somehow knew that she had been offered a knight class and had decided to decline it, choosing independence over her. With that weighing on her mind, Arilla stepped forwards to the gate. Her zweihander was already in her hands, and the weight of it was somewhat more manageable with her most recent rank-up. She was bronze now, and she still felt like she had hardly earned it.

She felt [Dragon’s Blade] thrum in her chest—different now, like it was waiting to change to match her new class. Then, she pushed stamina through the suddenly unfamiliar skill, and with two almost lazy swipes of her sword, she had sliced through the hinges on either side of the large bronze gates.

If the priests wouldn’t answer the door to her, then she’d have to make her own door inside.

“It’s a gloomy place, isn’t it?” Typh commented as they walked inside.

“It’s usually a lot livelier than this. Sconces cast light pretty well, plus there’s always music and singing during prayer,” Arilla replied, feeling herself instinctively drawn to defend her church.

“I see . . . And the blood?” the dragon asked.

“There’s blood? I can’t see any.”

“I can smell it. Not a lot, but more than can be explained from a minor accident—not to mention all that sweat,” Typh said, sounding almost bored. “It’s this way,” she added, then led Arilla towards the back of the main hall and towards the doors leading to the undercroft.

“This isn’t right. Someone should have come out to meet us by now.”

“Maybe you scared them off with your big sword. Slicing through doors has a way of quickly removing non-combatants from a building.”

“You speak like you have experience with that.”

“It has been an interesting autumn,” Typh quipped.

“It has?” she asked, realising for the first time that she really didn’t know what the dragon had gotten up to during their long months apart.

Typh didn’t answer, deciding not to enlighten her, a sign Arilla had come to learn as an indicator that she didn’t want to talk about it. The dragon often chose silence over an outright lie. A part of her wanted to question Typh, to nail down whatever earth-shattering revelations she was hiding, but Arilla had to focus. Something was wrong with the church—something truly sickening, if they were somehow responsible for the missing children.

“It’s here,” Typh said, pointing with an arm at some of the stonework in the steps leading down into the dark.

“I can’t see it.”

“Humans . . .” the dragon grumbled, tutting at Arilla’s inability to sense blood.

She felt a warmth suddenly envelop her eyes—in many ways she found it to be existentially itchy—her two skills [Dragon’s Resilience] and [Slayer’s Sight] were practically asking her for permission to fight against it. After a moment of thought, she allowed her latest skill to test itself against the familiar sensation of Typh’s, knowing full-well that a level 1 skill stood no chance of putting a dent in whatever had just been cast on her. [Dragon’s Resilience], however, was harder to force back down. With a grunt of effort, she suppressed her skill allowing the spell to wash over her.

Creation deepened before her eyes. Several new colours that she didn’t have the vocabulary to begin to describe—let alone name—appeared in her vision as everything was suddenly just more. It was a heady experience, one that left her with a mild headache and the ability to easily see the splatters of blood Typh was pointing at. There was an overlapping trail of intermittent fine sprays and more frequent loose drips that led down into the undercroft.

*Congratulations, Slayer’s Sight has reached level 2.*

Arilla frowned at the notification for breaking her concentration. While the quantity was small, it was a pattern of blood spatter that she was all too familiar with. Her hand moved to touch her lips out of sympathy for the unknown child who had been struck here.

“I’m sure there’s a good explanation for this,” she said, not believing a word.

“Really? Any idea what kind of circumstances would make it appropriate to march a small horde of children into the undercroft and then strike them when they don’t want to keep going?”

“You can’t know all that.”

“I can. I can smell the fear. It’s still fresh,” the dragon explained, and if Arilla wasn’t mistaken she thought she saw Typh lick her lips moments after she sniffed the air.

“There could still be an explanation,” Arilla tried, reluctant to accept that the church was as rotten as every other institution in Terythia.

“Could, sure, but it probably isn’t a very nice one.”

“Gods help us . . .” she trailed off. “Do you think this is Erebus?”

“Maybe . . . There’s only one way to find out,” Typh stated.

“I’m not sure what I prefer, that the old dragon has his claws in the church, or that something else does.”

“Who says they can’t be in it for themselves? Are you ready?”

“I think so.”

“Good, then lead on,” Typh said, stepping to the side as Arilla’s booted foot kicked open the door leading to the undercroft. The wood ripped away from the iron hinges and flew several dozen feet before it slammed into a far wall on the other side of the entranceway.

The undercroft was a dark and dusty place, where the corpses of the faithful were entombed in individual alcoves, warded with magecraft to preserve them and prevent their desecration from any would-be necromancers. After her experiences in Doomhold, it really didn’t seem like enough, and to Arilla, the faithful would likely be best served by being cremated, or dissolved through an appropriately gruesome spell. It dawned on her then that her public persona would definitely qualify her as a member of the devout, and if her luck had been any less forthcoming, she could very well have ended up in any one of the vacant alcoves she passed.

The tracks were immediately obvious. Typh’s spell enabled her to see in the dark just as well as the noble could. Her steps were swift and sure as she plodded along in the few pieces of intact plate armour she still possessed, silently hoping she wouldn’t need them. Her newly ranked-up class, however, was in a different state of mind as it contentedly stirred at the prospect of another fight.

She looked at the overlapping trail of footprints, almost all of them small enough to belong to a child. The traces of blood were all so vivid in her spell-enhanced vision, and she desperately wracked her brain for any justification for marching so many children past all of these corpses. She sighed. Why couldn’t she have something nice and uncomplicated in her life? Next thing she knew her sword teacher would turn out to be a vampire, and then her house would burn down.

Despite the size of Rhelea, the undercroft wasn’t that large, and it didn’t take them all that much time to traverse it in its entirety; the two of them soon came to a large pit in the ground leading further down.

“That looks ominous,” Typh commented.

“Where do you think it goes?” Arilla asked.

“Down.” Typh didn’t need to say anything more than that. They both knew how old Rhelea was and how deep the catacombs beneath it ran. A labyrinth of tunnels and turns, filled with nothing either of them particularly wanted to encounter.

“Well, whatever. Can you still cast your spell through all that?”

“I can, but there’s a reason I’ve held off until now. It will be . . . noisy,” the dragon offered. “Magically speaking, I mean.”

“Do it.”

“Of course.”

Typh closed her eyes, and several of the colours in her new sight that had been lazing around swirled and pulsed. It was an intricate dance of light that morphed into a series of interwoven shapes far faster than Arilla could comprehend, and it occurred to her that with all of her inherited memories and draconic perspectives, perhaps Typh took some of her magical prowess for granted.

And then nothing happened.

The swirling lines of power faltered, ending the stochastic dance prematurely without a climax, and Typh opened her eyes. The frown on her face indicated that something was amiss.

“One moment. Something is blocking me,” she said, then tried again.

This time she seared thick black lines into the earthen floors that spidered out from where she was standing. A circle of runes expanded back along the ground and creeped up the walls of the undercroft, where stone was burned black. Typh closed her eyes again, her brow furrowed in concentration as this time the intensity of the lines that danced across Arilla’s vision almost blinded her before faltering again, just as anticlimactically as before.

*Congratulations, Slayer’s Sight has reached level 3.*

*Congratulations, Slayer’s Sight has reached level 4.*

“Did it work?” Arilla asked, already knowing the answer.

“No, and before you ask, that was not supposed to happen. Humans aren’t supposed to know how to block this array,” Typh grumbled, seeming concerned for something other than Tamlin’s wellbeing for the first time since the Orca.

“What does that mean?”

“Nothing good. I’m going to brute force it. If you see any scintillating colours crack the air, cut my head off.”

“Wait—”

Typh raised her hands up to her mouth and then past it, taking two deep bites out of her wrists and swallowing the flesh without hesitation. It immediately set Arilla’s stomach on edge as the woman she couldn’t help but want licked her lips clean. Blood poured out of Typh’s open wounds and onto the floor. Rather than pooling in a puddle, though, the crimson fluid followed the path of the ash burnt into the stone before it. Spiralling outwards and up the walls as Typh replicated her arcane pattern, only this time in blood.

When the mana came it was heavy, like a weight smothering her as even to her mundane senses Arilla felt a torrent of mana pour out from Typh. Her vision went bright and then failed, and she felt herself become a little lightheaded. Her class woke up fully as it sucked in the ambient mana that filled the air. Creation shook and the runes painted in blood glowed blindingly gold.

*Congratulations, Slayer’s Sight has reached level 5. You must rank up this skill to progress it further.*

“Typh,” Arilla urged, feeling nauseous as she dismissed the notification.

“Typh!”

“TYPH!”

She felt something crack, and then it stopped—the mana dispersed while Creation stood still.

“Sorry about that,” the dragon said with an intensity in her eyes that honestly scared her more than whatever it was they might find in the catacombs.

“Did it work?”

“Yes, but they’ll definitely know we are coming. Worse, any mages above us worth a damn will know precisely where we are and where we are going.”

“Shit. Over how big of an area?”

“All of Rhelea and . . . maybe another ten or so miles?”

“We’d better hurry, then.”

“This way,” Typh announced, leading from the front. Her aura hardened into armoured scales in front of Arilla’s eyes as the mage-turned-noble took off at speed. The dragon leveraged her high dexterity score and her magical spells to sprint through the darkness, leaving Arilla to desperately run after her, a feat that was surprisingly easy with her newly ranked-up class.

Together they sprinted through the dark in a silence punctuated only by their boots crunching the ground and Arilla’s heavy breaths. The two of them often had to turn on a dime as they traversed countless tunnels and climbed ever deeper into the earth. A part of her mind flashed back to the last time they had moved so desperately underground, but despite the superficial similarities it was so very different. Typh wasn’t pretending to be anything now, Arilla wasn’t some helpless little lamb, and they were running towards danger rather than away from it.

Arilla saw so much on her descent that she didn’t know what to make of. If she had the time to stop and linger, she could have spent days exploring. The sights and scenes of ruined cities and forgotten architecture painted a vivid picture of a different time, one wholly unlike what she had expected from the memories Typh had once shared with her. It was dark, beautiful, and as terrifying as it was endless. She knew instinctively that she did not want to get lost down here.

Eventually they came to a large door, obviously ancient in its construction, although it was scrawled in recent runes still wet with paint—or at least she hoped it was paint. As Arilla came to a stop, Typh sped up and shoulder checked the door; a wave of mana escaped from her, and the door was ripped from its hinges opening up the way forwards.

[Knight ???].

They were too high a level for Arilla to see what it was, which put them somewhere between level one-hundred-and-one, and nine-hundred-and-ninety-nine. But Arilla, a purveyor of tales and stories, instantly recognised the insignia on their polished steel breastplate. It was the armour of a member of the Queen’s Alchemic Guard, which put them in the steel range.

Higher than Typh.

“Go,” the dragon said.

“He’s a rank above you.”

“She, and I’ve got this,” the dragon said confidently, but Arilla knew Typh, and she liked to think that she could recognise an outright lie by now. “The children are that way,” Typh added, pointing an arm towards a hallway on the far side of the hall. “Get them out of here, especially Tamlin, and I’ll see you topside.”

“Typh . . .”

“Relax, I’m a dragon. I’ve got this,” she lied, flashing Arilla her perfect smile before she strode forwards to meet the so-far-silent knight who merely drew their weapon in response.

Arilla wanted to stay, to fight, maybe even die with her, but this was far out of her league. With tears springing in her eyes, she turned and ran, the Knight not even turning to face her while the dragon and the human clashed in the centre of the room. The shockwave from their first exchange knocked Arilla to her knees as she fled.


Chapter 24

Daughter

Arilla didn’t look back as she fled the cavern and sprinted down the unlit hall. Sounds of violence echoed out from behind her; the concussive blasts of heat, light, and ringing steel told her everything she needed to know.

Typh was still alive.

For how long that would remain true, she didn’t know. A good rule of thumb was that the first level into a new rank meant an approximate ten-fold increase in power compared to the peak of the previous one a level below. It was an extremely crude measure for power rankings, far better suited for drunken arguments in a tavern than for any kind of battle strategy. She reminded herself that Typh was a dragon, the most powerful creature she had ever met.

The most powerful iron-rank creature I’ve ever met.

The traitorous thought came and went swiftly, along with an all-too-clear image of the steel-rank Orca they had so recently fled from. Her memories of their underwater flight were still so very vivid. The feel of Typh’s arms as she clutched against her chest. The sound of the dragon’s cries when their arcane shield bent and warped beneath the whale’s almost playful touch. She told herself that the knight couldn’t be that strong—Typh was just fighting a mere human like her . . .

. . . Except Arilla knew that the Queen’s Alchemic Guard were not just mere knights, they were the finest fighters in the realm. Each one was trained practically from birth to survive the trials they were put through and to make the most out of their heavily documented class. They were given the rarest alchemical potions, salves, and runic-arms, all to make them the deadliest killing machines that Terythia had to field. Alchemic Knights broke sieges, brought monsters to heel, and were their greatest deterrent against an Epherian invasion. Her nationalistic pride rebelled at the idea that a steel-ranked member of that esteemed order could be stopped by a single iron rank, regardless of how strong their species was.

And Typh had said it herself, she was a deformed runt of a dragon—the very weakest of her kind.

It was an unpleasant thought, one she wanted to deny, but couldn’t. She had been taught from a young age to honour and respect those brave few who gave up everything to join the ranks of the Alchemic Guard, and now her former lover was fighting one of them, presumably to the death.

Arilla didn’t know what that knight was doing here, but it didn’t matter right now. She needed to focus on finding the children and getting them out. Whatever the church had planned couldn’t be good, but right now she was struggling to even see in the near-total darkness of these underground tunnels—which reminded her of her most recent skill up.

*Congratulations, Slayer’s Sight has reached level 5. You must rank up this skill to progress it further.*

Slayer’s Sight - You may add this skill’s level to your effective willpower score for all purposes related to directly challenging stealth-based skills, and illusion-based magic.

Will become . . .

Class Hunter - This modification allows you to apply the bonus from Slayer’s Sight to directly challenge skills that hide or otherwise obfuscate true classes.

Dark Stalker - This modification allows you to see perfectly in the absence of light.

Mana Sight - This modification allows you to directly perceive mana.

Her choices were simple, and all held some appeal. While she had taken her time in selecting her most recent class, right now she didn’t have the luxury to dwell on her options. [Dark Stalker] was exactly what she needed, and so she chose the modification without a second thought. She experienced a mild tingle behind her eyes before the dark hall bloomed with not-quite-colour, and suddenly she could see perfectly in shades of greys and blacks that were able to somehow confer the true colours that lay beneath her new darkvision.

She turned a blind corner and passed through a wide, crumbling archway that led into yet another large chamber. This one was lined with metal cages filled with the fearful faces of the poor and the young. Not a single classer in sight. They were packed in tight around the edges of the chamber, their youthful grubby faces contorted in fearful expressions while the near-continuous sound of children sobbing resonated within the domed ceiling up above.

Arilla couldn’t possibly count them all, but the large cages were filled to bursting. The population of the slums had been huge and uncounted, with only a rough estimation of the number of families living in squalor having ever been documented. She had been braced for it, expecting to see children in cages from the moment she had first entered the undercroft with Typh, but seeing truly was believing.

Father Mihalis was standing at an altar in the centre of a large runic array, flanked on all sides by a squad of templars sworn to the church. Their bronze-rank tags floated above their heads, an unpleasant reminder of what she could have become, had she looked the other way or taken the priest up on his offer weeks ago.

The array itself was etched deep into the stone floors, an intricate and somehow undulating pattern of runes carved into the ground that managed to almost mimic movement. A thick paste with a pungent odour seemed to waft out of the grooves where the arcane symbols had been painstakingly placed. Given the size of the chamber, and the runic array that dominated the open floor—even going so far as to creep up the walls in places—the sheer quantity of alchemical reagents used to empower the ritual must have been worth a small fortune.

. . . Like the one she had donated to the church.

Arilla bit her tongue and silenced her self-recriminations as she focused her attention on the templars. She looked past the children and their tears, refusing to be distracted by them as she studied the weapons and armour she would soon be battling against.

Rune-etched longswords, heater shields, and what looked like very thick runic-plate for a bronze-rank to be wearing. Her sword was obviously far better than theirs, but her armour was heavily patched and largely missing in all the important places where scraps of chain and stitched leather held the few intact plates together. She was heavily outnumbered and poorly equipped. It was definitely not a fight that she wanted, but when she let her tunnel vision expand to really see the children in peril, she knew that she had no choice.

Arilla had not been silent in her approach; between her panicked breaths and her heavy stomps, they had to know that someone had arrived. The whole chamber intermittently shuddered with the impacts from Typh’s distant fight drastically limiting Arilla’s ability to catch them unaware.

The ritual-chamber was dark, perilously so, and the warrior walked slowly towards the nearest set of cages where the children were kept. She was careful to tread softly while the templars slowly fanned out from the altar where Father Mihalis stood. They each had hand-held magelights tied to their belts that lit up the area around them in a pale red glow. The centre of the runic array started to pulse in a matching shade as the priest presumably began to charge it with his internal mana reserves.

Her new class screamed at her to charge into their centre, sword swinging, to hopefully cut a few of them down before they could react, but it was hardly a winning strategy. She was new to her rank-up, and her skills were still far behind her class level. If there was a way for her to resolve this without resorting to violence, she had to give it a try.

“Father, tell me that this isn’t what it looks like,” Arilla finally said, choosing her moment to announce herself.

“Arilla . . . I did not expect to see you again so soon . . . Especially not here,” Father Mihalis replied, looking momentarily worried as he glanced at the bronze-ranked templars all around him who steadily began to converge on her. Their superior numbers must have given him some comfort as even while the cavern shook, the priest still smiled wide. “Of course this is not what it looks like.”

“Good, because it looks like you’re about to sacrifice hundreds of children on an altar for some arcane purpose,” she said with narrowed eyes as the templars grew closer—then, she noticed the large ceremonial knife at the priest’s belt.

“Arcane purpose, no. Divine!” he said, his eyes wide with religious zeal.

“Of course you are . . .” she sighed, feeling so very tired as her feet fell into the first stance her sword tutor had taught her. Arilla readied her heavy blade for combat and wondered if she had prepared enough for this pivotal moment. Despite all of her guilt and depression, she had never stopped trying to catch up to the dragon she had once loved, and now she would finally be tested.

Had she done enough?

Could she have trained harder?

Would someone like Thearda be able to do better?

Her eyes drifted to the fearful faces of the orphans in cages, to the altar in the centre of the chamber, and finally to Father Mihalis’s wickedly curved knife.

“Low stakes,” the warrior muttered, and rolled her shoulders for one last time.

Before the magelights could reveal her, she pushed stamina through [Dragon’s Blade] and lunged. She practically flew over the ground, her feet barely kissing the stone as she raced forwards out of the dark and appeared in shades of red before the nearest templar. His magelight lit her up, and she heard the gasps of surprise that emanated from the cages lining the chamber.

Her literal captive audience.

When her overly large sword, levelled like a lance, ripped through the defences of the templar before her, she could practically see the hope light up in the eyes of the children—all was not over for them yet.

Of course the templar did not die; Arilla had driven her sword all the way through his gut, and her blade had erupted out the other side amidst a spray of crimson gore. He was then tossed like a sack of hay when her shoulder checked his chest a fraction of a second later. But he was bronze rank, and like her, the templar wasn’t about to let something like a brief impalement take him out of the fight.

The one she had injured clambered to his feet, even as the remaining five closed in on her, swords swinging. It was all that she could do to desperately fend off their blows.

“You do not understand, Arilla! I have seen an Angel, and with her blessing, today we shall birth another anew! An Angel to care for and guard Rhelea from all the monsters who would do us harm!” Mihalis ranted.

“And that’s worth all these children’s lives?” she grunted, barely blocking an attempted decapitation and accepting a large cut across her side.

“Come now, Arilla, you are not so naïve. These children are homeless orphans, they have no one to care for them, and the orphanage is already far past capacity. How many of them would survive the winter anyway? How many would disappear down backstreets never to be seen again? With the Traylans in charge of the city, the orphanage has already lost the majority of its funding. It was only through spending the last of our coin, and from the help of strangers equally devoted to our cause, that we could afford this one chance to birth an Angel so very soon!”

“There are other ways to protect Rhelea, the adventurers—”

“The adventurers care only for themselves!” he snapped. “You and I both know it. Between them all there is enough power and wealth to have cleaned up the slums decades ago! We could have built schools, raised monuments to the Gods, but they are selfish, greedy sinners, one and all!”

“That’s not true! What about the Shining Swords, the Knotted Stave, the Moonsteel Company! Rhelea is full of adventuring parties who do good for the sake of doing good!” she argued, nearly taking a sword through the throat for her trouble.

“You are not a child, Arilla. Those parties you named have the power to change things, but what do they do with it? Chase steel rank? Throw a few chalkoi the way of the starving poor when it stares them in the face? Few are like you, but one Angel will be enough to protect Rhelea’s poor. I have seen it myself, seen the good work being done in Pallas, and soon all of Astresia.”

A chill ran up her spine as she processed those words.

“This is happening elsewhere, isn’t it.”

“Why of course, Creation cannot be saved with just one Angel no matter how powerful. Even now, missionaries travel from Pallas bound for cities all across Astresia with the divine knowledge of how to summon a new Angel to this plane. Each success weakens the barrier between Creation and Heaven until soon Angels shall step forth into our world as easy as we draw breath.”

“I’ll stop you.”

“You shouldn’t. This is a holy mission, and you are a member of the faithful. You should be joining us, not standing in our way. So what if a few orphans, already destined to die, must be sacrificed in exchange for a new start for us all!”

“You’re insane.”

“I am holy. My name and the names of the templars you see so fit to battle shall be known throughout history as the midwives who ushered this Angel into Creation!”

“You’ll be known as just another load of crazy old fools who thought you were special.”

“Enough playing. Kill her!” Father Mihalis ordered, looking past Arilla and at the templars she had been struggling with.

Arilla cursed under her breath as the attacks began increasing in pace and intensity. Whatever had held them back from displaying their true strength abruptly dissipated, and Arilla was left fending off attacks from six warriors of equal rank and greater skill to her.

She fought for everything she was worth while steel blades scratched along the edges of her patched armour and her skill-hardened skin was finally tested against the might of forged blades. Runes flared and guttered out inconsistently as the arcane protections that only partially covered her heavily damaged full plate were quickly overwhelmed.

Despite being outnumbered, she gave as good as she got. Her sword tore through armour and flesh with minimal resistance. The blade in her hands functioned as an extension of herself as she lost herself to the flow of the fight, the mad, precarious dance of it. Her class growled with satisfaction while she relished the fight, aware that a single mistake could very well spell her end as she channelled every half-remembered sword lesson and brought it to her defence.

She was aware as she stepped, thrust, and parried that hundreds of eyes tracked her movements. The faces of the children who were once so hopeful upon her arrival were gradually growing disheartened as they watched how her armour was split open and blood haemorrhaged out of her side. A part of her found herself looking for Tamlin amongst the sea of expectant gazes. She thought that seeing one familiar person might help impart some new wave of much needed strength.

She was a Noble Slayer. She knew that on some level she was better than any one of the warriors facing her, but against six? Well, she understood why Father Mihalis didn’t look worried.

This would be an ideal point in time for Typh to come in and save her, splattered in gore and wearing another one of her stupid, impractical dresses. Arilla could imagine the dragon looking bored as she tore her way through the opposition, but the cavern continued to intermittently shake, and she knew this time there would be no timely rescue. She was on her own.

. . . Or was she?

Arilla thought back to that conversation she had with Typh about how children were used in rituals, and as she looked at the sea of orphaned faces obscured behind layers of dirt and steel bars, she remembered the power in their hopeful gazes. She remembered the reason why they had been gathered in this chamber. For exactly the same reason that their deaths would empower the ritual circle carved into the floor, she could use their innocent naivety.

Children believed hard. They believed that their imaginary friends were real, that their teddy bears could talk back to them, that if they were good they would get presents, and if they were truly excellent then maybe their fathers who had cast them aside would come crawling back.

Slowly but surely, Arilla was losing ground against the templars, and she needed to be stronger. Months of quiet practice willing herself to surpass her System-bound limits had failed to evoke so much as a whisper of additional strength. But here, all around her, were hundreds of children all looking to her with the hope steadily draining from their eyes. To win, she needed to be stronger than her stats allowed, and for that, she needed them to believe in her.

“I can do this,” Arilla said, far louder than she strictly needed to, her voice echoing throughout the large cavern.

“No, you can’t. Surrender, and I will let you see the Angel with your own eyes before you die,” Father Mihalis replied, but Arilla didn’t care—her words hadn’t been directed at him.

Taking an extra step back to gain some distance from her attackers, she did the dumbest thing you could do in a fight. She took off her helmet. The young warrior smiled brightly as she looked across at the children, then shook her head, causing her red locks to tumble down her back. The lie of the smile came easily to her, as lies always did; heroes always smiled in the stories, and she was trusting that, like her, the poorest children in all of Rhelea had lived for stolen tales of heroic adventurers.

“Don’t worry, I’ll get you out of this. Just close your eyes, and I’ll have you out of there before you know it,” she declared, emulating the confidence of every adventurer in every story she had ever heard.

She couldn’t very well ask them to believe in her—she could hardly believe herself that this was her plan—but as dozens of eyes clamped shut and tiny fists clenched in concentration, Arilla felt her steps lighten by the tiniest, almost imperceptible amount. Whether it was her imagination or not, she didn’t know, and she didn’t particularly care, but she leaned into the additional strength wherever it came from and finally went on the offensive.

She stepped forwards abruptly and her zweihander flashed through the air, light in her hands as she cleaved the enchanted blade into a templar. Her skills pulsed in her chest and her class roared while she tore his metal kite shield in half. Her blade carried on uninterrupted as it severed an arm and dropped the first of her attackers to the floor.

Now it was five against one, and this time she felt rather than saw more eyes snap shut. She didn’t need to hear the words to know that throughout the chamber in ever-increasing numbers children prayed to her—not the Gods—for salvation. That barely perceptible sliver of power grew as spurred on by over a hundred innocent souls, Creation bent itself in her favour.

It wasn’t the first time Arilla’s stats had been boosted; when Typh’s magic had run through her it felt feverish and hot, yet this was like a cool breeze at her back. Every step and strike became just a little bit easier as she let herself take stupid risks, in the name of flair. Each time it paid off she felt that belief in her grow, and the burgeoning power in her limbs rose to match the hopeful expectations of her audience.

A sword whipped forwards going for her unprotected face, and she found herself laughing like a hero from the stories as, moving far faster than she had any right to, she slapped the flat of the blade away with her off-hand, and with the other she cut the templar down at the knees. She swung her heavy two-hander in one hand while a literal geyser of blood erupted from the templar’s severed stumps as they fell back on the floor, their pained shouts filling the large cavern.

The others, clad in their runic steel, seemed wary of her now, each one of them hesitant to be the next to attack her. She couldn’t even blame them, now that her strikes parted their magical protections and penetrated their defensive skills with apparent ease.

“Quit stalling! Kill her! For the Angel’s sake, kill her!” Father Mihalis yelled, flying spittle evident to her skill-enhanced eyes even in the darkness.

Armoured heads turned slightly to acknowledge one another, the templars clearly knowing each other well and checking in as they steeled their flagging nerves. Arilla laughed like a madwoman as she forgot her breathing techniques and swung her zweihander; the power behind her strikes forced them to scatter at her approach as she left them no time to parry or block. The one templar who saw fit to take the chance was sent flying as a skill-empowered strike hit his raised sword and carried him rapidly through the air, where he eventually collided with a cage—he was slow to stand back up.

Temporarily reduced to three, Arilla darted forwards, her new skill showing her the fear in their eyes as she ran a templar through, earning herself a significant stab through the chest in exchange. It was a deep wound, a powerful skilled strike that had pierced her breast and collapsed a lung, but Arilla was well versed with injuries like that.

As the templars watched in horror, she twisted her blade and ripped it out through the side of the man’s ribcage before she stepped forwards, unfettered by the longsword still lodged through her chest.

“Is that the best you’ve got?” she asked, not even wheezing.

It hurt like a bitch, and she had to stop laughing after she’d said her piece in order to spit a mouthful of blood onto the floor, but as she advanced on the two remaining templars she could see that the fight had gone out of them. Their religious zeal had fallen short in the face of her almost manic fury. She felt giddy, invincible despite the sword wound. Her bravery in the face of death, while initially a desperate ploy to make use of the gullibility of children, had morphed into something else.

She felt like a God.

The two templars hesitated, taking one step back and then another. Arilla pounced on them, splitting them both in half with a single strike from her sword, their defensive skills failing as her enchanted blade overcame all resistance. Covered in gore, she then advanced on Father Mihalis.

“Your plan is done. I’m turning you in to answer for your crimes,” she said, her voice strong and clear despite the pain in her chest. [Dragon’s Resilience] shone through as she stood unbowed and unbroken despite her grievous wound.

“No! You can’t, I have a destiny!” Father Mihalis pleaded in disbelief.

“Destinies are for stories,” she said as she punched him in the face, her mailed fist shaking loose a tooth and cracking a bone as he collapsed to his knees. “Now where are the keys to the cages?”

“I have them here,” Mihalis answered, retrieving a thick set of keys from within the folds of his robe before she dragged him towards the nearest cage.

She threw his ceremonial knife to the side, and then in the same breath, she removed the longsword—the handle was still protruding from her chest. It came loose with a horrible sucking sound, and even with the belief of the children empowering her steps and her pain-resistance skill she felt her knees go weak. Mihalis tried to stand, during this momentary bout of weakness, but she kicked his feet out from under him—harder than she’d intended as something important crunched and he screamed in pain. But she didn’t care. A twist in the lock and suddenly a cage full of children were free, although still far too fearful to step out from their cage.

“Four left,” she mumbled, more to herself than to anyone in particular. She saw Mihalis’s eyes dart to the side as another powerful rumble very nearly caused them both to lose their footing. “What are you—”

A blade burst through her chest.

The steel did not bring pain with it—far more terrifying than that, it brought a numb cold. Arilla’s legs folded up beneath her when the blade was withdrawn, and she fell hard to the ground. Creation tipped sideways, and she tried to roll to her feet, but then realised that she could only move her right arm. Ice-cold fear ran through her as she looked up at the faces of the children in the cage in front of her, who were now backing away as the door slammed shut once again, sealing them inside.

“What in the depths took you so long?” Mihalis asked, anger in his voice as he recovered from his fear. “That bitch broke my leg while you were busy recovering.”

“I’m sorry, Holy Father, it was a good hit. I was pretty rattled,” the voice was familiar. She thought she recognised it from her time in the temple’s kitchens, but without seeing the face she couldn’t be sure.

“Enough of your excuses, we’re the only ones left. We must start the ritual before mages from the surface get here. Whoever is occupying our friend was far too loud with their tracer spell.”

“Of course, Father. Let me help you to the altar.”

“I don’t need your help,” the priest snapped. “Just bring me the first street rat. I’ll make my own way. We have well over a hundred to bleed here, and it looks like this cavern could collapse at any moment.”

“Of course, and Arilla?”

“What about her? She’s dead.”

“No, she isn’t. Or at least, there’s been no System message.”

“Oh, well cut her head off to be sure, then let’s get on with this.”

Well shit.

It seemed odd to hear someone discuss executing you, but she had solidly lost the fight so she supposed it was to be expected. Not that it seemed like it was ever particularly winnable—in hindsight she had done remarkably well for herself. Maybe she should have stayed to help Typh instead, but as the chamber continued to shake intermittently, and rocks fell from above she knew that she would have just gotten in the way. Arilla was good, maybe even great if today’s battle proved anything, but she wasn’t exceptional; so long as she stood in Typh’s shadow, she would never be able to shine.

Arilla heard the sets of footprints move to stand over her. She didn’t regret any of her actions. With maybe the exception of a few drunken indiscretions, she felt like she had lived a good life, even if it was about to be cut painfully short. She idly wondered if there was something wrong with her—this was hardly the first time she found herself willing to accept her end. It probably said something negative about her self-esteem that she wasn’t railing against death as it came for her.

Still, something seemed . . . wrong.

It took her a moment to realise that there were ‘sets’ of footprints gathering around her, rather than just one or two. Then the screaming started—first the templar, who was soon followed by the children. From her vantage point on the ground facing away from the action, she could only guess at what was happening, but as the final sword blow never came she found her curiosity more than piqued.

Partially paralysed as she was—she still had the one arm—she braced her grip against the ground and pushed. Painfully slowly, Arilla rolled over, and she ragdolled onto her other side. Her sideways view on the world was suddenly inverted and she was faced with a fresh set of horrors.

[Shade level 7], [Shade level 7], [Shade level 7], [Shade level 7], [Shade level 7].

With burning green flames for eyes, the five dead templars shuffled forwards, each one of them lunging for the survivor, who backpedalled in a panic. They were not a serious threat for the templar, but in the confines of a shaking cavern, with ritualistic markings covering every surface next to cages full of humans to be sacrificed, she could see why the surprise reanimation of your recently deceased friends and peers might cause you to panic.

The templar fell backwards onto the ground, and the unliving corpses fell on top of him. Cooling flesh encased in runic-metal clawed at the templar, the shades too low in level and thereby intelligence to wield any of the numerous weapons scattered throughout the chamber. Some of the corpses were knocked loose from the minor impact of the fall, but all of them clawed at him, desperate in their undead hunger for still-living flesh.

Arilla knew that she should be afraid, that she could very well be next, but as she saw the templar go for his sword, she reached for him. Her grip around his wrist stopped him short, and his arm bucked against her as he tried to fend off the corpses one handed while they slowly prised his steel armour from his body. Metal creaked for a long time while he struggled, before dead fingers finally plunged through the gaps in the steel and into the man’s vulnerable flesh. The holes in his armour widened as it was steadily disassembled, and oh how he screamed. Children cried, sniffled, and vomited while Arilla gritted her teeth, focusing all of her might on her one still-working arm as she held the templar’s sword arm in place while he was slowly devoured on the ground right next to her.

Eventually his screams stopped, and soon after that so too did his struggles. The System did its due diligence in letting her know about the six people she had killed today.

*Congratulations on defeating a level 56 Temple Guardian, experience is awarded.*

*Congratulations on defeating a level 55 Temple Guardian, experience is awarded.*

. . .

*Congratulations, Noble Slayer is now level 51.*

*Congratulations, Dragon’s Blade is now level 41.*

*Congratulations, Dragon’s Compact is now level 40.*

*Congratulations, Dragon’s Mettle is now level 39.*

. . .

*Congratulations, Dragon’s Mettle is now level 43.*

*Congratulations, Dragon’s Resilience is now level 42.*

. . .

*Congratulations, Dragon’s Resilience is now level 45.*

She let the notifications wash over her while she waited for her turn to come, but instead of tearing into her vulnerable flesh, the corpses with gore dripping from their hands and from the gaps in their helmets shambled slowly towards the cages. For a moment she felt something within herself stir as her panic snowballed, but instead of the shades feasting upon the defenceless children, a ring of keys was passed through the bars from one blood-soaked gauntlet to a child’s hand.

The crowd of orphans parted and Tamlin strode forth. He smoothly unlocked the door of the cage, then stepped out onto the bloody ground of the ritual chamber. The boy proudly displayed a necromancer tag and a newly raised level that would make him a prodigy destined for greatness, if the law and morality didn’t demand his death. He looked down at her with burning green eyes, as vivid and bright as the flames in his puppeted corpses.

“Arilla, where is Typh?” the necromancer demanded.

She wanted to laugh—it seemed she was destined to always be the side character in someone else’s story.

“She’s fighting. Pretty sure the tremors are her, unless she broke something she shouldn’t have,” Arilla said from her vantage point on the floor. “Can you help me up?”

“I can, but you have to promise not to kill me first.”

“Really?”

“I’m a necromancer. Just because I play with corpses doesn’t mean I want to be one.”

“Fine. I promise. Now help me up,” she said, finding the words harder to say than she’d anticipated. Her ingrained revulsion at what the boy was surprised her, especially when she saw how the other children had given him a wide and silent berth even in the tight confines of their shared prison.

Two corpses bent low to drag her to her feet. The experience was as demeaning as it was unpleasant.

“Will you heal?” he asked.

“Eventually,” she said, hoping that her statement was true even as [Dragon’s Resilience] pulsed a gentle affirmation.

“Good. Leave the keys with someone, we need to go find Typh.”


Chapter 25

Lover

Typh categorically did not have a handle on this.

Academically she knew that when it came down to a duel between a melee classer and a mage, the caster typically held the advantage for as long as they could maintain a safe distance. The moment that was over, the mage would usually die a fairly abrupt death—typically one with lots of screaming while they were brutally hacked apart by the melee classer’s weapon of choice. This Alchemic Knight seemed to be a fan of a large two-handed axe, and after their first brutal exchange had cost Typh both of her hands, she’d quickly reverted to a more traditional form of combat, one where she primarily ran away.

Of course, Typh was not a typical mage—she had a noble class now, even if all of her skills were mana related—and so when she ran from the knight, she did so with style. The dragon flew through the cavern at truly ridiculous speeds, especially considering the area’s limited size, while she rained down countless destructive spells on her foe and narrowly dodged the arcs of force hurled back at her. She also had to contend with the walls of the chamber themselves, and the dragon was all too aware that a single collision would likely take her out of the fight. If the impact didn’t do it, then the swarm of glowing blades that raced through the air certainly would.

These green arcs of force emanated from the knight’s axe-head and raced through the air only a heartbeat slower than she could dodge. Her massive intelligence stat just barely managed to let her recognise the imminent threats and yank her body out of the way with a twist of will so sudden that her hairpin turns threatened to cause her to black out from the rapid changes in acceleration.

She responded to this aggression with mana-bolts, blades of hardened light, rays of fire, and plain old concussive blasts that blended force and heat in every contrasting ratio she could think of. After seeing the Alchemic Knight emerge time and again, unscathed and unblemished, while somehow ignoring the searing flames that had literally melted the very ground the armoured figure trod on, Typh had just about given up hope she could win this fight conventionally. It was only the fact that the knight actually made the effort to dodge her attacks that she felt it was worth continuing with their battle of attrition.

However, she was definitely losing.

Just maintaining the speeds required to stay aloft and out of harm’s way was a constant drain on her mana supply, as well as her health. That steadily trickled downwards, and not just from the painfully throbbing stumps where her hands used to be. Her brain felt bruised inside her skull and her joints cried out in agony at every abrupt turn. At this rate she would run out of health long before she did mana, and that wasn’t even accounting for the intermittent spells she enhanced with [Artillerist’s Empowerment]. That drained both of her precious resources, but doused the knight in magically persistent dragonfire.

Typh knew that if they closed on her again, she would probably die. It had taken every ounce of skill that she possessed, and more than a little luck, to have escaped with such relatively minor injuries when she had first met the knight head-on. Her hardened aura that had been bloated with mana until it took on the form of golden scales had been torn apart like wet paper by the knight’s superior offensive skills. While she could commit even more of her arcane reserves to supplement her defences, it didn’t solve the problem that the combat classer was simply better than her.

Better training, better stats, better gear.

Typh was finally paying the price for her hubris. She could have augmented her abilities with the magical equipment in her hoard, or even just made an attempt to acquire those things with the ample amounts of time and money that had passed through her fingers. She could have learned how to fight as a human, rather than just trying to mimic her draconic form whenever it came down to committing physical violence. And she could have ranked up her class a long time ago—subsequently earning herself the raw mental stats she now needed to squish this pesky human like a bug.

Typh had done none of these things; she had her reasons, ones that even felt right in the moment, but ultimately it came down to her preferring to mope around like a lovestruck idiot instead of preparing for the fights she now couldn’t avoid.

Arilla had finally, irrevocably rejected her. Typh could feel the loss of her former lover, the gaping emptiness where the connection between their classes used to be. She was alone again, utterly alone, and while there were countless people depending on her to live through this fight, it was a fundamentally different feeling having responsibilities that kept you going, rather than a singular unyielding drive.

Did she really care if she won? Was her commitment to Tamlin, Halith, and the others enough to push herself so hard when the results seemed almost pre-ordained?

Typh looked down at her recently amputated wrists and sighed. The sad sound that followed was hitched and unnatural as the air raced past while she mentally threw herself at a-ninety-degree angle halfway through the exhalation. More pain and HP loss followed. The jerky zig-zag motion of her unending flight allowed her to narrowly escape another untimely death while the Alchemic Knight raced across the chamber’s molten floor beneath her.

The dragon narrowed her eyes at the human whose misfortune it was to try and slay her on today of all days. She looked through the slit in their helmet’s visor and studied those black, empty pits with disinterest before she decided then and there that killing them would make her feel better—if only for a little while.

“You shouldn’t have waited here alone,” Typh warned.

“You shouldn’t have come at all, classer,” the Alchemic Knight responded, breaking their self-imposed silence with the oddest choice of words.

Before the noble dragon could dwell on that, she was forced to weave through the air erratically while light exploded around her. The knight’s arms blurred as they swung their axe in a wild flurry of strikes, each swing emitted a ghostly arc that cut through the air and headed right for her at truly alarming speeds.

The quantity of mana Typh kept in her clothes dipped again and her ballistic flight abruptly turned at another stomach-churning angle, causing a swarm of black spots to momentarily appear in the corners of her vision. She intercepted some of the attacks with her own curving spells that cancelled one another out amidst a blast of heat and golden light, but the majority of the swerving arcs of immaterial sharpness went on to strike the roof of the cavern behind her.

Where they impacted, they sank deep into the rocky ceiling and carved out large grooves almost twenty feet long, which penetrated far deeper into the stone than Typh would’ve liked to acknowledge. By now the roof was scarred in overlapping layers of crisscrossing lines that went surprisingly high into the rock above. They were miles below the surface of Rhelea, lost beneath a warren of ancient tunnels, although Typh had an inkling that they were fairly central. Each missed strike from her spells or the knight’s axe made the entire chamber tremble as the air filled up with scalding rock dust, falling stone, and glassed earth. The intense heat from her many spells lacked anywhere to escape, and the room was starting to get unbearably hot; Typh realised that the time was coming for her to bring things to a close.

The knight must have thought the same thing, as they abruptly changed pace, leaping up through the air like Arilla so often did. A torrent of ghostly arcs flew from the edge of their axehead that fluttered out in front of their heroic leap. Again, Typh spent mana to dodge, racing out of the path of the skill blades in the air while she fired off more mana-intensive spells at the knight, hoping to at least send them back down to the ground where they belonged. The sky—or rather, ceiling in this instance—was her domain, and she was ruthless in defending it.

The dragon splurged her mana and sent a massive barrage of glowing bolts outwards, curving in all directions. Between the Knight’s inability to course-correct without ground to stand on, and [Artillerist’s Guidance] allowing her spells to turn back around should they miss, the successive impacts were deafening.

Of course the knight emerged from the blast largely unscathed and on an unaltered trajectory—although their armour might finally have suffered some minor dents, but Typh didn’t care about that minor victory.

She had already won.

Typh dodged the swings, nearly snapping her spine with how suddenly she pulled herself down by the shoulders and to the side with a large pulse of mana through [Artillerist’s Reservoir]. She assigned herself a horizontal velocity, then threw herself to the other side of the chamber just in time for the first of the rocks to start falling. For when she unleashed her barrage of manabolts at the Knight, she had sent the bulk of her spellfire up into the cracked ceiling.

The ceiling that had remained mercifully intact despite the countless ravines carved in it by the Alchemic Knight’s errant strikes finally began to fall. Each ghostly blade launched from their axe had gone on to penetrate for several meters, each new cut layered on top of those that came before creating an uneven blanket of fault lines that extended up towards the surface of Rhelea. The only reason it hadn’t collapsed long before that point was because Typh had been using [Artillerist’s Reservoir] for something other than personal flight for a change. She had discreetly been holding up the entire roof of the cavern and all the loose rocks above it with her draconic will.

Until now.

With [Sovereign’s Perception], she navigated her spells through the thin ravines conveniently carved into the cavern’s ceiling and used [Artillerist’s Guidance] to just barely make the necessary turns. From her large volley of spells, each individual bolt was guided by her impressive intelligence score, and they penetrated deeply. Many missed their turns and exploded prematurely amidst waves of force, but they only cleared the way for more bolts which went on to impact at several discrete points in the stone up above. At that precise moment, she twisted [Artillerist’s Reservoir] and gave the rocks holding everything together an entirely new vector and velocity.

She aimed them right at the mid-air knight, who couldn’t effectively dodge.

The chamber rumbled once more, and then all hell broke loose. The pieces of stone that she had so carefully infused her mana into shot out at blinding speeds towards the knight. The human predictably twisted out of the way of some, only to be overwhelmed by the sheer quantity and size of the massive chunks of stone that then hammered them into the ground for a fraction of a second before the entire ceiling collapsed on top of them. Literal miles of rock and ruin crashed down atop the knight as, steel-rank strength or not, the actual weight of Creation above crushed them to a fine paste.

“Amateur,” Typh said disdainfully, thinking of half a dozen iron-rank teams who had put up more of a fight than them.

Levels, gear, and expertise were all well and good, but humans were dangerous because of their imagination. That Alchemic Knight’s had been severely lacking.

*Congratulations on defeating a level 206 Queen’s Alchemical Knight, experience is awarded.*

*Congratulations on defeating a tainted creature. For your service to the System, additional experience is awarded.*

*Congratulations, Sovereign Magus is now level 51.*

. . .

*Congratulations, Sovereign Magus is now level 58.*

*Congratulations, Artillerist’s Abjurations has reached level 50. You must rank up this skill to progress it further.*

*Congratulations, Artillerist’s Empowerment has reached level 50. You must rank up this skill to progress it further.*

*Congratulations, Artillerist’s Guidance has reached level 50. You must rank up this skill to progress it further.*

*Congratulations, Artillerist’s Reservoir has reached level 50. You must rank up this skill to progress it further.*

Typh had only been half-heartedly following her System prompts when she’d come across that one line and felt her blood run cold.

Tainted creature . . .

She turned back around to face the giant pile of broken rocks that now obscured the better half of the chamber. Stone dust filled the air and threatened to choke her frail human lungs as she set herself down on the still-soft ground, unwilling to risk the mana on anything frivolous while she readied herself to fight yet again.

Time passed, yet nothing happened. She eventually ended up cursing her own paranoia, since the System had been unambiguously clear that she had killed it.

Typh felt her heart race as it threatened to rip itself out of her chest. Her body flexed instinctively as if to attack with the claws and fangs she no longer possessed.

“Oh this is bad, so very bad,” the dragon whispered to herself while she tried to get her rising panic under control.

Tainted creatures meant exactly one thing.

Monsters.

She wasn’t ready to fight one, not even close, and for them to have extended their influence so far so quickly, she didn’t understand how it was possible. There were no Monsters currently on Astresia, were there? And even if there were, she should have had decades before they expanded far enough to begin corrupting the environment with their very presence.

“None of this makes any sense.”

Her words were barely audible over the crunch of shifting stone all around her. Typh felt herself begin to spiral into despair as she held her head between her knees and clenched her eyes firmly shut. It wouldn’t save her, only one thing would.

Knowledge.

She needed to find out exactly what she had stumbled onto. Why an Alchemic Knight had gotten mixed up in all this, not to mention how the humans had managed to block the tracking spell that she had laid into the wooden coaster she had given Tamlin; both questions needed to be answered, and quickly. She cursed Erebus for not handing over the information she had requested, but she forced her mind to focus and think through the implications.

Her tracking spell wasn’t a particularly hard bit of magic to overcome, but to do so relied on an understanding of certain arcane principles that humans simply lacked in this particular age—or at least, were supposed to. That left her with two unsettling possibilities: either the humans were far more advanced than she had given them credit for, or perhaps more concerningly, something with access to Monster flesh and runic knowledge—that was supposed to be possessed only by the Council races—was giving the humans in these tunnels help.

For a moment she allowed her mind to drift to some of the more outlandish conspiracy theories that Erebus was so fond of; one with elves in disguise who puppeteered the greatest of human follies from the shadows, but even they would stop far short of messing with the tainted.

“Arilla . . .”

Typh had sent her off to fight by herself, thinking the steel-rank was the greatest threat in these tunnels. The thought that the warrior could be faced with tainted humans of her own without Typh’s aid immediately ran through her mind, so she sprinted towards the tunnel her former lover had taken. The dragon pushed mana through the stone and willed a boulder that had fallen to block the entrance to move to the side, but as soon as she did, even more began to fall.

The room trembled and stone audibly groaned all around her, and the dragon realised just how unstable she had made the entire underground complex.

She would have to go around.

* * *

The dragon raced through the tunnels on wings of incandescent light while the walls shook and stone continued to fall from the ceiling. Any thoughts of conserving her mana had long since been abandoned in favour of urgency as she hurried towards her destination.

Towards Arilla.

Her imagination ran wild with fevered fears of what-ifs and might-bes while she inched painfully closer to where she believed the warrior to be. Her circuitous route through the failing tunnel systems grew ever longer as more and more passageways through the earth collapsed from the aftershocks of her battle.

She had little time to marvel at the wonders on display. The dragon blazed past forgotten shrines and ruined architecture that had been perfectly preserved through the ages only to be destroyed in her frenzied wake. Her mana was hot and wild, her aura unconstrained and free as she jetted through occupied lairs and bestial haunts, scorching the earth behind her in her hurry. The few creatures too slow to get out of her way could only cower or begin to give chase when the noble dragon flew past with images of Arilla trapped on all sides by collapsing ceilings and hemmed in by tainted knights, urging her on.

It was all too much to bear.

After minutes of sustained flight, Typh finally emerged into another large cavern, dusty and exhausted. This chamber was wider than the one before, with a large runic array that covered every available surface. The area was filled with pungent alchemies that made her nose feel unpleasantly fizzy. Five large cages crammed full of dishevelled children lined the room; all of the doors were open and orphans were slowly spilling out, where they milled around the hall staying well clear of a single corpse by one of the cages.

Thankfully, it wasn’t Arilla’s.

Upon further investigation it was not a pleasant sight, but corpses rarely were, especially those literally ripped open by human hands. Fortunately its viscera smelled like it was clean of corruption, so she was able to dismiss it without any further thought.

The whole area reeked of blood, fear and—strangely enough—hope. Typh was immediately tempted to go find Arilla; the strong scent of her blood was unfortunately easy for the dragon to detect—it vanished down a long hall with Tamlin, and several dead things in tow. But Typh knew she had to stay in the chamber for a while yet. Arilla was alive at least for the moment and it was imperative that she study the runic array in front of her.

It had blocked her, and with its swirling runes it was decidedly not created in the humans’ usual utilitarian style. Children wailed and had immediately looked to her for guidance from the moment she had appeared with her wings of golden light that she had since dismissed. Typh cursed Arilla for leaving so many children unattended, even if they were relatively safe. The tremors that intermittently shook the cavern caused screams of fear, and more than a few of the children were investigating the alchemical mixture crammed into the etched runes—or worse, the passageways leading away from the relative safety of the hall.

“Everyone, stay still and to the side. Once I’ve studied this array, I’ll take you to safety,” Typh called out, her mana amplifying the volume of her voice. While some orphans listened and promptly moved to the side, the vast majority of children ignored her in favour of gathering by her side and tearfully demanding to be taken back to the surface.

Typh was at a loss. The urgency of her need to understand what it was she had interrupted conflicted with her preference for keeping the children safe. Ultimately, a compromise was reached; a series of large walls of golden light slowly moved through the cavern and forced the children into a corner, where they would be out of the way while Typh worked. The dragon got down on her hands and knees and she scurried about, inspecting the choice of runes and reagents that were involved in the construction of the magical script.

It was ultimately a very powerful lens, a focusing array designed to funnel and concentrate mana into a very specific point. Concerningly, the array was not designed to work alone or even to focus the mana here, instead sending it somewhere much closer to the surface. By her count there would have to be another, much larger array for the spell to work as intended, but where would there even be space for such a thing?

Was there another cave somewhere filled with even more cages?

Typh quickly dismissed the thought. She strongly suspected that the secondary runic circle would be on the surface, but that was only a well-educated guess. Thinking on it further, she decided that it shouldn’t be too hard to find. The ritual would have to be very large—much larger than this to contain the flow of mana without a rupture. But where could it be, and how could they possibly afford to create such a thing without anyone noticing?

She cast her eyes over the runes in the room, ignoring the tiny fists that fought against her arcane barrier while [Sovereign’s Perception] picked apart the few identifiable scents in alchemical mixture daubed liberally into the runes. Her nose wrinkled with the conflicting urge to salivate and vomit. The vital organs of more than a dozen sapient species native to the Dragonspines made up the majority of the substance; more importantly than that though, she knew it was expensive. It must have cost a small fortune to create this array, and for the matching one to be even vaguely economical it would have to be etched in something far cheaper and thereby larger.

Like whatever they use to carve runic wards into Rhelea’s walls.

“Oh . . .”

Her head cocked to the side and she looked up at the ceiling, wondering if the solution could be so simple. Humans warded their cities’ fortifications to hold in the mana for easier passive levelling; it would require frighteningly little modification to enhance that effect by making it compatible with the working in this chamber. What little additional rune-scribing that needed to be done could easily be slipped in amongst all that construction that was occurring around Rhelea’s inner walls.

“They’re trying to spawn a Monster,” she said to herself, knowing it to be true.

Looking around at the sea of children’s faces behind her glowing barrier and smelling the pungent fumes of human alchemy, she was unsure if it was enough to do the trick. She didn’t really know how bad of a state the Great Wards were in, but basing it off what she had seen in the Traylan vault, the mana that would be released from their sacrifice barely seemed adequate to successfully spawn a Monster. A good mage wouldn’t leave a margin of error so large.

She was missing something.

A single shudder of fear ran through her when she realised that she was effectively kneeling over an arcane bomb that could easily kill everyone in Rhelea.

“Thank the System, Arilla stopped the ritual before it could start.”

Still, it was frightening how close it had all come, and even now they weren’t out of the woods. So long as the runic array remained intact Rhelea was in grave danger; even without the orphans to help fuel it, enough mages working together could still activate the magic—or, failing that, just one person could do it provided there was sufficient bloodshed on the surface.

The whole thing needed to be destroyed.

It was entirely possible that Rhelea couldn’t be saved, that the rot was too set in. Any society willing to murder this many of their own children for whatever they had been individually promised wasn’t really worth saving in her opinion, but to stand back and let the humans destroy themselves would doom the rest of Creation as well.

That, and Arilla was probably off chasing whoever was responsible right now; it wouldn’t do to let her efforts be in vain. Typh allowed herself to chuckle, finding the levity much needed as she rose to her feet and took a break from her studies to walk over to the centre of the room, where the altar was located.

“Hold! We have you outnumbered and outranked. Release the children!” the voice was clear and commanding, spoken with an almost regal tone that left little room for misunderstanding. The unmistakable power of a high-level skill was present in each syllable of every word, and it alone was enough to send a pit of dread spiking through Typh’s stomach.

She turned around, unsure how precisely she had been taken by surprise, but then upon seeing a squad of six steel-ranked knights and a seventh even-higher-level noble all standing by at the ready with their weapons levelled at her, she realised that it didn’t really matter.

These humans’ armour looked noticeably different to that of the Alchemic Knight she had recently slain. Their full-plate was noticeably thinner, enamelled in red on black, and it displayed an unfamiliar symbol of a stylised ‘I’ on their chests, rather than the Alchemists Guild’s flask the tainted creature had borne. They smelled clean—as much as humans ever did—and she doubted that she could miss the pungent stench of corruption now that she was looking for it.

She was outnumbered, outlevelled, and her trick with the collapsing ceilings was unlikely to work twice. Running was still an option, but she was a Sovereign. She had a duty, and if she wanted to carve out the rot that infested Rhelea, she was going to need help—higher-level help.

Taking a risk, Typh dismissed her barrier spell and released the children to get lost at their own leisure. The dragon raised her stumps high in the air, and with a smile she said the two most difficult words of her life:

“I surrender.”


Chapter 26

Sing

“I’m not doing it, and you can’t make me,” Melitte said, crossing her arms defensively over her ample chest. The lace and silks that went into the small slip of fabric the blonde woman dared to call a bodice was truly a magnificent creation, if only for how the delicate fabrics seemingly defied gravity. If Eliza was newer to Rhelea she would have been amazed at such a thing, but she had seen skill-stitched clothing before. Now, the bard only wondered if offering up that much cleavage could ever be worth it in such cold weather.

“I’m not trying to force you into anything,” Eliza explained. “I’d do it myself if I thought it would work, but we both know he doesn’t see me like that.”

“Don’t treat me like an idiot, Eliza; I have a high charisma score too, you know. I can practically see you flexing your skills. We both know how much of a choice normal people have when we lean into our stats like that,” the woman said condescendingly. “And don’t try to make me pity you. Nobody sees you like that. Why you ever bother making yourself look so pretty I’ll never understand, not with how dead that thing between your legs is.”

“Really, Melitte?”

“. . . You’re right. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that,” the entertainer apologised with a quiet sigh. She then stood up from her chair and began pacing the length of her office. “I haven’t seen you for years, and now you show up on my doorstep asking me to do this.”

“You know why we haven’t seen each other, it’s—”

“Because you think you’re too good for me? Now you make your living singing for him, while I still do his whoring,” she spat.

“No!” Eliza said, aghast. “It’s because it’s too dangerous for us to be seen together.”

“Goblinshit! You can tell yourself that all you want, but he doesn’t care! You keep your distance because that’s the way you like it!” Melitte yelled.

She wanted to refute it, but Melitte wasn’t entirely wrong. Eliza was a good-times girl; she was always there for the party, but when things got real she . . . detached. The threat of Riyoul’s ire was a convenient excuse for her to stay away from the only other people who understood what she was going through. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to bond over their shared pains and fears, but she was deathly afraid that if she knew them better, she wouldn’t be able to do the job Riyoul kept her alive for.

Not that it matters now.

The bard was in a private room in the Moonlit Rose, the finest brothel on the Row, although that boast grew less impressive by the day. It looked like Melitte’s establishment would soon be the only part of the Row that remained once Lord Traylan’s engineers had finished levelling the rest of the street to make room for more ‘upstanding’ businesses. Eliza knew Melitte well, far better than she would have liked from her time before Riyoul. She also knew that there was nothing upstanding about the diminutive woman, besides her natural grip on finances and self-preservation.

“This isn’t a good time to be doing away with him,” the entertainer said, worrying her painted bottom lip between her teeth.

“You can say his name, you know,” Eliza responded. “And what do you mean this isn’t a good time?”

“Things are bad, Eliza. I don’t know if you’ve been too self-absorbed to notice, but even the Rose is having trouble. Giving up the protection of an iron-ranker, now of all times, is just stupid.”

“You’re being melodramatic. The Rose has other iron-rank clients, even some lesser nobles and officers from the guard come here.”

“The guard is honestly half the problem. Almost all of my old regulars from the guard are on the streets since that damned dragon smashed up the keep, and the new officers are so painfully fresh to their warrior classes that they haven’t got a handle on them yet,” Melitte explained, rubbing her temples as if to dispel a headache. “They’re all just a bunch of youths lurching about looking for a fight to satiate all their classes’ urges.”

“And what? Riyoul the mass murderer is going to protect your business?”

“No, but his reputation keeps the worst of them in line. You and I aren’t the only ones who fear a blade in the dark.”

Melitte let her words hang in the air for a while before she went to pour herself a drink from a cabinet in the corner of the expansive room. The clink of ice against glass was soon followed by a generous sloshing of what Eliza knew to be an expensive liquor far above her modest means. She felt her own mouth moisten in anticipation; the urge to drink herself into a stupor rather than persist with her near-suicidal venture presented itself and was then abruptly dismissed when the entertainer finally closed the door to the cabinet. The shorter woman returned to her seat with only a single glass for herself, and Eliza ignored the slight, remembering her pain from before and allowing it to harden her resolve.

“What’s to stop me from just taking this and telling him everything?” Melitte asked.

“Nothing. But you know I’m right. He’s replacing me, and sooner or later he’ll replace you too,” Eliza said. There was the temptation to use her skills, to try and force more emotion through her voice, but she realised that she didn’t have to.

It was already there.

“You must have seen how his eye has wandered lately. How he looks at the other girls on the Row, weighing them up to serve as your replacement,” she went on, speaking with a conviction she’d never known she had, about things she could easily predict, but could not know.

“He wouldn’t do that. I’ve been nothing but loyal!”

“We both know that he would. Your loyalty means nothing to Riyoul, because it’s not really about you, it’s about him. You look him in the eyes, and he sees your fear, and that’s what makes you unworthy,” Eliza explained. “He plays at being the hero, because that’s what he wants to be. I’m sure this all started out innocently enough: a harem full of beautiful women spread throughout Rhelea to keep an eye and an ear out for whatever interests an adventurer. Gods know he’s not the only man to try for one.”

“But as the years passed, things changed; women wanted out, to move on and make a life for themselves with someone who was actually there all the time. They didn’t want someone who looked at them and first saw how useful they could be, or how they would reflect on his reputation.”

“Maybe when he let those first women go, they betrayed him, exposed his little network of spies, or convinced others to leave. I don’t know, and I don’t particularly care, because now, now he kills us! He takes us when we’re young and stupid. He fucks us and gives us levels, then power and a purpose . . . I remember how you used to look at him with stars in your eyes like he was some kind of a legend, how you practically begged him to bend you over at every opportunity, and now look at you—now you’re scared. Fucking terrified every time he touches you. And that is why he will replace you. He wouldn’t even need me to cover for him this time, with all the chaos in the city. Who precisely is going to care if one old whore disappears?”

When she had finished, Melitte looked furious. The woman’s expression trembled with rage, and for a moment Eliza wondered if she had gone too far. But she hadn’t lied, nor had she exaggerated. They both knew every word of what she had said to be true, it was just a shame that their shared truth had to be so painful. They had both given up so much of themselves for him, and yet here they were, after years of service, completely disposable.

“How exactly does it work?”

Eliza didn’t smile; instead, she looked directly at Melitte, not at how her hair was styled, or how her face was elegantly painted, but at the steel in her blue-verging-on-purple eyes. Eliza wished it could be her that killed Riyoul, but that was not a plan that had any chance of success. Pirria was right, he would see her coming from a mile away, but not Melitte. She could do it, if she didn’t balk, and if Eliza could trust her.

The woman had always had an uncanny knack for self-preservation. Eliza just had to hope that Melitte really was persuaded that trying to kill Riyoul now truly was in her best self-interest. Gods, how she hated trying to judge the intentions of people with charisma scores as high as hers.

“You put this one in his food or drink,” the bard eventually said, then placed the first of the two vials on the table. “And this one needs to go onto his skin for as long as possible. Say it’s bath lotion or massage oil, I don’t know, but the two doses need to be as close together as you can. Don’t worry about getting it on your hands. You won’t feel great, but you’ll survive one of these without issue; if taken together, though, you’ll need to get yourself to Pirria.” Eliza continued putting the second vial next to the first.

“Pirria is helping you? Why am I not surprised,” Melitte asked, plucking the vials up from the table and turning them over in her hands. “I take it there’s a reason you’re not handing me a normal poison?”

“It’s been tried before. Long story short, it doesn’t work. Riyoul can smell it, or something similar.”

“Huh.” The entertainer’s eyes widened in muted surprise. “I never really thought that any of us had the balls to try and kill him.”

“We won’t be the first, but we will be the last,” Eliza said resolutely.

“That isn’t half as comforting as you might think it is. So, seeing as how I’m going to be the one risking my neck, why don’t you pour yourself a drink and tell me precisely how these work.”

* * *

By the time Eliza left the Moonlit Rose the sun was low in the sky and she was beyond exhausted. The bard had been scurrying about Rhelea only sustained by her ever-present terror at the prospect of her failure. Now that all the pieces were arranged and set in motion, she felt herself begin to crash. She had either just killed Riyoul, or she’d offed herself—along with the handful of women who were helping her. Eliza didn’t know if people who sent out assassins got System notifications for the people they arranged to be killed, but she realised that there was a pretty good chance she was about to find out.

It was late, but she didn’t want to go home—not now, or ever, really. The four cramped walls contained far too many bad memories that she wanted to put past her.

Eliza wanted to sing.

She didn’t know if the impulse was truly hers, or if it belonged to her class, but considering the day she had just had, the allure of losing herself to a song was too much to resist. The bard pulled her coat tighter about herself and started walking towards the one stage she knew would definitely have her.

The taverns by the Row weren’t her usual clientele. While she was known for her bawdy songs, she always sang them with her clothes on, which meant she had to travel a good distance before she found her way to the Cup. She greeted Liara, who was on shift by the door, and the scarred bouncer waved her through with a concerned smile.

The heads of dead monsters looked down on the bard from their mountings along the walls as she made her way through the crowded tavern. The winter was working itself up to be a hard one, even without their Lord’s aggression, and many people had turned towards the solace of a warm drink to help get them through the bitter season. She pulsed her stamina through her skills, and every head in the room turned to face her. The crowd of tradesmen and adventurers parted almost reverently when she leaned into her class, giving it the freedom it so desperately wanted.

She climbed the stage without fanfare and skipped her typical greeting. She was well known in the Cup, and every eye was already on her—even Phioplies from behind the bar—so she didn’t see the point in politely gathering their attention. The room was silent, and only the howling winds that rattled the shutters sounded over her racing heart. Her class delighted under the weight of all that expectation, how every eyeball tracked the curvature of her lips and the movement of her hands. She bent low and produced her violin from its battered case, then stood back up and set it snugly against her cheek.

Her horsehair bow kissed the catgut strings of her chosen instrument, and sound exploded outwards to fill the room. The words tumbled from her as she sang a new variation of the Mad Lord’s Grief, except before where she’d used aliases, this time she found herself singing Lord Traylan’s name. She described the set of his face, when he had looked at her with his cold, furious eyes and told her of his apathy towards the lives of Rhelea’s common folk. She sang how it was his soldiers who had mowed down the citizens of her city for protesting what they all knew to be unjust. How the steel-ranks he had invited to hunt a dragon instead tore through adventurers local to Rhelea to weed out the Dragonrider who had risen in their defence.

As the music played, she felt more honest and pure than she had in years. She pushed on her skills and layered her feelings into every note and syllable. Her bow danced along the strings of her violin, and her voice flowed through the melody as she put everything she had into performing the piece that she had floundered through for weeks now.

When she was finished, she was breathless—and the crowd was silent. Her fears came to a head as her audience held back their applause. Finally one man cheered, and soon after that another followed, until—to many shouts of encore—Eliza found herself singing her song for a second time. Then came a third, and then a fourth as her skill-enhanced voice spread out from the old pub’s shuttered windows and halfway down the street. Her customary good manners were completely forgotten as she lost herself in the music and polluted the shared airspace of the city with her song.

And then . . . things turned.

Embarrassing as it was, Eliza did not hear them coming. Her attention was focused solely on working her growing crowd, who tentatively repeated the words of her song. Some of them got muddled but by and large the majority followed along. The door to the tavern opened abruptly, and in marched a squad of soldiers, the Traylan pearl wrapped in thorns prominent on each of their polished breastplates.

The jovial mood inside the Cup stilled, and Phioplies quickly emerged from behind the thick wooden bar. Without fear, the waitress hurried to greet the group of armed men. The unclassed woman did what so many decidedly could not, and with a smile on her face she did her job.

“Gentlemen, what can I do for you?” Phioplies asked, the waitress doing her best to placate the guardsmen.

“Is this your establishment?” inquired a soldier still tagged as a cobbler.

“No, sir, I just work here. Can I help you?”

“The girl. She needs to come with us,” the same soldier said, pointing up at Eliza on the small stage.

“I’m sorry?” Eliza replied, her voice carrying effortlessly across the room over the quiet noise of the subdued crowd. The bard had reflexively used her skills to project the conversation to all within the bar.

“You are under arrest for inciting rebellion,” the guardsman announced loudly. Eliza’s ears took a moment to register just what had been said. The novelty of being arrested by a soldier tagged with a cobbler class was undermined by the seriousness of the crime. You could lose fingers for theft, and inciting rebellion carried a considerably greater punishment. Could she have just escaped one death sentence only to earn herself another so quickly?

“I’m . . . what?” she said, not understanding how the soldier could have misunderstood the nuanced warning behind her song.

“Listen, how about we all settle down. I’ll pour your men some drinks, and we can all discuss this like regular people,” Phioplies suggested, resting a small hand on the soldier’s armoured shoulder.

The man slapped the proffered limb away without a thought—and ordinarily that would be all, but Phioplies was unclassed in a city where only children were so frail. Her stats were 0’s across the board, and while the cobbler’s primary class wasn’t a warrior one, he still had more than enough strength to grievously injure the slight woman. A bone in her arm cracked audibly—at least to Eliza’s ears—and Phioplies spun around overbalanced. Her head tipped backwards as she fell and hit the edge of the bar’s wooden countertop with a wet thud.

Silence.

Everyone, the cobbler included, stared at the unmoving body of Phioplies for a long time while a pool of red slowly spread out across the wooden floorboards. The guardsman’s mouth moved apologetically but without sound—the shock of what he had just done was written all over his broad face for anyone to see.

But no one was looking at him.

“Phioplies is dead!” 

“The guard killed Phioplies!”

“Phioplies is dead and Eliza’s next!”

“Get the guard before they kill us!”

A chorus of voices reacted all at once, and Eliza realised that she was standing at the pivotal moment. Rhelea was a tinderbox, it had been for some time, and if she did nothing the crowd would swiftly turn into a mob. She could stop it if she wanted to—she had been trying to do just that for so long—but now that she was staring at the motionless body of her friend, did she really want to? Did she really want to use her skills to protect Phioplies’s killers? Killers who no doubt would still be looking to arrest her?

It was an accident, some part of her knew that, just as she knew that rioting would be a mistake. It would prompt the violent bloodbath Rhelea very well might not make its way out of, but she had seen those recently made homeless by Lord Traylan’s construction projects. The displaced and the dispossessed had been forced out onto the snowy streets at the beginning of winter when everyone knew that no help was coming. How many people would freeze to death before spring? How many already had?

Her eyes couldn’t move from her friend’s unmoving body.

Their Lord was grieving, and the loss of his son had turned him against his people. The man saw enemies and co-conspirators where there were none, but had he ever been a good ruler? The various towns and villages that surrounded Rhelea had always suffered greatly from monster attacks—not because the beasts were too powerful, but because their Lord had been negligent in defending them. The Traylan obsession with reclaiming Rhelea had always demanded too much coin and attention, and now that he was finally successful, he had swiftly moved onto the next obsession: avenging his son at the expense of the thousands who lived under his rule.

Eliza could calm the crowd—with her skills it wouldn’t even be hard—but she realised that she didn’t want to. She opened her mouth and sang.

Someone threw a punch, a soldier drew a sword, blood was spilled, and within the hour Rhelea burned.


Chapter 27

Fugitive

They couldn’t find their way back to Typh. The tunnels that connected the ritual chamber to where the dragon had battled the Alchemic Knight had collapsed amidst all the fighting—along with what felt like half the network of underground passages. By the time they had returned to try and find another way around, they were just in time to witness the noble dragon being dragged off by the Inquisition.

At first Arilla had been worried that Typh would kill them, adding even more souls who were just doing their job to her already prodigious bodycount, but when she surrendered without a fight the warrior didn’t know what to think.

Until she saw inquisitor Xanthia.

Then, she was thankful that her paralysis made freezing on the spot so very easy. Her instinctual desire to back away in fear was trumped by her inability to move her legs. As quietly as she could, she demanded in hushed tones that Tamlin release his hold on the corpses he had animated. Arilla had no idea what kind of perception skills the living legend might have, but the warrior was decidedly uncomfortable being in the presence of so many undead considering the circumstances—not that she thought she’d ever be comfortable around shades after her time in Doomhold.

The necromantic abominations slumped to the ground as Tamlin complied with her request and pulled his mana out of the Templars’ corpses. Lacking their support, her injured body followed them soon after. She didn’t dare make a noise when her face hit the uneven floor, or when the aftershocks from Typh’s fight caused a spray of dust and loose stones to fall down on top of her. Instead, she watched and waited, thankful that [Slayer’s Sight] at least let her see so much of what was happening in the dark.

Inquisitor Xanthia’s face was one of the worst-kept secrets in Terythia, and Arilla strongly suspected that the high-level woman probably liked it that way. Over the years she had seen the inquisitor’s almost plain visage depicted with varying degrees of accuracy on countless banners, posters, and illustrations. Now, looking at her in the flesh, Arilla could say with certainty that whether they were technically accurate or not, not a single rendition had captured the supreme confidence in her own power Xanthia possessed. No doubt it was within her remit to put a stop to such practices if she wanted to, but as far as the warrior knew, very little existed beyond the remit of the Inquisition’s expansive powers.

Tamlin was surprisingly easy company for someone who was already damned and was witnessing his country’s greatest hunters only a few hundred feet away. The boy’s necromancer tag disappeared from sight the moment he cut his connection to the corpses, and his eye colour returned to a less-glowing shade of green. Together, they huddled against the mouth of a shadowy tunnel and waited, too fearful of making a single noise to risk backing away.

Time passed slowly while they watched as Typh was shackled and taken away by the Inquisition’s knights. More soldiers arrived in that time, pewters so low in level, but in such numbers that Arilla had no desire to cross them, especially in her injured state. The children in cages were herded together before they, too, were escorted out. After that what was presumably a large group of scholars and runescribes came in to investigate the arcane symbols left behind, all under the watchful eye of another Alchemic Knight.

Arilla hated it.

She felt like they had lost. While the orphans might be safe for the moment, her limp and useless body dampened any thoughts of victory. That she was so dependent on the kindness of a child necromancer for survival while Typh had been captured by agents of the crown was another nail in the coffin of her optimism. Whether Typh would be executed or sold to the alchemists she was so afraid of, Arilla had no idea, but it seemed like things were rapidly going from bad to worse.

“I think this is the best chance we’re going to get for a while,” Tamlin abruptly said. His words were little more than a hushed whisper as he gestured to the group of runescribes in the cavern beyond, who had congregated excitedly around a set of markings.

“Perhaps. We should be patient, if we wait longer we’ll—”

“No,” the necromancer declared firmly. “This is our best chance and I’m taking it. Now, are you coming or not?”

It was a stupid question. While Arilla may have had more than thirty levels on the boy, she also had exactly one working arm, and that was it. The balance of power hung firmly in Tamlin’s direction, and she was keenly aware that if he tried to kill her—something someone with his class tag was supposed to attempt—there was essentially nothing she could do to stop him. While she had no desire to go out half-cocked and get herself killed, she couldn’t afford to fight with the child; even if she ‘won,’ the daunting prospect of being abandoned, alone, immobile, and vulnerable was even less appealing than a dangerous flight through the catacombs beneath Rhelea.

“I’ll come if you help me,” Arilla conceded.

Tamlin nodded once—the youth appeared surprisingly commanding when he wanted to be, especially for someone so introverted. His eyes blazed a sickening green, and soon matching fires bloomed amongst the corpses around her. Their dead hands gripped her firmly as they lifted her upright and dragged her along. Their platemail clinked softly with every step, and together they walked through the darkness away from the ritual chamber and hopefully towards the surface.

* * *

Navigating the tunnels was not something Arilla looked forward to, especially without Typh present to guide and protect her. The knowledge that until she recovered she was entirely dependent on a clay-rank child with a forbidden class was not reassuring. Yet the few creatures they did encounter in the darkness seemed to want no business with their group, not when it was composed primarily of dead flesh animated with death-aspected mana.

As much as she didn’t want to, Arilla had to admit that the undercity was hauntingly beautiful, especially this deep. Sprawling ruins and broken monuments littered the interconnected warren of tunnels and caverns. The walls had finally stopped shaking enough that the two of them felt comfortable taking a short break to rest while Tamlin regenerated his mana. She tried to relax into the seat she had been roughly propped up against—a broken statue of a nameless God who was reaching for a sword at their belt—which was much easier said than done, especially when you couldn’t move your own body. She managed to eventually position herself in a way that at least looked comfortable.

Tamlin’s corpses swiftly moved to patrol the perimeter in perfect silence. The fires in their eyes and the glow in their master’s provided the only light source in the small chamber they had chosen for their reprieve. Arilla didn’t actually need it to see, not with [Slayer’s Sight], but the green light reminded her of the moon’s luminescence, and for a moment she allowed herself to pretend that she was back on the surface.

She couldn’t help but stare at the forgotten beauty of the past as she basked in the feeling of the faintest tingles of sensation in the tips of her fingers and toes. Whether it was real or just wishful thinking, she wasn’t sure, but for now she was happy to hope.

Typh had previously shared with her the smallest fraction of the dragon’s ancestral memories, and it was a gift that even now Arilla struggled with. The places she had seen with eyes that were not her own had given her a perspective on Rhelea she wasn’t sure she wanted; now looking at the broken fragments of a previous age, she knew enough to connect the dots and really see what it had once looked like.

And it was utterly astounding.

Her breath caught in her chest, and she imagined that the toes she couldn’t feel were curling in their boots. Arilla looked past the broken stone and pictured in her head the great plazas that humanity had once built. She saw the towering statues to classers, both human and other, who had earned the respect of millions. In her head they stood tall, high above the grand edifices and constructions that made even Erebus’s palace look homely. Great cities and majestic vistas all created by the ingenuity of her species unfurled themselves in her mind’s eye; as the warrior looked around in the cold, quiet, dark of an underground cavern she could see the fragments of it all that still remained.

A large part of her wanted nothing more than to see it again—to see humanity reclaim what it had lost—but there was that small matter of the looming Monster apocalypse to deal with first.

“Are you going to talk to me at all?” Tamlin asked, turning to face her. His shining green eyes and necromancer tag were proudly on display, just like a villain out of the stories.

“I’m sorry?” Arilla replied, swallowing the spike of instinctual fear that followed in the wake of his almost aggressive tone.

“I saved your life, but you haven’t even said thank you. You keep looking at me like I’m worse than the people you killed.”

“It’s not like that.”

“Isn’t it? I know you and Typh still have a thing, but I also know that you’re the religious type.”

“I came down here to save you.”

“No you didn’t. You came down here to save them. If it was just me, would you have bothered?”

“I—”

Arilla bit her tongue rather than spout the platitude that had immediately come to mind. Tamlin was right. She would have been dead without his timely intervention, and if he had used any other kind of magic to save her, she knew she would be treating him very differently.

Because necromancy was wrong.

She had heard of its evils in countless tales, seen them for herself in Doomhold, yet now a nascent necromancer was sitting before her, still young and weak, not yet the terror she knew he would eventually become. She wanted to reach out and crush his throat, sparing Terythia the thousands of dead he would eventually create. The intoxicating rush of levelling was so much more addictive when one could reap experience from a thousand miles away all through the proxy of his animated dead. She unclenched her one working fist. Damned or not, the boy was still an innocent. As far as she knew he had yet to kill anyone, except for that one notable instance of self-defence, and even if he had killed, who was she to judge when her own kill count was so very high?

Typh doubtlessly knew. It was certainly the best explanation as to why she had promised to teach the boy, and also what she’d meant when she said Tamlin has secrets. But where did that leave Arilla? She just didn’t understand how the church could possibly be so wrong, or how a necromancer could be standing on the side of all that was right and good.

After everything she had done, was she even good?

Her entire childhood, as well as her foundational beliefs, had all been turned upside down since meeting Typh. Like the day of her torture, today contained another moment in time where she had learned far too much in the worst possible way. Everything she had known about Creation was wrong. Monsters were people, and people were somehow worse than monsters. The church was evil, and necromancers befriended dragons who were, if not good, at least trying to prevent the mass child sacrifice and summoning of eldritch horrors that the institution who had raised her seemed so intent on committing.

Arilla’s hand itched for the bottle. The sweet release from having to think about right and wrong beckoned her, and she knew then that if she were able, her resolve would shatter into a thousand pieces and she’d drown herself in alcohol never to emerge again.

Fortunately, that wasn’t an option at the moment.

Arilla swallowed her pride.

“You’re right. You saved me, and for that I’m grateful. It’s just hard for me to adjust to this—my world has changed so much, so quickly. The church raised me, you understand, and well, you are a necromancer.”

“I get it,” he said, surprising her. “I was as confused as you were when Father Mihalis and all those people from the church funnelled us down here. With how I was practically snatched from the street, at first I thought they were looking for me because of . . . you know, but when I saw the ritual circle, things got pretty dark.”

“You shouldn’t have had to go through that. You’re just a child.”

“I’ve been through worse.”

“Really?”

Tamlin gave her a severe look, and she found her eyes being drawn to his tag.

“Oh.”

“Yeah. I was a regular mage before. I got the class thinking that I could use it to bring my mother back when she passed. Only, all I could do was make her twitch at the funeral, and there was nothing in there, you know?” he continued, looking up to her for understanding. “Anyway, my dad, when he saw what I could do, he changed, and I . . . I guess I had to change to survive him. Needless to say, I’m not the biggest fan of my class either.”

“I’m sorry for your loss—losses,” Arilla offered sympathetically.

“I’m sorry for yours as well. Does . . . it ever get better?” Tamlin asked.

“No, but you get better at not letting it bother you,” Arilla said. Her own grief over her dead mother and absent father was still an open wound that she knew would never quite close. She could lie to him, but she hated lies with a passion, and what really was the point? Tamlin was a necromancer—surely he could handle a little bit of blunt truth.

“So what next?” she asked, surprised when she looked over and saw the stoic child in tears. “Gods . . .” she muttered. “Come over here.”

“Why?” the boy asked between choked sobs.

“I’ve only got the one arm, so you need to come to me if I’m to hug you.”

Tamlin obliged.

* * *

The long climb back up to the surface, while easy, was deeply unpleasant. The corpses that Tamlin controlled were strong and unyielding, but their mailed grips and were not by any means gentle. When it eventually arrived, Arilla’s first breath of fresh air was not to the familiar smells of the city she knew so well, but of smoke and blood on the wind.

Rhelea was burning.

For the second time in as many days the warrior emerged from a near-death experience by the harbour. She was carried out of an old tunnel set against the side of the rushing river. Three of the more . . . dilapidated . . . corpses were abandoned in the neck of the passageway in favour of the discretion that only two would bring. If Arilla had been able to stand by herself, or Tamlin had a hope of carrying her, then all five of them would have been left behind, but as it was they would have to hope that the long cowls and the darkness of the evening would obscure the shades clearly reanimated features—especially the burning green fires that filled their eyes.

The tags that identified the former templars as shades would remain obfuscated until someone got a decent-enough look at them; that, or if anyone with a halfway-decent perception skill passed them by. While such skills were relatively rare amongst the non-combat classers, Rhelea was a thriving city, and classes were ubiquitous. Arilla had hoped to abandon Tamlin’s necromantic minions long before it became an issue, but upon seeing the state of the town, that was looking less and less likely.

Ultimately, her plan was so bad that it felt like one of Typh’s, but with the dragon captured Arilla was on borrowed time. She needed to get patched up and figure out what to do next, before the Inquisition put two and two together and came after her as the Dragonrider.

If Rhelea didn’t burn itself to the ground first.

Tamlin’s shades roughly dragged her along snow-covered side streets and alleyways. Arilla’s head craned about on her mostly immobile shoulders, and while she constantly anticipated their eventual capture, it simply never happened. She struggled to believe it, but her plan was actually working.

The fires that burned throughout Rhelea provided a significantly larger distraction than the group of four could ever have asked for. Of course it wasn’t all roses and ambrosia. While the fires seemed to be mostly contained to where Lord Traylan’s new construction projects were, the roads themselves were anything but safe. Armed gangs of civilians with and without combat classes roamed the streets, where they clashed infrequently with Traylan soldiers and other groups who were either loyal to the Traylan regime, or more often than not were simply taking advantage of the chaos to loot various businesses and residences throughout the city.

There had been a handful of times where Arilla was especially worried that they would be caught, but from a distance the distinctive red-and-white armour of the church’s templars stood out, and neither side of the conflict seemed to want to pick a fight with that particular institution. They were extremely careful to keep a lot of distance from anyone they saw.

“Where did they even get so many swords from? I thought swords were supposed to be expensive,” Tamlin asked while they waited in an alley for a band of looters to move on.

“They are,” Arilla grunted. “But Rhelea has more forges inside the Crafters Village than the rest of the country does combined. Each one of those forges will be manned by a classed smith and their apprentices, who can all churn out high-quality weapons in half the time it takes their unclassed competition to make one.”

“We take it for granted because we’re used to it, but Rhelean steel, at least within the bounds of the city, barely costs more than the metals that go into it. Given the classed miners, charcoal burners, and prospectors who are all based here . . . the weapons are very cheap, all things considered. The forges are one of the major reasons—besides the alchemy—that merchants without classes risk coming this far west,” she finished.

Tamlin stared at her wide-eyed for a moment and actually looked his age for once.

“How do you know that?” the boy asked. “Aren’t you an orphan? The others aren’t half as—”

“Educated?” Arilla supplied, before Tamlin could say something worse. “Yeah, my schooling wasn’t great, but I’m an adventurer now, and a wealthy one at that. Cracking open a book or two are hardly my greatest feats.”

“You don’t look the bookish type.”

“I’m not,” she said, leaving it at that.

Arilla turned her head to face the street and realised that the sounds of splintering wood along with the cries of fear and anger had stopped. The looters had either moved on, or decided to camp out in the now pacified tailor shop. Either way, the street was clear, so it was time for them to move on. Arilla looked back at Tamlin, and he gave her a subtle nod. His youthful brow furrowed momentarily, and the boy’s shades once again lifted the warrior to her feet and began dragging her limply down the alleyway and onto the quiet road.

Their armoured boots resumed their uneven pace, crunching through the fresh snow that now mixed with the ash falling from the sky. The monotonous sound only briefly stopped when they carried Arilla over a wooden sign that she absently noted featured a spool of dark blue thread pierced with a silver needle.

When they finally arrived at their destination, a dead hand slapped ineffectually against the door. A look of frustration was exchanged between the warrior and the necromancer until Arilla was eventually propped up against it, then she rapped her knuckles hard against the wood. Her gauntleted fist scratched the paint, but before she could do any real damage, sounds of hurried movement came from the other side.

The door opened just a crack to reveal a thin-faced healer, who looked as weak and soft to Arilla’s seasoned eyes as they all so often did.

“Templars? Oh Gods above! A Necromancer!” the young man exclaimed, clutching a short blade better suited to opening letters than stabbing people close to his chest.

“Shut up, Liam,” Arilla urged, then pushed the door open further with her one arm while the level 12 healer backpedalled in a panic. Her undead escort dragged her inside behind them as the group swiftly made their way off the street and firmly closed the door.

“Arilla?! Gods help me, what happened to you?! How are you bronze rank already?! How do you even know where I live?! And why is there a damned necromancer with you?!” Liam asked, his voice somehow managing to rise higher and higher with every successive question.

“Help me to a chair first. These things aren’t exactly gentle,” Arilla responded.

“What?!” Liam answered, before moving to do just that. Tamlin’s shades released her from their uncaring grip just as the healer approached, and the sudden weight of her limp body very nearly threatened to drag them both down to the ground. “Depths, how are you so heavy?”

“Think, Liam, I’m a strength-based warrior, you know that.”

“Right, of course. Denser muscles, skin, and bones,” he muttered to himself. “Even so, do you have a skill that enhances that?”

“I’m not answering that. You should know by now that your curiosity is hardly your best trait.”

“Maybe you have a point, but . . . why are you here?” Liam asked, finally setting Arilla down in a chair while Tamlin stood awkwardly between his shades by the door.

“Because I need a healer, obviously.”

“Well yes, I can see that, but why me?” he said, and then pointed to Tamlin. “And why did you think it was a good idea to bring that into my home?”

“Lay off the boy,” she threatened.

“Arilla, he’s a necromancer! You know what we’re supposed to do. The law is clear, we’re supposed—”

“I wouldn’t finish that sentence if I were you.”

“But the law—”

“The law is fucked—have you been outside? The boy stays. If you want to try your hand at killing him, you can go through me first,” the warrior said bluntly.

Liam’s eyes flashed from the small knife in his hands, to the child flanked by his necromantic minions that stood in full runeplate, before back to Arilla, bronze-ranked and angry even if heavily wounded.

“Arilla, we’re friends, I would never harm you,” the healer said and Arilla decided to let the obvious lie be. “You still haven’t answered any of my questions.”

“Liam, did you really think that Typh would just let you wander off into the world without keeping an eye on you after you guessed she had a hidden class?” Arilla asked.

“Yes?”

“Think, Liam! You should have considered the consequences of your actions before you tried to blackmail your way into our party.”

“He tried to blackmail you?” Tamlin interjected.

“Wait, is Typh a necromancer?” Liam asked.

“Of course not,” Arilla said disparagingly, earning herself a glare from Tamlin’s still-glowing green eyes.

“Are you sure this is the right house?” the boy asked.

“Yeah, I’m sure. Liam, you are going to help me, aren’t you,” Arilla stated, rather than asked.

“I am?”

“Yes. Now do what you are good at. Heal me.”


Chapter 28

Captive

Tap, tap, tap.

Tap, tap, tap.

Tap, tap, tap.

The dragon groaned as she awoke. She lay there perfectly still and took a moment to adjust to the harsh glare of the morning sun that streamed in through her narrow window. A bird was outside, tapping away. Slowly, she uncurled herself from the nest of thick furs and blankets that she made each night atop the mattress of her bed.

Every morning, Typh’s comfortable slumber was rudely interrupted by the incessant tapping of the same damned pigeon that pecked away ineffectually at the metal bars of her cell. Whatever it was that attracted the winged pest to the four iron rods separating her from freedom, she didn’t know, but she had long suspected that it was all part of her elaborate torture.

She finally sat up from her nest and stifled a loud yawn against the back of her hand, ignoring how the heavy collar around her neck weighed her down ever so slightly when she rose to her feet. Typh took her time to get dressed, all too aware that her unpalatable day would start once she was finished. Her jailers somehow always knew when she was decent. She liked to pretend that there was some class-specific skill involved, and that she still maintained a modicum of privacy, but it was far more likely that they just watched her while she slept.

Shivering with revulsion at the thought, Typh tried to distract herself with the comforting knowledge that her cell was by no means as unpleasant as she’d feared it would be. The tortures that she had first imagined since her discussions about dragon captivity with the Shining Swords had yet to materialise, but the presence of the bulky runic collar against her throat made it impossible for her to forget that she was a captive, no matter how nice her gilded cage was.

And avian annoyances aside, it truly was a very nice cage.

She padded across the fine carpet in the flat shoes she had chosen for herself and sat down in the cushioned chair in front of her writing desk. As usual, the messy collection of papers she had been working on over the past week had been stacked neatly to one side by the people who crept into her room whenever she slept. No doubt everything had been thoroughly studied and copied during that time, but as she was writing in Old Draconic she wasn’t particularly worried about them divining any great insights from her bored scribblings.

Even if by some chance the inquisition’s scribes could interpret her scrawled handwriting, she doubted that—amongst all the bad poetry and half-assed love notes she had written to while away the time—the sparingly few important documents she had created to help her better order her thoughts stood out all that much. If the humans surprised her yet again and found some scholar who truly could understand it, it was still unlikely to do them much good; her information was months out of date, and more pressingly, Rhelea was quickly running out of time.

From her small, barred window that looked out over central Rhelea, she had watched helplessly as the city had burned. Each day Traylan troops scurried about in the streets below her like ants, their formations so small when viewed from her prison up above. Valiantly, they held the centre of the city from rioters and looters while the air filled with smoke and the mana of the recently slain. It was a prolonged bloodbath, one she’d had little part in creating, and even now it had yet to come to an end. The very air remained thick and heady with vibrant energy that practically begged to be used, and before the day was out she knew it would be thicker still. Despite Lord Traylan’s best efforts, the blazing fires that lit the city throughout the night had not been brought under control. His peoples’ anger had violently bubbled to the surface, often to the tune of a song which had fast become the anthem of Rhelea’s rebellion.

“Bards . . .” Typh muttered with distaste.

The concentration of mana that hung in the air was obscene, dangerously so. Ringed by warded walls, the tiny stretch of land containing Rhelea held the chaotic energies tight over the city, steadily concentrating it even more towards the built-up centre, where the rich and the powerful dwelled. It was ghastly to see so much stagnant mana just sitting there rather than flowing along the leylines of Creation as it was supposed to. To her eyes it was a bright, multihued miasma that blanketed the entire city, slowly swirling over the town square where the energies were the densest.

It was unmissable, dangerous, and the worst of all—to the few humans who possessed some form of mana sight—welcome. Intermittently, she would catch a classer in the streets below her cell, taking a break from trudging through the snow to look up to the sky and beam their silent approval at the storm of mana steadily brewing. Seeing that, she had to ask herself if it was intentional: if the continued failure to quell the rioting was in fact just a poorly disguised cull of an overpopulated city designed to provide a noticeable level bump to those who lived in the centre.

She ripped her attention away from that line of thought. She had decided that it was best not to think about the motivations behind such a slaughter, for that was what it was. With every breath that she took, she inhaled the essential energies of someone who had died within the past week. It was horrendously inefficient, of course, but over time—assuming no great calamities ensued like a subterranean ritual circle being activated—all that mana that was prevented from escaping would be absorbed by the city’s elite classers.

“And Arilla thought I was bad for eating people . . .” Typh sighed listlessly.

A fresh quill, ink, and stacks of unblemished white paper sat before her; she wondered what to write, what to fill her morning with before company no doubt arrived. Typh knew that she was playing to her captors’ tune, but she was so very bored, and with the way that things were going she was becoming increasingly careless. She needed to plan for what was coming next, and if nothing changed it wasn’t like any of the humans would be alive in a week to act on the knowledge she had left behind. She dipped her pen in ink and began to write—

Tap, tap, tap.

Tap, tap, tap.

Tap, tap, tap, crack.

The quill snapped in her hand and Typh bit her lip so hard she almost drew blood. If it wasn’t for the blasted collar about her neck then she would have eviscerated the frustrating pigeon and laughed while dancing over its tiny little corpse, but she knew better than to test its runes again so soon. The arcane symbols etched deep into the metal were more than enough to make drawing on her skills a near impossibility. The last time she had tried to cast a spell, she had almost run out of mana, and that would have been very bad.

As it was, she had to abandon her ruse of humanity far earlier than planned when her hands had grown back by themselves overnight—she’d been helpless to stop them without resorting to measures that she would much rather avoid.

Typh decided it would be best to forgo her morning writing, not wanting to power through the bird’s irritating noise with only half of a quill. Instead, she left the broken instrument to the side of her unused papers and waited patiently for a few minutes until the door to her prison swung open.

“Good morning, Typh,” Xan said politely as she entered the room, smiling as she always did—like she actually enjoyed spending time in Typh’s cell. The pigeon also chose this precise moment to make its swift getaway.

The inquisitor was carrying a large silver tray balanced effortlessly in one almost delicate hand. It was heavily laden with the foods and drinks that the Inquisition had learned were the best way to keep Typh talking. The dragon hated being predictable, almost as much as she hated being trapped, but this was one side benefit she could live with.

“Good morning to you too,” Typh grumbled, feeling the conflicting mixture of relief and anxiety that the bookish woman’s arrival consistently managed to bring. The dragon sniffed the air, then smiled at the human despite herself. “Is there lemon cake on that tray?”

Inquisitor Xanthia, or Xan as she preferred to be called, only beamed back in silent answer. She was easily the highest-level human that Typh had ever seen, and it was hard for the dragon to reconcile the small human’s almost scholarly appearance with the threat she clearly presented.

Xan was an aberration.

A freak.

Without a species class, humans simply weren’t supposed to be able to level as high as she had. The dissonance between a class and what a person actually was was too great to allow for the kind of consistent levelling it required to get that far into the fifth tier, especially when limited by such a short natural lifespan.

Most creatures on Creation enjoyed a much higher levelling efficiency than humans, if only for the fact that it was remarkably easy for them to align with the drives of their species class. Typh simply couldn’t be a mage, a warrior, or a noble in the same way that she could be a dragon. For Xan to have made it so far, it required either a degree of willpower and dissociation that should have made her distinctly less human, or for her to have gained so many levels through violent combat that, no matter how good she was, her survival became a statistical improbability.

Then again, there were a lot of humans out there, and if you were callous enough to throw countless lives at a problem like a levelling bottleneck then someone would doubtlessly make it through.

Xan eventually placed the tray on the table, revealing—amongst other things—the thick slices of cake. Typh’s mouth immediately watered. The inquisitor poured two cups of tea before she sat down in the chair facing the dragon, her pleasant smile never for a moment faltering. The woman’s eyes darted quickly to the plain paper in front of Typh, and then to the broken quill, before rising back to meet her gaze with perhaps only the slightest hint of disappointment.

“Don’t feel like writing today?” the inquisitor asked with feigned concern.

“No,” the dragon answered plainly.

“Well, that’s a shame; the scholars I brought with me from Helion will be very disappointed when I tell them the news.”

“I’m sure they’ll cope.”

“Of course they will. You’ve already given them enough to pore over for years to come.”

“Really?” Typh said with a raised eyebrow.

“Really,” Xan confirmed, leaning forwards in her chair just a little. “That language you write in is old. Very old. Are you sure you won’t tell me what it is? What you are?”

“That depends, have you destroyed the ritual array yet?”

The inquisitor made a sour face, one that Typh was certain had been exaggerated for her benefit. Xan was much harder to read than that, only offering the dragon reactions that had been carefully tailored to lead her down very specific lines of thought. It was immensely frustrating, because even though she was aware of it, she still struggled not to be drawn in. The human had a higher charisma score than her, and Xan wasn’t above letting Typh know it.

“You know that I won’t do that—not before I know what those runes mean. You’ve yet to tell me what it does,” Xan said, taking a delicate sip from her teacup.

“And I have told you—it is a runic lens designed to focus the mana bound by this city’s walls into a fine point,” Typh answered.

“But why?” the inquisitor scoffed. “The reagents used were worth an actual fortune—the Alchemists Guild is still investigating the scope of the theft—and the child sacrifices? If you told me it was to make a man into a God, I might believe you, but to focus mana? Why would anyone go to so much trouble for something so mundane?”

“Focusing ambient mana isn’t mundane, it’s dangerous.”

“Hardly. There’s never been an instance of a single side-effect from it besides faster passive levelling,” Xan said, gesturing out of Typh’s narrow window. “You can see it, can’t you?”

“I can see it, and it’s heinous,” Typh replied, shaking her head with dismay.

“It’s progress. It’s how we keep Epheria at bay.”

“I don’t think I understand . . .”

“You wouldn’t because you’re not human. Whatever you are, you probably gained most of your levels sitting tight somewhere in the ‘Spines. We humans don’t have that luxury,” Xan said pointedly.

“That’s not true! I—” Typh bit her tongue before she said something stupid. She had precious few cards to play, and giving them away for nothing would get her killed before she had the assurances she needed. She tried to clear her head of Xan’s almost intoxicating charisma score before speaking again. “Explain it to me, please.”

“I can, but in exchange you have to tell me everything you know about the ritual circle below Rhelea. And I do mean everything.”

“I . . . can accept that.”

“Good. On the other side of the Dragonspines, to the north of Lintumia, sits the Epherian Empire—or what remains of it. Its golden age is long past, but it still has the classers, and enough relics from the past to take over most of the continent should it ever try again. And it will try again someday.

“As a former province of that once great empire, there are a lot of old classers within Epheria who still see Terythia and our neighbours as nothing more than rebellious upstarts to be conquered. Every time a new Emperor ascends to the Ivory throne, the rulers on Astresia hold their breath until they know that expansion and reconquest does not lie on their mind.”

“I don’t see what that has to do with warded walls and ambient mana,” Typh said.

“When it comes to war, we can’t beat them, not alone, but a single steel-rank in a keep will prevent an army of a thousand pewters from even attempting a siege. By warding locations tight, we can focus the ambient mana over a large area onto a select few and passively level them like you would in your monstrous dens inside a dungeon.”

“It’s not the same, dungeons are—”

“Inherently dangerous, hostile to all human life, and completely unwilling to tolerate our presence, let alone negotiate?”

“They circulate the mana. They’d never let it sit like that!” Typh said, gesturing wildly outside. “Focusing that much stagnant energy in a single area is dangerous.”

“I assure you that it’s perfectly safe,” Xan explained. “I’ve personally slept on a bed with focusing runes carved into the very frame for centuries. It’s how we stay ahead of the level curve. The King of Terythia’s palace itself is layered beneath seven separate walls of concentric lenses, not to mention the warding that goes into his personal quarters. Every human keep, fortress, and city in Terythia, if not Astresia, has warding that rivals, what you can see here in Rhelea. It is safe, Typh.

“And if it wasn’t, then don’t worry,” Xan finished, shrugging. “Every few years some runescribe comes along with a better formation allowing us to concentrate mana over a wider area even more densely than before. If there was something wrong with the runes, then the issue would be corrected soon enough. Compared to what we had when I was a little girl, this is progress. It’s how we make the steel-ranks we need to scare off the Epherians and to hunt monsters like you.”

“I’m not a monster.”

“Then tell me what you are.”

“That wasn’t part of the deal.”

Xan rolled her eyes and Typh had to resist the urge to choke the woman as she instead decided to shovel a slice of cake into her mouth. She had to remind herself that she was being goaded, tested even, and for the thousandth time since she surrendered, she feared that she wasn’t going to pass.

“You realise that this progress you speak of is why the dungeons want you dead? Why every non-human species on Creation is weighing up whether it’s worth the risk to let your cities stand,” Typh explained, trying a different tack.

Xan’s eyes practically flashed with delight.

“Is that a threat?”

“No. It’s an explanation. What you’re describing is the reason why you’re noticing an uptick in attacks lately. The Great Wards are failing and every one of your precious focusing arrays are doing the damage. The ritual circle beneath Rhelea will just speed things up here, but left to your own devices humanity will tear down the walls that guard Creation and doom us all.”

“. . . What precisely do you think would happen if this ritual circle was activated?” Xan asked.

“I know that it will pump the energy stored in the circle up into Rhelea, where it will then condense and gather all of this bountiful energy that you’ve let gather in a focused point. Then the wards will deform and splinter around that mass of mana, and a Monster will tear its way through into Creation. Then, everyone in Rhelea dies.”

“We can handle monsters, Typh,” Xan scoffed, seemingly unimpressed. “Rhelea has never had more steel-ranks within its walls than it does right now.”

“You misunderstand me, Xan. I said Monster, not monster. There is a difference.”

“Oh? Enlighten me.”

“How aware are you of System lore?” the dragon asked.

“I’m over three hundred years old. I probably know more System lore than any other human alive in this city,” the inquisitor boasted.

“Then tell me this, in all of your centuries have you ever once heard of anyone with the word Monster in their class, or skill description? Have you ever met any Monster Hunters?”

“I’ve met plenty, Goblin Hunter is a very common class out east—”

“I said Monster. Not beast, not creature, not goblin. Monster,” Typh interrupted.

“. . . I’ll admit that I haven’t,” Xan conceded.

“I know you haven’t, because if you had, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. The ritual circle would have been reduced to ashes, and you’d have caved in the cavern by now,” Typh explained. “You need to be hunting down the people who carved it, not wasting your time with me.”

“The ritual circle is safe under guard while it is being studied. Whatever—monsters or Monsters—you are worried about they won’t get past an Alchemic Knight.”

“You need to listen to me Xan, I’m trying to help you. The Alchemic Knights aren’t themselves. They’ve been corrupted—”

“Typh, you need to understand the power dynamic here. You are a captive, one I am being unfailingly polite to, because while that noble tag above your head patently isn’t your primary class it is a true one; the Kingdom of Terythia has no desire to make any fresh enemies amongst the residents of the Dragonspines.”

“I—”

“I’m talking,” she huffed. “The Alchemic Knights’ loyalty is beyond reproach. If you won’t tell me what you are, or what you are doing here, then I’ll be forced to treat you as hostile. You would not like that. Now cut the shit and tell me what is going on beneath this city.”

“I’ve told you!”

“And I don’t believe you.”

“I’ve been nothing but forthcoming.”

“Really? How about we talk about the Alchemic Knight you killed, then.”

“I . . .” Typh paused. “How did you know that? I buried her beneath tons of rock; you couldn’t have known where to look, let alone found her body so quickly.”

“Rhelea’s not as geologically stable as you think. When you crushed that knight, a sizable part of the city collapsed.”

“How sizable?”

“Large enough that we were very interested in finding out what lay at the bottom,” Xan said. “And imagine my surprise when the earth mages found one of the Queen’s favourite soldiers pulped at centre of the collapse.”

“Okay, so maybe I haven’t been all that forthcoming, but I’m not hiding anything about the ritual array. It’s dangerous, and it’s of no use to you besides bringing about your destruction.”

“Can these concentrating runes you speak of be used to improve the ones that hold the mana in place over a city?” Xan asked.

Yes.

Typh’s urge to respond was so palpable that this time when she bit her tongue to stop herself from talking she not only drew blood, but ended up discreetly swallowing a mouthful of delicious crimson.

“I preferred it when you tried flirtation and bribery to . . . whatever that was . . .” Typh sighed, drumming her fingers on the table to stop them trembling as she tried to dispel her frustration at being so crudely manipulated.

“Don’t be cute. This will go a lot smoother if you don’t try and dodge my questions,” Xan warned. “Now, can the runes be repurposed?”

The pressure hit her like a wave that threatened to knock her off her chair. Typh tried to bite her tongue again, but her mouth wouldn’t move until suddenly, against her will, she found her lips forming the words.

“Yes!” she hissed. “But I still don’t—”

“Thank you,” Xan said with a smile, and the pressure immediately abated.

“That was hardly ‘unfailingly polite.’ If that’s how you treat people, then its no wonder—”

“Stop. You are not ‘people,’ you’re not even human. While your mimicry skill is one of the best I have ever seen, you let yourself down on the details.”

“My details are very nice—” Typh began, leaning into her own stats to try and mitigate the pressure Xan was exuding.

“Stop that. Gods, how I hate interrogating high-charisma monsters,” Xan said as an aside. “That isn’t going to work here. I get that you’ve gotten used to swanning around Rhelea, bending humans to your whim with your gold-flecked eyes and big tits, but listen to me when I say. That. Wont. Work. Here.”

Typh was silent for a time; she had never really considered the effect that her charisma score had on the locals. All dragons had high mental stats across the board, which made them highly resilient to being influenced so crudely, but humans lacked a species class, and she knew from experience that the ones they took instead were dangerously unbalanced. Her own noble class was a prime example of this: heavily frontloaded with intelligence and very little else. With her comparatively high charisma score it made sense that she would attract a lot of attention. Suddenly Typh’s problems with the Guild, Galen, and even Riyoul seemed inevitable rather than unfortunate. She was literally harder for them to forget about or ignore, by the simple virtue of her superior stats.

The building shook abruptly, startling Typh from her thoughts, and Xan’s brow furrowed before she stood up from her seat.

“Excuse me, I have to deal with that,” Xan said.

The inquisitor exited the room without another word, but instead of leaving Typh alone as she usually did, a pair of steel-rank knights in the Inquisition’s colours filed into the dragon’s cell where they watched her in silence, standing on either side of the door. Typh knew from her limited interactions with them that they weren’t worth trying to engage in conversation. The amount of effort required to get even a single grunt of acknowledgment out of them simply wasn’t worth it.

Time passed, and the building continued to shake and groan intermittently while tremors ran through the brickwork that caused the discreetly hidden runes to flicker and wane. Cracks spidered through the plastered walls, and the stoic knights watching her said nary a word. Finally, after minutes of frustrated waiting, Xan returned coated in gore that smelled distinctly human.

“Do you have any connection to the Silver Spears?” the inquisitor asked.

“The who?” Typh responded, genuinely curious as to where this was going.

“A team of recently deceased steel-rank adventurers,” Xan explained, looming across the desk as if to search Typh’s face for any signs of recognition.

“I can’t say that I have,” the dragon said. Her eyes tracked a bead of blood that ran down Xan’s neck only to disappear beneath her starched collar. Typh’s stomach rumbled and the dragon found herself hungry—this time not for sandwiches or freshly baked lemon cake.

“What about The Moonsteel Company?” Xan asked, either unaware or uncaring of Typh’s more primal response.

“I’m afraid that I’m not familiar with them either . . . although . . . didn’t they kill a hydra a few months back?”

“Fuck,” Xan said, slumping back down in her chair. “It would seem that we are out of time.” The inquisitor sighed, and ran a blood-streaked hand through her hair. “I know that you’re a dragon, Typh. A sovereign dragon. And, judging by the adventurers who just tried to spring you from this prison, it would appear that Lord Traylan is aware as well.”

“You knew?” Typh asked, feeling a pit of dread form in her painfully empty stomach.

“Of course I knew; [Alternate Form] is a bronze-rank skill, and I’m steel. Your stats gave you an edge, but you really should have levelled it to peak-iron along with the rest of your abilities before you tried to infiltrate human society.”

Typh’s mouth felt dry, and she resisted the nearly overwhelming urge to swallow. For a brief moment she considered attacking Xan, but under the current circumstances that would have been a very bad idea. She had to focus on the bigger picture.

“What happens to me next?” Typh asked.

“You have to give me something good. A compelling reason for me to keep you alive a little bit longer. If you don’t, then I have to choose between handing you over to Lord Traylan, who will execute you, or the Alchemists Guild, and I think you know what that entails. Neither option is particularly appealing to me. The former is willing to send adventurers against sanctioned agents of the Inquisition, rebelling against the throne in all but name, and the latter has lied through their teeth for months about the sapience of dragons. Something which will have consequences.”

“You, however, don’t have to think about that. I’m going to leave this room, and when I come back if you can’t give me something better than my current options of pacifying a rebellious city or earning me the goodwill of the most influential institution in this country, I will have no choice,” Xan continued, then moistened her lips with her tongue, and Typh couldn’t help but notice how the woman didn’t flinch when she tasted another person’s blood.

“For a monster you’re not that bad, Typh, but I have a duty. One I will not hesitate to sacrifice you for.”

“And Arilla?”

“She may be the Dragonrider, but she’s also a peasant of no great worth or influence. The moment I find her I’ll hand her over to Lord Traylan on a platter. Unless you can surprise me and offer me something even better than what I think you are capable of.” With that said, Xan left the room, tracking crimson footprints all through the cream carpet.

The stack of unblemished paper stared up at her while Typh idly considered what she knew that was worth her life. She had millennia of forgotten arcane knowledge that the humans would kill for if they recognised the significance of it, but she was loath to share even the smallest fraction of her secrets with them—especially when they would no doubt use them for something as suicidal as reinforcing the focusing lenses in their runic walls.

Still, she had to focus on the bigger picture, and that required buying herself a few more days. A Monster was coming, and it seemed that there was nothing she could do to stop it. Escaping Rhelea would be trivial in all that chaos, but doing so would also be a waste of her best and possibly only chance to kill it.

Tap, tap, tap.

Tap, tap, tap.

Tap, tap, tap.

Like a nail being slowly hammered into her skull, the return of her winged pest was not welcome, especially now. Typh stormed over to her small window, intent on staring daggers, and perhaps throwing a cake fork at her persistent tormentor. She had no magic that she could risk calling upon, especially now that an ultimatum had been given. Her dignity had yet to degrade to the point that she was willing to attempt catching a pigeon with her bare hands, but she needed to do something to express her rage at its unwanted return.

Typh glared through the bars that filled her narrow window and halted. She could see the vermin perched there, tapping away almost innocently at the iron while it waited for her to approach. Her breath hitched in her chest once she got close and against her will a wide smile blossomed on her face as the pigeon cocked its head to the side, meeting her eyes.

Gold-flecked irises met sickly green flames, and it took everything she had not to cry out in joy. Still smiling, the dragon returned to her writing desk.

Half a quill or not, Typh had some very detailed letters to write.


Chapter 29

Condemned 

The secrets Typh had sold to the Inquisition only bought her three short days before they inevitably betrayed her. On the one hand it was more than a little insulting that the arcane treatises she had jotted down in her scrawled handwriting were worth so little to the humans. The foundational underpinnings behind long-distance scrying and lighter-than-air architecture were all contained in the collection of notes she had handed over. And on the other hand, she was surprised that they had waited so long to fuck her. The arcane theories she’d conveyed, while invaluable, would likely take humanity many years to fully understand, let alone use in practical experimentation.

She had been momentarily worried that she might have to give them something more immediately dangerous, but while the rate at which she had burned through the goodwill of her captors was far faster than she’d anticipated, so too was the speed at which the rioting humans within Rhelea killed one another. She had no idea of the scale of the casualties involved in the conflict; the unknown quality of the wards that focused mana inwards made it impossible to accurately estimate, but given the thickness of the energy in the air, the dead had to number in the thousands.

Typh was nervous.

She had done everything she could think of to prepare. Her communications with Tamlin had been overly detailed if anything—right up until they’d cut out abruptly when she’d been transferred to a new cell. Over the final three days of her captivity in the Inquisition’s care, she had passed more than enough messages back and forth via undead messenger pigeon. As much as she hated to leave things to chance, the boy had enough information to work with.

For an apprentice she had only shared a handful of scant conversations with, the child’s dedication to her was astounding . . . or maybe it wasn’t. In light of their disparate charisma scores, wasn’t it only natural for the young necromancer to entertain a fascination with her that bordered on the obsessive? The dragon supposed that was a problem to worry about later. Tamlin would have to learn to better guard his mind against those things before she could begin to teach him properly. Assuming, of course, they both survived what was coming.

From her new cell that overlooked the market square, she could see the wooden scaffolding that prominently featured a large executioner’s block being constructed. The fires that had burned for over a week had finally stopped spreading, and the heady cloud of ambient mana had plateaued while town criers announced on every street corner throughout Rhelea that Typh the Dragon’s Wife was in fact the Stunted Dragon all along.

How she would have loved to walk the streets and taverns of the city now, to see what the people thought of that revelation. As a non-human her sapience was explicitly heretical, a statement that conflicted directly with thousands of years of the church’s dogma. She strongly doubted that the announcements would have gone ahead if the local chapter hadn’t tried to ritually sacrifice hundreds of children under one priest’s deranged orders. But it had, and now heresy was being talked about openly on the streets as a means to lull the populace back into compliance.

The part about her impending execution was obviously meant to lure out Arilla, but Typh wasn’t worried about that: the warrior had her own orders to follow.

Her new cell was far less comfortable than the old; it had none of the luxuries she had grown so quickly accustomed to, and the food left much to be desired. Fortunately, the warding on the walls was grossly inferior, so without even flexing [Sovereign’s Perception] she had the luxury of eavesdropping on the conversations that occurred throughout the entire building and down a significant chunk of the street.

She may not have had her writing materials any longer, yet Typh was anything but bored. The things that scullery maids got up to when left unsupervised would make an adventurer blush.

“Whatever it is that you’re planning, it isn’t going to work,” Lord Traylan said, glaring at her from the other side of the thick iron bars that separated them.

“I’m not planning anything,” she lied.

“Of course you are, but rather than listen to you deny it, I thought we could have an honest conversation before I kill you,” the nobleman offered.

“You’re going to do it? Isn’t there usually an executioner for these sorts of things?”

“Ordinarily, yes, but when the person to be executed is of a sufficiently high level, it is customary for the lord of the land to either do it themselves, or to auction off the rights of the killing stroke to their loyal subjects.”

“And I take it you’re all out of those,” Typh said.

A flicker of anger made its way across Lord Traylan’s face before he swiftly calmed himself. She would have liked to have said that the old noble made suppressing his rage look easy and practiced, for that would make what was to come next far easier, but it didn’t. The human was regrettably cracking under the strain—that, or his courtly manners were never that good to begin with.

“I didn’t come here for this,” the old man sighed.

“You didn’t? Here I was thinking you wanted to gloat,” the dragon replied.

“Well, I don’t. I just want to know why?”

“Why what?”

“Why did you kill my son?”

Typh looked at the other noble—he was landed nobility, unlike her, although if dungeons counted then maybe she was the larger landowner of the two of them—who sat opposite her. Him, leaning forwards in his finery, desperate to hear her words, while she reclined in her heavy shackles atop an uncomfortable mattress dressed only in a ragged shift that reeked of despair. Like all of her interactions, there was an uneven balance of power between them, but she would argue that despite her chains it slanted heavily in her favour.

The lines around Lord Traylan’s eyes were so much deeper than they should have been for a man of his age and vitality. His clothes, while fine, were clearly dishevelled: a shirt button missing its hole, a recently stained jacket, and a sword belt that hung two notches too low for an easy withdrawal. She didn’t need to smell him to know that he had already given up—he was desperate for her to give him something, some profound meaning to his son’s ultimately meaningless death.

While she fully intended to give the man a purpose again, in this at least she would have to disappoint.

“Galen died because he wouldn’t take no for an answer when he invited me to his bed. Things . . . escalated from there,” Typh answered honestly.

“That’s it?”

“Does there have to be more? Consent is important. Empires have fallen for less.”

“For a woman refusing the advances of a man?” he said, shaking his head dismissively. “There has to be more! Some kind of a plot amongst your kind! There has to be a reason why Traylra fell! Why your species keeps coming after my line!”

“Your son overreached. Had I been weaker, or Galen stronger, then sure, he would have gotten away with it. I think we both know that the power structures in Rhelea were never going to side with a fledgling adventurer over their Lord’s son. But I was far stronger than him, and he was too stupid to take my very generous warning seriously.”

“But . . .” the old noble’s face fell as he trailed off. “There has to be a reason why my family has suffered so much. Dragons don’t just descend from the Dragonspines—they stay at the peaks, yet my family has been the victim of the only two attacks in the past century!”

“Bad luck I guess,” she replied with a shrug. “Maybe you should have spent your coin petitioning your King for land farther to the east?”

“Insolent woman!” the noble raged, and she knew he would have struck her if not for the bars that separated them both. “Are you mocking me?! You?!”

“I may be a woman, Lord Traylan, but do not make the mistake of forgetting what I am.”

“You’re nothing but a dragon—”

“A sovereign dragon,” Typh said. “Your kind is far too ignorant of what that means. You think the name only extends so far as to ensure that my scales are pretty, and that they are worth more to your alchemists than of any other dragon, yet you don’t understand what our role is in Creation.”

“Before this week I didn’t know that dragons could speak. I still wouldn’t believe it if an inquisitor hadn’t confirmed it.”

“Your father spoke to Erebus—the shadow dragon who stole your birthright—right up until his death. Maybe you should have paid more attention to what was going on around the palace when you were younger?”

“That can’t be true! There’s nothing of that sort in my father’s journals. Nothing to suggest Erebus wasn’t human!”

“Pffft humans . . . I will never understand how you entrust so much to written records. They are so demonstrably fallible.”

“We do well enough for ourselves. We caught you, didn’t we?”

“Congratulations, you caught a malformed cripple left to die on your doorstep after half a decade of trying,” she replied with a snort. “Your civilization must be thriving.”

“I have no desire to further discuss the state of humanity with a beast like you,” Lord Traylan said, standing up from his chair. “The knowledge that there will be one less monster within my walls dragging me down after I kill you will have to be enough.”

“Regardless of whether or not you actually succeed in killing me, mark my words: these walls will fall by the evening,” Typh said listlessly.

“What are you talking about?” Lord Traylan asked—his eyes narrowed.

“If by some miracle you survive what is coming, please try to remember that I’d be willing to put all of this behind us going forwards.”

“Forwards to what?”

“To war, obviously.”

* * *

As the sun approached its zenith, Typh was slowly led out from her cell and down the stairs to the market square, where a braying crowd waited for her. Lured in by the promise of a public execution to unironically signify an end to the violence, the people of Rhelea were in a bloodthirsty mood. The scent of smoke on the horizon and the rich mana in the air did a lot to agitate the citizenry, who had already experienced so much needless death over the past nine days.

Light snow fell from the sky, and Typh felt the chill of the weather through her rags. From the moment she stepped outside of the townhouse-turned-prison, rocks were thrown in her direction, along with vegetables and insults as she was marched through the jeering crowd towards the tall scaffolding. Most of what flew through the air, however, seemed to be aimed at the Traylan soldiers who escorted her, a clear sign that tensions were still running high between the Lord and his people.

The wooden stairs that led up to the scaffolding creaked ominously as she climbed them, each step bringing her closer to the headsman’s block. There, atop the stage, Lord Traylan, steel-ranked adventures, the Inquisition’s agents and the Queen’s Alchemic Guard all waited for her. Typh sensed the apprehension in the mixture of bronze and pewter soldiers who escorted her to the scaffolding. Their presence was more for show than anything else. It was the high-level classers waiting atop the stage along with the runic collar against her throat that was supposed to stop her from running.

She didn’t struggle, for the humans were not what were causing her stomach to tie itself in knots. With her back straight and her head held high, she approached the irregular block of stone that sat front and centre of the scaffolding’s wide stage. A deep groove had been smoothly carved out of the dark granite; it was a convenient place for her to rest her neck, along with numerous channels presumably for her blood to drain away into. Typh couldn’t stop herself from smirking when she saw the Alchemists Guild’s sigil stamped prominently on each of the buckets located beneath where the channels fed into.

Everyone wanted a piece of her, it seemed.

Typh surveyed the crowd gathered and saw the faces of the humans who had come to watch her die. So many people were packed into such a tight space that they could barely move, let alone run—not with the soldiers corralling them and barricades still in place from the previous riots.

Oh how she wished she could warn them.

She had touched a lot of lives in her short time in Rhelea, and in many ways this was her final goodbye. She saw Lowry, the guard who had once tried to deny her entry to the city, standing shoulder to shoulder with an injured seamstress, Madame Vanje, the woman who had once offered her help and clothes. She saw Ames, the unclassed waiter—now a tamer of all things—who had given her sound advice and fuelled her nascent love of whiskey. A secretary from the guild she had cheated stood in the tall shadow of Clerk Gautier. Alchemists whose lives she had spared, a bard whose jaw she hadn’t, so many different people all with their own stories to tell.

Maybe in her next life she would be better at making plans, and then those stories might get a happier ending.

Sighing, she searched the tall rooftops that overlooked the square and saw the pigeon with green fires instead of eyes.

Not yet.

“On your knees, dragon.”

There was venom in his voice, and Lord Traylan scarcely gave her the time to lower herself to the executioner’s block before a household knight to his side kicked the back of her knees. She landed roughly on the scaffolding.

The crowd flinched as she broke her fall with her hands. Brown skin scraped against the rough stone of the block, and a sharp collective inhalation at the unanticipated sight escaped from the audience. Dragon or not, the visual of a high-iron knight’s armoured boot meeting her unprotected flesh was not a pretty one, but if Lord Traylan noticed, he didn’t seem to care. The furious noble was far too busy glaring intently at the back of her skull to pay attention to anything besides how her curls swayed in the gentle breeze.

Someone cleared their throat, inquisitor Xanthia perhaps, and the patriarch and sole surviving member of the Traylan dynasty appeared to remember himself. He tore his hateful gaze away from her, then stepped forward to address the crowd.

“My loyal subjects! For too long the death of my son has gone unavenged,” he announced, a rune at his collar glowing bright as his voice was amplified with the power of magecraft. “The true culprit, the Dragonslayer, still hides amongst us, but their identity has finally been revealed, and their capture is now just a matter of time! Arilla Foundling is a traitor to humanity and a murderer of countless men. She has lain in sin with this beast that you see before you: a vicious dragon clothed in the pleasing flesh of the humans that it eats!

“Together they led an army of monsters against my family’s estate and killed hundreds of soldiers . . . along with my son. I will not pretend that the search for them has been easy, or without bloodshed. Too many lives have been lost over the past nine days, but it is over now. Arilla Foundling will be hunted down and killed. Once she joins the Stunted Dragon that has plagued this land for years, we will build Rhelea back better than before!”

Lord Traylan finished his speech and raised his arms high in the air with an almost dramatic flourish. Typh could feel a skill powered by his charisma flow out from him, but like a wave breaking against a rock, it fragmented when it passed her, so only a broken, fractured aura washed out over the crowd. From the look of disdain that flashed from his eyes to hers, he no doubt noticed how her aura trumped his.

And then the crowd booed.

In all of his haste to arrange for Typh’s execution, Lord Traylan had made one very important mistake. Once, long ago, the dragon had painstakingly sculpted her human body for its appealing aesthetics. Everything from the curvature of her hips to the swell of her breasts had been designed to be perfect. She may have pretended for the longest time that she had mistakenly chosen features that—subjective beauty or not—would set men and women’s hearts racing, but her visual appeal was profound, nonetheless.

Her attempts at passing for human may have left a lot to be desired, but when it came to crafting them, Typh was a master artist. If anything, her tendency to lean a little too much into unrealistic proportions only exacerbated the unpalatable image as she knelt there with her big, gold-flecked eyes in front of the headsman’s block. She looked like a true damsel in distress waiting to be saved right out of a bard’s tale; she could practically feel her charisma score feeding this illusion as her hair waved softly in the wind and fresh snow melted into her thin rags.

A dragon that could take on human form was heresy, and while it was also the truth, the people of Rhelea hadn’t been given nearly enough time to come to believe it. When the crowd saw Lord Traylan, looming above her with a squadron of knights and foreign adventurers, they didn’t see their noble lord and his forces standing victorious over a defeated dragon, they saw a tyrant about to behead a beautiful woman known to have spurned the advances of his dead son.

In no time at all, someone threw a rock, and then another followed soon after. The riots that had been temporarily calmed by their Lord’s summons to witness a dragon’s execution started up again all too soon. Maybe if she had looked monstrous and scaled, or if the knight hadn’t kicked her, or if Lord Traylan’s skills hadn’t fizzled out, or if any one of a thousand different ifs and maybes had gone the other way then things might have been different.

But they weren’t, and within the tight confines of the town square, citizens who had never really trusted their Lord produced the cheap Rhelean steel that had been hidden under their thick winter coats; then, a song that demanded noble blood—and not Typh’s—rang out in a multitude of different voices.

Traylan soldiers retaliated while the steel-ranks watched in silence, waiting patiently for Arilla to make her appearance. The mana in the air that had plateaued since the announcement of Typh’s execution started to rise again, but it was already so high that the change was practically imperceptible. Typh knew it would be soon—there were only four Alchemic Knights on the stage, which meant that the fifth had to be down below, working the ritual, likely with the blood of the scholars Xanthia had assigned it to protect.

When she looked for the pigeon, it was gone—as reassuring as that was, it did not dispel her anxiety when nothing appeared to happen. Her fear blossomed as rough hands against her shoulders pressed her neck into the groove of the headsman’s block. Lord Traylan ignored the crowd even as they fought against his men, then accepted a heavy-looking greatsword layered in dragon-slaying runes.

The fires in the distance that had never quite gone out suddenly seemed all the closer while her doubts raged within her. Could she have been wrong? Could the Inquisition have somehow intercepted her notes to Tamlin? Was the undead bird even his? Typh looked down at the people fighting their own alleged protectors as the midday bells began to toll, and for a moment the sounds of violence were drowned out with the loud ringing.

No.

It had to be now; without the children to fuel the ritual, the Alchemic Knights or whatever remained of the church’s forces would have to time it perfectly. With the mana in the air as thick as it was ever going to be, now was the time.

“Any last words, dragon?” Lord Traylan asked as he raised the greatsword high over Typh’s head.

“Actually, could I request a two-minute delay?”

“Why in the Gods’ names would I do that?” he responded, his eyes narrowing. “Is this part of your plan to escape? It won’t work, not with that collar around your neck.”

“Not my plan, theirs,” she said, gesturing with her eyes towards the four Alchemic Knights towards the back of the stage. “Casting spells through all the rock between here and the ritual chamber beneath us is prohibitively mana expensive. It’s a safe assumption they aren’t in contact with the one below, so I only need a few seconds to throw off their schedule.”

The Alchemic Knights stiffened, and even Lord Traylan noticed. The noble and so many of the other steel-ranks turned to look sceptically at the four, whose reaction to Typh’s words was so out of character.

“What is the dragon on about? Why are you reacting like that?” Lord Traylan snapped, while armoured hands smoothly fell to the weapons at their belts.

Before anyone could react any further, the Alchemic Knights unsheathed their blades and with the same swiftness that had once cost Typh her hands, buried them in the surprised chests of the Inquisition’s knights in front of them.

The torrent of mana that was released with each steel-ranked death made what was wafting up from the rioting crowd in the square below seem like a fine mist.

The scaffolding behind Typh exploded into a frenzy of violence. The Alchemic Knights who were empowered with the blood of Monsters did what they were made to do, and despite being outnumbered they began to kill with a brutal efficiency that put Typh’s best efforts to shame. The clash of steel and screams rose dramatically in volume, and the fighting in the market square below stalled out. The participants on both sides backed away in fear as they watched the steel-ranks clash on scaffolding that teetered forwards precariously, accompanied by the sound of splintering wood.

From beneath the ground the mana shifted dramatically. The underground ritual’s arcane effect had finally raced up through all that rock, where it burst forth and began to move the very air. Wind whipped about violently, and the mana that had been smothering the square like a blanket was sucked in, stealing the very energy from Typh’s lungs as it rushed to concentrate around the focal point of the ritual’s spell. The violence all around her didn’t stop, but the vital essence released with each and every death trailed upwards, where it condensed around a single point no larger than a human fist.

The ritual Arilla had stopped days before was finally completed, albeit with the blood of runescribes and scholars who had proved to be an adequate-enough replacement for all of those children.

The waiting crowd gasped in awe as the sky cracked, and then a scintillating web of rainbow coloured lightning stabbed forth. Lord Traylan’s grip on his sword loosened before the slab of sharpened metal fell from his hands and clattered noisily off of the scaffolding, then fell into the mass of people below.

Typh had been expecting this, preparing for it as best she could, but as the soulless thing she knew only as a Monster ripped its way into Creation the dragon could only swallow her fear.


Chapter 30

Execution

The Monster was born tall. Hulking in size, it physically loomed over the crowd of humans, whose form it mimicked so closely. Light brown skin gave it a look that was not uncommon for a Terythian, and if it wasn’t for its unnatural height, it would probably have been able to pass for one. Masculine in appearance, it was classically handsome, well-muscled, and had a disarming smile that did much to distract from the unnatural nature of its birth.

It hung suspended in the air for several long heartbeats, completely nude, and it surveyed the awestruck crowd standing before it. Several conveniently placed members on either side of the halted conflict immediately dropped what they were doing and knelt down on the bloody snow in an obvious show of religious deference. The realisation that agents of the church had apparently been stoking the fires of the riots on both sides was as unsurprising to Typh as it was disappointing, but it was also so very human.

Fools one and all.

While the soldiers and protesters gathered in the square had finally stopped killing one another, the steel-ranks on the stage were still giving it their best go. Flashes of light and almost explosive clashes of exotic skill-forged alloys continuously punctuated the otherwise silent square; it disrupted the quiet reverie that had taken a hold of the crowd.

“What in the Gods is that!” Xan yelled, before darting away from an Alchemic Knight’s swung glaive that went on to dismember a foreign adventurer behind her.

“Our deaths, most likely,” the dragon said dispassionately as she watched it fall gracefully through the air and land amidst the densely packed crowd, which instinctively parted for it.

Lord Traylan looked at Typh with confusion in his steely-grey eyes, unsure whether to focus on her, the Alchemic Knights, or on the ‘man’ who had just materialised out of thin air in a process that had sucked all of the ambient mana from the square.

Typh stood up from her knees, and he made no moves to stop her. The dragon stepped up on top of the headsman’s block and swiftly climbed over it, ignoring how the scaffolding swayed dramatically back and forth while violent tremors ran through the creaking wood.

“If this is some kind of trick—”

“You might want to step back,” Typh warned, ignoring the noble’s implied threat as she came to stand at the very edge of the raised platform.

Her bare toes curled over the lip of the wood, and she savoured the feel of the rough grain against her skin. It was a small detail that she had been unable to appreciate until recently; the scaled pads of her feet in her original form, while vastly more resilient, couldn’t quite convey sensation in the same way that skin could.

Typh took a deep inhalation and tasted the scent of blood in the cold air. Her chest rose as she filled her feeble human lungs with the scent of recent death that had rushed to fill the void left by the now missing mana the Monster had consumed.

She ran her fingertips along the surface of the thick collar around her neck, tracing the delicate runes carved into the metal. It really was an excellent bit of craftsmanship; it interfered with even the simplest uses of her mana, stamina, and even health. Her ability to cast spells was reduced to practically nothing by the cumbersome piece of metal. The strain of something as simple as a rudimentary light spell rapidly became unsustainable when the runes etched into its surface increased the mana cost by several orders of magnitude whenever she tapped into her [Sovereign’s Arcana] skill.

Depths take her, it had even made it challenging to stay in her human form. The usually trivial trickle of mana that kept [Alternate Form] active had skyrocketed until it was barely met by her massive rate of regeneration.

Slowly, she released the now warm air held in her lungs and smiled at the sight of it exiting her nose as twin plumes of steam. This was hardly the best escape she could have come up with—certainly not one that she wanted to preserve in the memories she intended to pass on some day. There was nowhere for her to run to, and even if there was, more than a dozen humans were fighting behind her, and each one of them stood a fair chance of dragging her back down to the earth.

Of course, she had no intention of running.

The dragon locked eyes with the Monster standing mute and uncertain amidst the crowd it towered a head and a half above. No doubt it was taking its time adjusting to the limits of a corporeal body. For an entity composed almost entirely of mana it was weaker now in the moments immediately after it had been spawned than it ever would be again. Once it had the chance to feed on all the humans packed in tight around it, Typh would have no chance at all.

She wished she had a better idea of exactly how many had died during the long week and a half of rioting, if only so that she could more accurately gauge how strong it was. The ambient mana in this age was a drop in the ocean compared to what it had been before the Great Wards were established. The Monster should be far weaker than she feared it was, even if the recent steel-ranker deaths had released enough mana to ensure that it was significantly stronger than her. She tried not to think about how many of the high-level knights and adventurers had already fallen in the rapidly unfolding battle behind her.

“No more stalling,” she whispered.

Typh stopped fighting the collar and let her skill fail; the runes flashed bright blue for almost an entire second as they signalled their own demise.

The metal violently ripped itself from around her neck. The thick band of skill-forged steel exploded outwards into thousands of razor-sharp fragments that flew through the air, embedding themselves deep into nearby stone, wood, and flesh. The rags she had worn during her last days of captivity followed a mere fraction of a second later as Typh’s form blurred and she once again clothed herself in the golden scales of a true dragon.
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Typh stretched out her massive wings and shuddered with delight at the rush of power that came with her original body. While she loved being a human, the sheer differences in physical size and stats made the sudden transition to a dragon’s majestic form a heady, almost euphoric experience. Draconic instincts that had been muted for so long flared to the forefront of her mind, just as so many of her doubts, fears, and drives faded to the background. A low, rumbling growl of anticipation escaped from her throat, causing her stunned audience to flinch back in fear—for there was no missing the killing intent in her voice.

The visual confirmation that Typh truly was a dragon appeared to be too much for some to handle, and scores of people wisely turned and fled from the market square. The majority of the humans remained standing stock-still, apparently in shock from the chaotic changes occurring all around them. Every living soul knew that something momentous was occurring, and whether or not they still trusted the steel-ranks to protect them, it appeared that they were destined to witness what was about to unfold.

The pristine scales along her serpentine neck glittered gold and silver under the late-morning sun as she craned her horned head out over the increasingly alarmed crowd. Her long claws bit through the thick wood of the already precipitously leaning scaffolding, and the ailing structure promptly buckled beneath her gargantuan weight. Her wings slowed her descent as she glided down to the ground to the sound of crashing wood and cries of panic.

The moment her claws touched the ground, she opened up hard.

Lances of hardened, superheated light, empowered with [Sovereign Magus’s Empowerment] and aimed by [Sovereign Magus’s Guidance] raced out of her in curving arcs that hammered the Monster in a series of successive blasts. Each spell cost her hundreds of mana and health, and they doused the creature in dragonfire, which caused the stone beneath its feet to boil even as concussive blasts scattered bystanders and splattered molten rock throughout the open space.

She continued to cast offensive spells as she layered her aura over her scales and unleashed a great gout of [Sovereign’s Breath] directly onto the Monster, then rushed towards it on four bounding legs. She barely had to move, as her draconic body had grown to simply occupy most of the space that separated the two of them.

Typh was struck by how loud it was; even with her ears protected by both her anatomy and her high vitality score, it was deafening. So many magical attacks had been fired in such a short space of time, and each one had cracked the air with a mighty boom. Every human below pewter was clutching their head with pain as they retreated away from the growing carnage. She’d spent over half of her reserves in the opening volley, and her hardened aura consumed much of what remained in order to form an extra set of scales as she closed in to fang range.

Typh had not been indiscriminate in her attack, but neither had she been overly concerned about the collateral damage—in her mind, the humans populating Rhelea’s market square were already dead. When her spells had splashed over the Monster’s unmoving form, they had shaken the ground and kicked up a fountain of displaced earth and molten rock, which went on to claim the lives of anyone standing too close to the creature.

Despite the burnt and fragmented corpses that surrounded it, the Monster remained frustratingly intact. Its once flawless skin was fire-blackened and cracked, revealing weeping red flesh underneath. Its right arm was little more than a charred stump that had broken off above the elbow, but considering the quantity of mana she had already expended, it was a very poor return for her efforts.

With her more-than-respectable dexterity score and the short distance that separated them, Typh completed her charge long before the dust had begun to settle or the ground had stopped shaking.

Still, with its one remaining arm, it lazily turned and stopped her in her tracks.

Silently, without even a grimace, it bore through the pain of its burns—presuming that the creature even experienced pain—and extended an ashen arm out in her direction.

Faster than her eyes could follow and accompanied by the sound of its own cracking skin, it backhanded her.

The almost human-sized hand hit her below the chin and forced her head up in the air. exposing her neck. Typh’s jaws snapped shut, and her fangs that still glowed white hot from her fiery breath rattled inside of her skull. The instant her head was forcibly turned upwards, the monster lunged forwards and grabbed her by the throat.

She was a one-hundred-and-ten-foot-long dragon from tip to tail, and the monster was no larger than eight feet tall, yet it had her in the palm of its hand. Even if it had the strength score needed, it shouldn’t have had nearly enough mass to stop her momentum. At the speed she was going she should have been able to overpower it—and failing that, she should at least have been able to knock it from its feet. A steel-rank couldn’t have done it, not without anchoring themselves to the ground with some kind of skill or spell, but that was Monsters for you—they didn’t play by the same rules as everybody else.

Around her throat, her aura cracked. Spidering fault-lines spread along the translucent layer of mana scales layered atop her real ones made from keratin and bone. Typh fought hard to breathe around the comparatively small hand that appeared to so effortlessly compress her windpipe, while the surviving humans in the now much thinner crowd watched on with mute horror at the sight of what many of them still perceived to be an angel choking a dragon.

Typh was by no means done; a clawed forelimb swept down to cleave through the Monster, but her sword-length claws met unexpected resistance and barely sank into its superdense flesh. She struggled, craning her curving neck to bring it closer to her talons as she raked them back and forth across it time and again. She continued to cast lances of light that hit at point-blank range, showering them both in debris, but when the smoke cleared she saw the damage was minimal. Tainted blood welled up from the wounds she inflicted and trickled down its body before coming to a stop and receding back inside the Monster.

Before her eyes, the damage she had inflicted began to heal. Charred flesh became new, and the broken stump of its right arm sprouted fresh bone, which was soon enveloped in muscle, veins, and skin. The deep rents she had carved into its chest fused shut faster than she could make new ones—then, the fingers around her throat flexed.

Immediately her defensive aura shattered, and ashen fingers dug into her neck, crumpling the protective scales as it secured its grip and threw her through a building facing the square.

The runic reinforcements carved throughout the foundations designed to help support the building didn’t make it any more comfortable when her massive bulk crushed through the lower floors of the structure. It then promptly collapsed on top of her. All six stories of warded stone and solid furniture.

That hurt, although maybe not as much as the failed charge had hurt her pride. As she lay there buried under the weight of the fallen structure, there was the temptation to flee—to run away while she still could. But as she shifted the rubble atop her back and clawed her way back to the surface, for the first time in her life her species class spoke to her with clarity about something completely unrelated to her hoard.

Kill it.

A significant part of her psyche grinned with vicious anticipation, while the rest of her screamed in abject horror. She burst from the wreckage of the building, which she idly recognised as housing her former cell, and charged once again towards the Monster. Her claws dug deep into the fractured stone as she bounded towards it in a blur of golden motion and violence. Spells and dragonfire cascaded from her open maw, causing the few humans who remained in the square to shield their eyes from the intensity of the light.

In the short time she had been buried, the Monster had managed to regenerate most of its skin. This time, when her volley of spells hit it along with her powerful breath weapon, they crashed into an arcane barrier that had sprung up protectively around the creature. Waves of heat, kinetic force, and magical golden flames parted around the translucent black scales that mirrored the ones Typh had employed in her own defence. The Monster’s return volley of dark lances composed from the same stagnant mana forced her to prematurely abort her charge and take to the skies to evade its attacks.

The bolts didn’t yet curve to follow her through the sky, and with her dexterity enhancing her speed Typh was able to avoid almost all of them. The spells that missed her continued to follow predictable parabolic arcs, then went on to impact distant parts of Rhelea with muted booms that rang out across the city.

As she flew, a human, priest tagged and in full religious regalia, cautiously stepped forwards from the cowering crowd. He risked his life with every shaky step he took towards the Monster, flinching backwards as inky-black spells were unleashed and golden lances of kinetic-fire smashed unerringly into the creature’s arcane barrier. The noise must have been deafening: the thunderous beat of Typh’s wings, the near continuous crash of spell against shield, the still ongoing battle of steel-ranks that had only just collapsed its first building facing the square. Yet despite this, the human persisted, getting close enough to the Monster that his skin blistered and the fabric of his clothes singed around the edges from the heat of Typh’s spells.

“Angel! We have prepared for your blessed arrival!” the priest yelled over the din.

“Arrival . . .” the Monster replied slowly, its tone lacking inflection as it turned to face the priest. It didn’t pause once in its magical assault against Typh, or even attempt to move from the spot on the ground that it had spawned below.

“Yes of course, I—we—we could not have foreseen that the dragon would get loose or harm you so, but I had no doubt that you, an agent of the Gods, would overcome the monster’s paltry attacks!” the priest bellowed confidently even as the ground buckled beneath him and stone dust propelled by the shockwaves assaulted his eyes.

“Monster,” it said again slowly, and then with a smile it repeated itself even louder than before. “MONSTER!”

The priest took half a step backwards, for the first time looking concerned, but it was not enough. Not nearly enough. From between the cracks in the Monster’s still-healing skin, inky black darkness coiled out.

A tentacled creature studded with thorn-like protrusions and far too many irregularly shaped eyes leapt forwards, impossibly large considering its origin. It crossed the distance between the Monster and the priest in a heartbeat, still growing, and was the size of a pony when it hit. The horror’s thorned tentacles ripped their way through the priest without even slowing down as it continued to move at speed into the fleeing crowd. More screams soon followed.

“MOONNSSTTEERRRR!”

The Monster roared at a volume that shattered what little intact glass remained in the square and made every set of ears within half a mile bleed. The impossibly loud shout occurred despite the countless tentacled horrors that rushed out of all the Monster’s orifices like a dark flood. They spilled out in all directions like an inky wave of expanding darkness, sundering human flesh wherever they met.

Those still fighting on the wreckage of the scaffolding did not stay out of it as the carnage commenced. If any Alchemic Knights still survived, they had made themselves scarce, and Xan, along with the remaining steel-ranks, raced to the centre of the square. Their adamantine and steel weapons flashed as they began to cleave a path through the ever-growing mass of horrors that separated them from the Monster at the centre.

Typh circled the square, raining down her destructive spells as she watched. The steel-ranks cut a beautiful wedge through the spreading dark that was rapidly expanding from the centre of Rhelea as people finally ran in terror. Each steel-rank carved tentacles from oily flesh, and generally had no problem tearing the individual horrors apart.

It was an admirable effort, but Typh knew that it wouldn’t be enough.

Where the creatures fell, they dissolved into a black ichor that rushed back to the Monster along the broken ground only to re-enter its body and be reborn anew. The steel-ranks, already tired from their battle with the Alchemic Knights, were few—and the tentacled horrors were so very many. Some fell, swallowed up by the rushing dark, but most, seeing the seemingly unending tide of monstrous foes, baulked.

The adventurers had been summoned to Rhelea with the promise of gold and a noble title should they kill one deformed dragon and its pewter master. They had prepared accordingly—fighting this eldritch monstrosity was certainly not what they had agreed to. The steel-rank adventurers, despite the stories, were not heroes; they knew when to cut their losses, and having already lost so many to the Alchemic Knights’ unanticipated betrayal, they ran.

Xan with her few remaining knights and Lord Traylan’s household guard stood, but there were simply too many abominations for the exhausted classers to handle. The flow of newly birthed horrors swelled noticeably with every steel-ranked death, and from her vantage point in the sky Typh could see how they stretched out through the streets of Rhelea, consuming the city’s inhabitants one at a time.

The tentacled beasts were just the first to come. They reaped the mana of the System for their master with such near-perfect efficiency that even with all the recent killing, Typh couldn’t taste any energy in the air at all. If they were fighting inside of a dungeon, or amidst a field of carefully laid wards, then the humans might have had a chance, but as it was Typh with her flight was the only one with a realistic shot at killing the Monster before it grew too powerful.

She banked hard to the side. Stagnant streams of arcane energy rushed past her as the shots went wide, then circled back to pursue her yet again. The Monster itself became more dangerous with every passing second as it learned how to better utilise the massive well of power at its disposal.

The dragon continued to trade more shots with the Monster, but its shields were too powerful for her spells to crack. The tide of tentacled beasts that poured out of it rushed through the streets of Rhelea essentially unchallenged, each one reaping mana to add to the Monster’s power. Until the flow of horrors was stemmed, it would grow more powerful with every passing second; as much as she hated to give it more time to learn, she had to prioritise where she could do the most good.

Typh swept low over the city, strafing the length of entire streets as she bathed them and the tentacled creatures that filled them in dragonfire. More often than she would like, she had to abandon these attack runs when spellfire from the Monster or confused citizens of Rhelea was launched up at her, and she had to dodge as best she could while flying so low.

Where the Monster’s pet horrors were closer to the retreating line of humanity she had to be more selective with her attacks. There, she carefully shaped her breath and resorted to manabolts, beams, and blades while still ensuring that she cooked them thoroughly to prevent them from retreating back to their master.

It was endless. She flew ever outwards from the centre of the city using [Sovereign Magus’s Guidance] to keep the pressure up on the increasingly distant Monster as she focused her attention on its spawn. Yet wherever she looked, she saw people fleeing in terror only to be consumed by the countless horrors. Typh didn’t know for how long she tried to keep this up, or how many people she saved . . . or how many she had inadvertently killed. Her spells were hardly gentle to those standing nearby, and she had to be thorough when targeting the tentacled abominations.

But despite her best efforts, it wasn’t working.

When she soared high above the city to assess the state of things, it looked grim. A network of inky darkness stretched out from the centre of Rhelea, like a pulsating spiderweb that crossed bridges and infected all eight sections of the large city. There were holdouts of resistance here and there, places where adventurers had cut their way through, or where high-level classers had banded together to defend, but it was clear that victory wasn’t coming.

Still, she had done some damage; the network of darkness while large was tattered. There were numerous gaps allowing fleeing civilians to run through, desperate to escape Rhelea as they headed towards any one of the four gates where queues formed when too many people crammed through too tight a space.

Her mana was low, but surely the Monster’s had to be as well. While it didn’t play by the same rules as her, it did have limits, and they must have been taxed. When she cast her draconic eyes back to the square she could only see Xan still fighting—the other steel-ranks had either died or fled. The abnormal human had actually managed to close with the creature while tentacled darkness spilled out all around her.

While casting large spells was out of the question, Typh’s health had recovered somewhat from its earlier abuses, enough at least that she felt that she could take a risk. The dragon pulled her wings tight against her body and forced herself to dive straight at the wide street of the Old Road that passed through the square where the Monster stood and fought. Her mana flared as she pulled herself down at speeds she wasn’t sure she could replicate without mana, let alone survive should she crash.

Sovereign dragons had a good instinctual understanding of kinetics, and with her mana waning there was one tactic left to her that her inherited memories told her would suffice.

In her dragon form Typh was extremely heavy: tens of thousands of pounds of scales, muscle, and bone. If it wasn’t for the mana that literally ran through her body at all times, then she would simply weigh too much to fly.

At the last moment before she pancaked into the ground, she snapped her wings out to the side and flew parallel to the ancient street. The membranes in her wings screamed, the tendons and muscles following suit, as much propelled with mana as they were by the wind beneath them. The Old Road was wide, but her wingspan was wider still, so her wingtips crashed through the fronts of the buildings that lined the road. Sheathed in blades of mana they cut through the fronts of the houses and shops that subsequently collapsed in her wake, and her speed barely slowed as she raced along parallel to the ground as close and as fast as she could.

Jaws outstretched, the ridges along her chin practically scraped against the paved stone, sending up a long trail of cascading sparks and warming her thick scales where they brushed the indestructible road. The tentacled horrors that rushed away from the square didn’t have anywhere near enough time to get out of her way as she practically skated over them. They splattered against her open jaws, skewered themselves on her teeth, and filled her mouth with their vile corruption while she glided forwards on the spell-propelled momentum of her dive.

She continuously belched fire to sear the taint from her throat, and also to cook those who would attempt to return to their master in ichorous form. In only a handful of seconds the Monster, once so small, now loomed in her vision. It turned, a look of surprise on its face and an oversized sword of darkness in its hands, and then she was past it. Her jaw rang with pain—countless teeth had snapped, and an arm attached to a full third of the Monster’s torso was sitting in her mouth.

Frantically, she beat her wings to gain altitude, spitting out the foul flesh. The beast was by no means dead, and they continued to trade explosive spells while she climbed—she needed to gain more height so that she could repeat the attempt.

By the time she came around for another pass, the Monster had almost entirely recovered. Crisscrossing lines ravaged its chest where Xan’s blade had scored numerous hits, but its missing arm was back and those deep furrows grew smaller by the second. With two hands on its sword, the Monster pushed the inquisitor back. Its once clumsy strikes were noticeably smoother, and the dragon knew it was only a matter of time before the creature’s skill eclipsed the ancient human’s.

Again Typh raced along the street, exhaling fire and shedding sparks while she soared mere feet above the ground and cleared an ashen path through the swarm of tentacled horrors. Another high-speed collision with the Monster rewarded her with more broken teeth and another chunk of foul flesh, opening up the creature for more strikes from the inquisitor’s steady blade.

Over and over again, she charged the creature that was steadily devouring Rhelea whole. She traded pain and broken teeth for pieces of the beast, which grew back a little bit slower after every successful strike. The two of them, dragon and inquisitor, formed an unlikely pairing, one that was remarkably effective at whittling down the Monster slightly faster than it could regenerate. Typh didn’t envy Xan stuck fighting on the ground; a single misstep would take her out of the fight permanently. The high-steel human was fighting a creature far stronger and faster than her, while pressed in on all sides by threats she couldn’t quite ignore. It was only her perfect performance—and the Monster’s temporary lack of skill with the sword—that kept her alive.

Still, it was actually working.

Until it wasn’t.

Typh shot down from above the cloud cover to set up another aerial charge, and then a line of darkness larger and more powerful than those that had come before shot up to meet her. She banked sharply, trying to get out of its path, and the sudden change in tension caused the tendons in her already sore wings to strain against the load—yet the line of darkness followed her. The black blade traced her evasions through the sky flawlessly, scorching the air and vaporising the clouds up above.

When it hit, pain filled her chest. The stagnant energy cracked her aura in an instant and melted through her scales. Her lungs cooked, and remnants of the spell burst out through her back amidst a fountain of superheated gore. The beam clipped a flapping wing which was suddenly just gone. Her health points hit zero, and this time when she fell faster than she had ever before, she corkscrewed wildly without control.

The ground quickly grew closer.


Chapter 31

Death Knell

Slate tiles fell like rain from the rooftops of buildings, chimneys exploded into fractured bricks, and wooden shutters railed against their window frames with every thunderous beat of the dragon’s wings overhead. A potent cocktail of acid and terror pumped through Eliza’s veins as she ran, her lungs struggling to suck in enough air for the next desperate step, while her pursuers slithered ever closer. She could hear the whistle of the wind beneath its wings; the vibrations reverberated through its broad chest in the final moments before the dragon unleashed its breath weapon and bathed the road behind her in scintillating golden flames. The swarm of tentacled horrors that had been nipping at Eliza’s heels were flash-cooked in an instant, and their inhuman cries were swallowed up by the roaring fires that clung persistently to the stone surfaces of the street.

The bard staggered forwards for a few more feet before she fell to her knees and vomited. The relief of living for another few minutes was mitigated by the sickening sounds of people dying and the creatures’ inky flesh popping like hot fat on a fire.

It was too much for her ears; she could hear it all with her skill—and she wished dearly that she couldn’t. Eliza had thought that she’d become inured to death during the protracted rioting which had seen sporadic battles occur throughout Rhelea, but what had started in the market square had proven her wrong.

Flashing images of steel-ranks battling atop the stage, of Typh changing into that beast, and people dying in droves all around her momentarily superimposed themselves over her vision. Eliza clamped her eyes shut, willing the uncomfortable memories away, and when she opened them moments later she was rewarded with the increasingly familiar sight of lances of light filling the air.

Contrasting beams of black and gold crisscrossed the sky with rare appearances of other orphaned shades that originated from isolated spellcasters who were scattered throughout Rhelea. Spellfire was continuously exchanged between the dragon up above and the ground, with the vast majority of the arcane bolts anchored to the market square she had so recently escaped. It was all so very loud, the constant whooshing, roaring, and keening of combat magic, to say nothing of the explosions or the anguished cries of pain that swiftly followed. If her own ears weren’t protected in part by her skills, then her sensitivity to sound alone would have been enough to make her join her voice to the near-constant choir of terrified screams.

Eliza allowed herself a single choked sob as she took in the sight behind her: a burning street covered in corpses and the foul ichorous substance those creatures turned into when they died. This was her home, but now Rhelea was a battleground between a dragon and creatures she couldn’t comprehend.

A large blast of darkness touched down in the centre of the street, missing the dragon who had flown past by several long seconds.

Creation rocked, and Eliza’s fledgling attempts at rising to her feet were thwarted. The taste of mauve filled her mouth, and the desire to heave up her guts again was almost overwhelming. Slowly, the bard picked herself up, turned around, and ran, pushing past the other shell-shocked people that filled the street as burning wreckage intermingled with pieces of meat and a light dusting of snow fell from the sky.

She made it across two hellish streets before she ran afoul of another stream of monsters. It was patchy, nowhere near as dense as the initial floods were, but there were still more than enough of them to tear their way through the crowd of fleeing civilians that Eliza was a part of. Screams rang out where the two groups met, and tentacled flesh practically moved through humans, seemingly without resistance. The air misted with blood, and classers died without the usual release of mana.

Eliza fixed her eyes ahead of her, refusing to look back over her shoulder as she tried her best to ignore the sound of pained cries and blood spurting onto snow. She ran harder than she had in years, harder than she ever had as an adventurer, and while she wasn’t faster than the horrors, at high-pewter—even with her modest dexterity score—she was far from the slowest in the crowd.

That was what counted.

The number of people running down the street with Eliza had thinned noticeably over the past few minutes. Some had taken branching paths down side streets and alleyways to try and escape the stream of pursuing monsters, which promptly split to better chase after all of their chosen prey. More died abruptly when a tentacled beast leapt forwards and cleaved through someone’s back before going on to leapfrog from person to person amidst a cascading shower of blood. Intermittently, people would stand and try to fight, but with the exception of those who fought at the barricades left over from the riots, those who attempted that were swiftly overwhelmed.

With an ear-splitting whine, a thick line of black fire traced a zig-zagging path across the road just ahead of her, swallowing up a family of three and a fleeing soldier—who Eliza couldn’t believe had made it this far, let alone outpaced her in all that armour. The ground was still smoking, like the corpses she refused to look at, but the formerly straight road ahead of her had become a forked intersection where new routes through the destroyed buildings led onto the neighbouring streets.

Without hesitation Eliza, along with a handful of others, turned and ran through the smouldering wreckage of a townhouse to her left. When they were halfway across the ruined building, bolts of golden light crashed into the ground nearby. Everything shook, and what little was left of the townhouse started to fall in on itself threatening to bury Eliza and the other fleeing citizens. The bard dodged falling bricks and furniture, her violin case tucked protectively against her chest as she scrambled for safety over the uneven ground.

She emerged alone, coughing and covered in stone dust on a new street that had yet to be touched by the violence consuming her city. Eliza desperately wanted to take a break and to hide in one of the pristine-looking buildings, but as if to highlight the transient nature of her safety, twin horrors covered in eyes and fangs broke out from the rubble behind her with their multi-eyed gazes fixed solely on her back.

The tentacled creatures lacked a tag. If they had classes or levels, they were a secret that the bard doubted she would ever find out, as she had no intention of actually trying to kill one. Escape was her one and only objective, something that was looking increasingly unlikely.

The horrors were hard to describe with any real detail. They were a mass of sinuous, inky-black limbs that seemed to lack a fixed number or even a centre. Just too many teeth and eyes studded haphazardly along each tentacle with no signs of a mouth anywhere in sight. Yet they cried incessantly, letting loose discordant howls of joy that reminded her of dogs on a hunt, even if the sound was nothing alike.

Her class wanted to stay and pick apart that noise, to dwell on how it was produced. The conflicting pitches, unnatural volumes, and reverberations made no sense to someone as familiar with music as her. But every other part of her didn’t want to die, and so she ran.

Whatever she had done to deserve this fate, she didn’t know, but it was clear enough to her that one of them was going to kill her. They were faster than she was, and there was no-one left for her to outpace and leave to die, a grim realisation that she felt more than guilty about.

Not that she didn’t already have enough things to feel guilty about.

The past week had been a blur of anger and grief, first for Phioplies, then her old life, and finally her city. It was only as Rhelea burned with the rage of the mobs stoked on by her words that Eliza realised the home she had made for herself was dead. In many ways, it had died the day that the dragon killed Galen; everything else after that was just a long goodbye. She knew that she could have stopped it, or at least stalled it for a while, but she hadn’t. Instead, she had ridden high as the Bard of the Rebellion, stoking the flames of outrage and giving Phioplies a pyre worthy of the stubborn woman.

In the distance another building was struck by black light, then exploded. Large chunks of masonry rained down over several streets, eliciting a new wave of screams, too many of which cut off abruptly. Her attention was swiftly brought back to her own life-or-death predicament when a hail of broken bricks fell down around her.

Eliza turned and sprinted down a narrow side street, a hand outstretched to steady herself against a cold wall as she made the sharp turn. She had barely taken more than a few steps inside before she slipped in a patch of ice. The bard tumbled head over heels, her hands and knees coming away bloody. Only, it wasn’t her blood. Out of the corner of her eye she could see the dismembered remains of what used to be the better half of a person while a large mass of black tentacles and teeth munched away on their flesh. The unpleasant sound of teeth slicing through bone unsettled her on a deeply primal level while she stared at the many-eyed horror. It stared back.

An unnatural scream emanated from within it, a scream that was repeated from her rear where the other two monstrosities arrived, and then again from her own mouth, as relying on [Troubadour’s Voice], she contorted her vocal cords into the same discordant cry. The monsters flinched back, hesitating for the briefest of seconds while she clambered to her feet, picked up her violin case, and sprinted past the one in front of her.

Eliza’s throat ached like she’d been singing for hours, but it had worked. Her skill had proved unusually reluctant to mimic the sound, but before she could celebrate or dwell on that any further, she had to push more stamina through her ailing legs—all three of the horrors had recovered and started racing to catch up with her.

The new street was not nearly as pristine as the old. While it was farther away from the square, the horrors were everywhere and engaged in a vicious battle with Traylan soldiers and former rioters, who were steadily losing ground. She weaved between bitter struggles, noting how steel swords that lacked skills behind their strikes bounced off rubbery flesh and how fanged tentacles sliced through boiled leather and chain with relative ease.

Old barricades were now manned by a mixture of armed forces that pointedly refused to retreat when it was obvious even to her that the defences weren’t worth the wood they were made out of, let alone the lives that manned them. With the fortifications designed to control the rioters in place, the monsters were funnelled into approaching in a relatively narrow path. There, they would be struck with long spears and crossbow bolts long before they could reach the defenders behind the barricades.

In theory.

In practice, the horrors ignored the bristling wall of spears that grew increasingly ragged by the second; their hide was largely immune to whatever the pewter soldiers could do to them, and the few injuries that were inflicted seemed to regenerate quickly. And that was when they didn’t decide to just crawl along the fronts of the buildings that lined the streets, or clamber over the rooftops to attack the defenders behind the barricades directly.

Eliza didn’t stop running nor did she even slow down. She spotted a gap in the defenders and dashed through it, her pursuers joining the fray and likely punching fresh holes into the barricades’ defences.

* * *

Eliza had prioritised her vitality and her charisma scores to keep herself looking young and pretty for Riyoul. While her dexterity wasn’t too far behind her primary attributes, she fundamentally lacked the skills, not to mention the inclination, to make herself into an efficient killing machine. She couldn’t lift a wagon above her head, nor could she cast destructive spells like the ones being exchanged over Rhelea’s skyline. She couldn’t shrug off sword blows, or heal, but when it came down to running for her life, she was passably good at it.

Even so, it wasn’t enough.

She had picked up another horror a few streets past the barricades, and the relentlessness of the creature’s pursuit had led to her finding herself cornered in an empty courtyard. It was a paved, open space, sandwiched between three large buildings with doors to each one, walled off with an open archway that separated it from the road. Carefully cultivated plants lay dead in flower beds, and children’s toys—left thankfully abandoned—were scattered throughout the courtyard beneath a relatively thick blanket of snow.

Eliza had run inside out of desperation, hoping to find a place to hide. Her half-empty stamina pool and burning muscles had reminded her that just because she had the stats to go on, she by no means had enough practice in pushing past her all-too-human limits.

“Gods, or anyone else who is listening: if I make it out of this I swear to you that I’ll tag along with an adventuring band, at least until I hit bronze. I won’t sing for coin anymore, I’ll . . . I’ll do something useful with my life beyond stroking the ego of some sadistic little fuck. I promise, just not like this. Not now . . .”

She swallowed the please, hating the too-familiar sound of her own begging, but maybe she should have ignored her recovering pride and scraped a little lower, because she soon realised that the Gods were not listening.

The monster slowly crept into the courtyard. Its bulk—somehow larger than the others—filled the stone archway that was her only entrance to and exit from the relative serenity her refuge provided. The creature’s unnatural cries filled the small space for a brief moment as far too many eyes fixated on her.

She took a step back, body flat against the side door of a house she knew wouldn’t open. Still, she scrabbled at the door handle, not daring to take her eyes off the thing before her.

It slowly slithered forwards, like it was taking its time to savour her fear. Its unnatural movements were all the more unsettling for how damned quiet it was when it wasn’t screaming at her.

After it moved closer, a tip of a tentacle reached out for her and she tried to hold back a whimper. A wet limb trailing mucus ran up the outside of her pant leg, and protruding teeth and mismatched eyes far too large for the offending limb to naturally support made their presence known. The former left a shallow wound in her flesh, and the latter made eye contact with her while she screamed. A large chunk of her stamina went into it [Troubadour’s Voice] as she increased the volume to a near-deafening shout.

The monster flinched back. Recoiled, even, and for a moment she felt a mote of hope swell within her that she might somehow survive.

Then, she saw a flicker.

All the eyes along a single tentacle erupted into a fountain of black blood, which covered several feet of the courtyard. The air flickered again, and another tentacle erupted in gore. Then another, and another after that. In time to the frantic beat of her heart, the air flickered and the monster was maimed, but as the beast was sliced apart in front of her, Eliza felt that glimmer of hope die.

“Riyoul,” Eliza said accusingly.

There was no answer, only a slight pause in the rate of the monster’s systematic destruction as it was hacked apart by what she instinctively knew to be the invisible rogue. The horror put up a fairly good fight, all things considered. Its limbs thrashed about in its blindness, whipping through the air frantically while Eliza crawled away from the carnage on her hands and knees. The monster only stopped flailing when every tentacle had been viciously severed from its surprisingly small, almost spherical body. The thing was still biting ineffectually at the snow-covered ground right up until the moment Riyoul finally made his appearance.

“The trick to it is, they’re not very bright. Can’t see for shit either, even with all of those eyes,” the rogue explained, a long knife in his hand carving a line through the monster’s flesh far too large for the blade to have created without a skill. “And then there’s the fact that they’re bloody stubborn. Things will keep trying to grow new tentacles until you get the core.”

Riyoul reached inside the gash he had made and retrieved a small, red, gem-like object, which he held out for Eliza to see. He waited patiently for a few seconds before he crushed it into a fine dust in the palm of his hand, and the remains of the monstrosity on the ground promptly melted into a large pool of black ooze that pooled around his boots before crawling away out of the courtyard.

“Now, what do you say to the man who saved your life?” the rogue asked with a smile.

“Eat a dick.”

“How quaint,” he said, his eyes narrowing. “What about to the man you tried to murder?”

A part of her screamed at her to be afraid—that he was about to kill her—but Eliza found that she was too tired to care.

“I hope you choke on it,” she spat, her bravado earning herself a deep belly laugh from her tormentor.

“Gods, how I’ve missed that attitude of yours. You know, you used to be so full of life and energy before you smoked it all away. Drowning yourself in your despair with drugs and booze . . . you’re like Myorik in that respect. Too big on the escapism to ever do anything with your life.”

“My life was fine before I met you.”

“Was it really? You were just a cheap whore scrounging for scraps. One with delusions of grandeur, a nice rack, and not much else,” he said. “Gods, you don’t even like to fuck—what were you thinking choosing that line of work?”

“I was free.”

“You were nothing before you met me,” he reiterated. “Before I plucked you from anonymity, before I gave you levels and a story. I made you special! Me. I didn’t even fuck you once I learned you didn’t like it, and this is how you repay me? By trying to kill me?”

“You expect me to thank you for not raping me?” she asked incredulously.

“It would be a fucking start. After all I did for you, spreading your legs once in a while was really the least you could do considering how useless you are,” Riyoul said with a nonchalant shrug and a wry half-smile smile that belied his tone.

Eliza took a deep breath and decided to be brave—or more accurately, she found that she didn’t have it in her anymore to be scared.

“I don’t owe you anything, Riyoul, least of all my body. You ruined my life.”

“Oh don’t be like that, like them. I was good to you, wasn’t I?”

“After years of living in constant fear of being replaced, of joining the long list of people you disappeared. After you beat me, cut me, invaded my home, and my life, you have the temerity to suggest that you were good to me?”

“I could have been much worse; if you hadn’t tried to poison me you could have lived for—”

“I know about the other bard.”

“Oh . . .”

“That’s all you can say? Oh? Did you really think you had me so cowed that I wouldn’t even try to fight back when I found out you were grooming my replacement?” she asked. The vitriol in her voice surprised her even as she continued, “You’re a coward, and I’m not scared of you, Riyoul. Monsters are literally running rampant through the streets of Rhelea. Whatever you think you can threaten me with, it kind of falls flat in the face of everything I know burning to the ground!”

As if to punctuate her words, a great beam of black light ripped through the sky while the very air they breathed vibrated in response. The flying dragon—that they both knew to be the woman known as Typh—was hit square on by the spell. The black energy tore a large hole through the dragon’s chest and exited out through its back, severing one of the draconic beast’s massive wings in the process. Typh began to fall to the ground spinning in a wild and uncontrolled corkscrew as she lost control of her flight. She hit the ground hard and collapsed a large building nearby, which sent a fresh wave of dust and debris into the air as the structure fell in on itself, entombing the dragon within.

“You might have a point there,” Riyoul deadpanned. “It would appear that I took too long with Melite and Pirria.”

“You didn’t.”

“Of course I did; Melite spilled your name before I even started cutting, but Pirria kept her mouth shut right until the end. A true friend, that one.”

“Fuck you!” she yelled, feeling waves of guilt crash around her.

“Alright, if you insist,” Riyoul said, a hand falling to his belt. “One last time before you die, for nostalgia’s sake.”

Eliza screamed, pushing as much stamina and rage as she could through [Troubadour’s Voice]. She didn’t know why she did it, but rather than a human scream, the discordant howl of the tentacled horrors escaped her throat, perfect in pitch though massively amplified in volume. Her throat cracked and bled. The strain of replicating a noise not even her skill-enhanced ears were prepared to truly hear caused a new pain to blossom in her throat and chest. Her skill begged her to stop while something inside her class threatened to break—Riyoul staggered backwards, the man whom she despised seemingly hurt for the first time.

Only Eliza realised that it wasn’t really the first time. Pirria’s tonics had worked in part; while the iron-rank rogue had survived their initial application, the tell-tale signs of the alchemic potions working away were there. Riyoul was weak, his eyes were bloodshot and unfocused, and the skin on his face was waxy and pallid. As the man recoiled from the power in her voice, she saw how his knife-hand trembled. The rogue looked so very old and frail.

“Stop that, it—”

Reassured by his reaction to her cry, Eliza pushed even more of her stamina through her skill and screamed again, even louder than before. Then, with her lungs still straining, she leaned harder into her skill, pumping whatever she had left through it. There was resistance, but as she focused on her hate for him, on every beating and violation, her willpower did something she’d been taught it could not do. The limiters built into her skill waned, and a flood of her remaining stamina poured into [Troubadour’s Voice]. Her killing intent seeped into the language that she did not understand, and then it stopped—her voice was broken, her stamina was empty, and her skill was unresponsive.

“What in the Gods’ name was that?” Riyoul asked, seemingly concerned as he raised a long knife at her in a shaky hand.

“. . .”

Eliza opened her mouth to speak, only nothing came out. Pain poured from her throat in the place of the words she had expected. Her skill felt wrong, [Troubadour’s Voice] failing her for the first time in her life; even its passive benefits were simply . . . gone. The loss hit her like a wave, but she had already lost so much, and before she could dwell on it any further they answered.

Inhuman cries echoed out from all sides of the courtyard.

Dozens, if not hundreds of them.

Riyoul paused, a hand still on his belt when the first horror leapt at him from the archway. The rogue flickered out of existence as the monster practically exploded in a fountain of gore, but before the bloody chunks of meat could even hit the ground two more had appeared. Tentacled horrors entered the courtyard faster than she could count, and each one headed straight for Riyoul. His invisibility eventually failed him as he reappeared, panting and wounded, pieces of him missing. The swarming tide of carnivorous monsters continued to rush forth, and together they proceeded to whittle him down before her very eyes.

For a time she stood there, too tired to be afraid. Eliza watched with no small amount of contentment as the man whose terrifying presence had dominated the majority of her adult life died. It was a slow death, a messy one. His skills and expertise, not to mention his alchemically enhanced strength and dexterity, allowed him to cut down the horrors by the dozen; his knives were in too many places at once, but whether it was the potions that had weakened him, or simply the unrelenting swarm of monsters she had somehow summoned, Riyoul was only a man. And a man had limits.

She didn’t get a System notification when he died. A small part of her felt relief that the mana once comprising the man she had hated would not become a part of her. Instead, the creatures that still swarmed the courtyard in front of her seemingly absorbed it all without even a mote of energy going up into the air.

I did it . . . I’m free . . .

The thought brought a whole host of messy feelings with it, things that would take a long time for her to unpack. Which was a shame, as it was looking like she was about to die.

Inky-black monstrosities filled the courtyard; every open space and surface was covered with the undulating forms of the creatures, not one of which she was capable of ending even in her well-rested prime. Tapped out of mana, perilously low on stamina, and without the use of her primary skill, how was she going to get out of this one?

As one, the creatures turned on her. A sea of mismatched eyes burned deep into her soul as they looked at her with hunger.

A horror writhed towards her.

Then they all did.


Chapter 32

Priorities 

Rhelea was lost. It wasn’t a thought that Arilla wanted to dwell on, but it was becoming increasingly apparent to her the fight was already over. The horrors were everywhere in the city centre. The horde of inky-black forms spread out from the market square like a cancer, and as time ticked by the carnivorous aberrations grew closer and closer to the periphery of the city where the majority of Rhelea’s citizens lived. While fierce fighting was still ongoing in some parts of the city—usually where steel and iron ranks refused to give ground to the unending waves of monsters—the vast majority of the streets had featured unimpressive routs, rather than valiant last stands.

People clutched their loved ones and belongings close while they ran for the safety promised by the city’s warded gates. There had been some semblance of order at first, when Traylan soldiers held the barricades and guided women and children through first, but once the horrors caught up with the streams of refugees, things had rapidly devolved into chaos. Typh had provided some measure of security during that time—the golden dragon flying low to the ground and burning away the tentacled abominations by the dozens. She had saved hundreds, if not thousands of lives in the process, but once she’d fallen from the sky things had gone from bad to worse.

Whatever passed for a defensive line had collapsed when the Monster in the square turned its full attention to the mortals on the ground. Mana bolts and lances of dark energy had rained from above wherever there was resistance; now, like everyone else, Arilla ran through the city. But while others were more concerned with escaping the walled settlement, the warrior had business to attend to.

“We need to get out of the city!” Liam urged desperately.

The healer’s voice was becoming increasingly unsteady after witnessing so much destruction. His breathing was laboured from running with Tamlin’s dead weight slung across his back, though he hadn’t abandoned them yet, which was what really counted.

“No,” Arilla said plainly, directing the three of them down a quiet-looking side street, and hopefully away from the multitude of horrors that plagued the busier roads. She adjusted her heavy burden, wincing when her precious cargo clinked from within its skill-stitched leather sack, before the warrior marched down the road with her zweihander bared.

“I don’t see what we can do here. The necroma—the boy is out cold. We should leave him for the monsters and flee!”

“Liam, calm down. We’re following the plan. Just one more stop and we can leave.”

“The plan is fucked! The dragon—Typh—you saw it—her—fall. We need to get out while we still can!”

“You’re welcome to make a break for it by yourself, but I’ve already told you I’m sticking to the plan,” Arilla said calmly. “And stop suggesting we leave Tamlin for dead.”

“The boy is a necromancer; I understand not wanting to kill a child, but we can’t take him with us. There’s an inquisitor in this city, for Gods’ sake!”

“If the inquisitor is still alive, I think she has bigger priorities. Now come on, I don’t want to keep Typh waiting.”

Her tone was far more relaxed than she felt. She had always known there was a possibility Typh would be injured, but the wound the dragon had taken was a killing blow. The warrior tried to take her mind off it, to focus on what she had already achieved, but Liam’s complaints weren’t making it easy.

“You’re cracked! Typh fell out of the sky and didn’t get back up. She’s dead. Whatever that thing in the square is, it’s strong enough to take on a peak-iron dragon and a stage full of steel-ranks. That makes it at least silver, which means we need to run!” the healer pleaded.

“Shut up,” Arilla barked. “Typh is fine. I’d know it if she wasn’t, but meeting up with her inside Rhelea was always a long shot. We’ll finish this without her, then regroup outside. We have just one more stop to make and then we’re out of here.”

“This is insanity. You’re talking like we’re going to pick up groceries . . .” Liam trailed off.

“Then run. I’m not keeping you hostage any longer, but if you do go, you’ll do it without me. See how long you last without my shadow to hide behind,” Arilla offered.

Before the healer could respond, she quickly raised her sword horizontally and blocked a horror dripping with some unfortunate soul’s blood. It had leapt from an open window across the street straight at her, where it collided with her blade and sprayed her with droplets of crimson.

The monstrosity was heavy, but Arilla was strong. Her knees bent slightly under its massive weight, while its fanged tentacles scrabbled uselessly against the burnished steel of her ‘recovered’ templar armour. She felt the mana draw increase, pulling automatically on her deep reserves as the rune-etched alloy rebuffed the creature’s frenzied attacks. The warrior pushed stamina through her skills and threw it off of her, batting it away with the flat of her blade, which sizzled on contact with the aberration’s flesh. It zipped back through the air and collided with the house it had originally leapt from. The horror smashed through bricks and mortar, burying itself under a fresh pile of rubble while the damaged building groaned ominously.

“Watch Tamlin,” the warrior instructed, setting her heavy burden on the ground.

“Of course,” Liam muttered. The healer suddenly sounded extremely deferential as he waited in the alley with her bag while Arilla marched out across the open street with her heavy sword held high.

She’d made it halfway across the road before she had to abruptly tuck and roll, when another monster dropped down from a rooftop and tried to grapple her. While she avoided the brunt of its attack, a thick tentacle still managed to wrap around her sword arm. It then used its superior bulk to lift her from her feet. She rose up into the air and switched hands, dropping her sword from one and catching it in the other before slashing down aggressively with a pulse of stamina.

Her zweihander blurred and the creature’s flesh parted with unnatural ease. The runes on her sword pulsed with stolen mana, causing the wound to blister open. The monstrosity appeared to deflate around the wound. Black ichor spurted, and Arilla’s blade flashed again. Tentacles fell, each one hewn away from the horror’s almost spherical centre, and suddenly Arilla was falling too. She landed on her feet, and with another swipe from her heavy sword a large section of the horror in front of her was suddenly just missing—or more accurately, it was writhing on the floor while it sizzled loudly. Its crystalline core, a red gem no larger than a thumb, was exposed to the air, and the warrior was quick to plunge her six-foot-long sword straight through it.

The core crumbled into dust the moment it was penetrated, and the horror melted into black goo a heartbeat later. Noxious fumes filled the air, as rather than trying to crawl away along the ground like those slain by other, more mundane blades, this one boiled beneath her feet.

Arilla rolled her stiff shoulders and groaned, stepping away from the noxious fumes wafting up from her fallen prey just in time to see the rubble in the damaged house shift. The injured horror, now completely recovered, burst forth, and with a tired sigh Arilla raced forwards to meet it. Her sword cleaved through fanged tentacles that failed to penetrate her armour, even if the drain on her mana supply was starting to become concerning. Moments later it was dead, and she was not, although she was covered in so much ichor she felt like she was in danger of dying from the unpleasant smell alone.

“Well, are we parting ways here, or are you going to shut up and do as you are told?” Arilla asked, turning around to face Liam.

“I’ll be quiet,” the healer said quickly.

“Good. Now we need to keep moving before more show up.”

“Uhm . . . about that,” Liam answered, raising a shaking finger towards the southern end of the street, where three more monsters appeared at a sprint chasing after a lone guardsman in faded Traylan colours.

“Okay, three of them. I can handle that many,” the warrior said.

She stretched out the sore muscles in her arms and slowly advanced on the pursuing trio. Another five monsters emerged from around a corner, and a heartbeat later ten more crested over the rooftops halfway down the street, cutting off the fleeing guard’s escape. Liam promptly began to run in the opposite direction, and Arilla sucked her teeth in disgust. She slung her sword over her back, retrieved her abandoned cargo from the ground, and began racing to catch up with the healer carrying her charge.

She tried not to listen to the guard’s terrified screams as they faded into the distance. It was an act that she found disconcertingly easy—but then again, the hellish day had already given her a lot of practice.

* * *

The rest of her flight through Western Rhelea was just about as bloody and chaotic as what had come before. Soon enough, she emerged at her destination with her healer and unconscious necromancer in tow.

The orphanage was exactly as she remembered it: a squat, ugly warehouse someone had attempted to make palatable by adding a few plants and a nice hedge outside. As if a little splash of greenery could trick you into believing the children who lived there were anything but unwanted. That the Merchant’s Council could never be bothered to build them a proper building, and had instead converted a disused storage facility to house Rhelea’s orphans, had told Arilla everything she needed to know about how society saw her from a young age.

While the building remained the same, the atmosphere around it had noticeably changed for the worse. The horrors that spilled out through Central Rhelea had yet to make their way so far west in any real numbers, but that was not to say that there was no violence. In the panic and the chaos, fights were breaking out with frightening regularity. Valuables, food, people—anything and anyone seemed to be up for grabs to the looters who were willing to risk their lives for it. Humanity had once again disappointed Arilla by showing its very worst during this time of crisis. Fortunately, Typh had predicted this level of depravity, and thanks to her forethought the orphanage had been spared the destruction that seemed to have affected large parts of the Crafters Village.

“You’re late,” Caeber said.

“I got held up,” Arilla replied.

The two warriors stood facing one another in the snow. The Shining Swords—minus their absent rogue—were arrayed defensively around the orphanage’s main entrance. A curved line behind them marked the edge of a barrier spell that shimmered in the air and encapsulated the large building, which remained in pristine condition. The ground immediately on the adventurer’s side of the arcane boundary was splattered in blood, ash, and traces of black ichor. Between that and the disturbed earth and snow, it was abundantly clear to Arilla that at least one significant fight had taken place.

Caeber, the iron-rank legend, glowered across the short distance that separated him from Arilla. The higher-level warrior wasn’t wearing a helmet—unlike the Noble Slayer—and it was thanks to that reckless decision she could tell he was thoroughly pissed off.

“You knew this was going to happen,” he accused.

“I did,” she admitted. “Why do you think I hired you?”

The big man took a deep breath, and with Arilla’s [Slayer’s Sight] she could have sworn that for a moment something strange happened to his shadow. She wasn’t sure if he was flexing his skills while he worked himself up to kill her, but she didn’t have time for them to stand around and measure each other’s metaphorical dicks.

“Where’s Riyoul? I paid for all of you,” she said, attempting to forestall his anger.

“You paid us to babysit some orphans for the day. You said nothing about whatever this is,” he replied sternly.

“The job is still the same. There are children in that building behind you who I want kept safe.”

“The job is not the fucking same. If you knew this was going to happen, you should have warned us.”

“We thought about doing that, but we couldn’t figure out a way to get people to take me seriously. So, we prepared for the inevitable instead,” she explained.

“We? Surely you’re not telling me that clay-rank healer cowering behind you played a part in this?” Caeber sneered.

Arilla had to suppress a snort of laughter.

“No, Liam’s just along for the ride, the boy too. And I resent the implication that I could have stopped this. I tried, and it bought me a week and a half along with a severed spine.”

“You . . .” Mara said, speaking for the first time.

“You know this templar?” Caeber asked, turning his head to address his companion.

“Not really, but I recall fixing a low-bronze warrior’s spine towards the beginning of the riots,” the older woman offered. “If that was you, you really shouldn’t be up and about so soon. New nerves need longer than a week to settle.”

“I’ll bear that in mind.” Arilla smiled, before once again addressing the leader of the Shining Swords. “Are you ready to move? We need to escort the children out of here.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me. After the shit you’ve pulled, you’re lucky I don’t ram my sword through your chest. We’re leaving. That we stayed so long in the first place was down to the helplessness of our charges, but now that you’re here, you can take care of them. I have people in Rhelea who I care about, we all do, and we’re going to see to them. Now,” Caeber declared.

“The fuck you are. I paid you an exorbitant sum to protect those children for a full day, and the sun is still high in the sky. Now that the job is actually getting hard, you want to cut and run? The Shining Swords are supposed to be heroes, yet you want to abandon an orphanage crammed far past capacity to the abominations currently eating this city alive?”

“I told you, I have to go. I have someone who needs me,” the iron-rank warrior said, suddenly seeming so vulnerable.

“Tell me it’s more important. That whoever it is you care about is worth more than all of those children. Rhelea, and anyone who stays inside it, is done for. We won’t make it without you. They’re crammed more than five to a bed inside, and it’s a long way to the western gates—too long for a lone warrior and some nuns.” Arilla said.

“It’s sad, but it’s not my—”

“Caeber, Julian will be fine. The templar is right: the children need us more than anyone else does. Besides, we did take her money,” Myorik said with an awkward smile.

“Speaking of, considering the circumstances I think it would be best if we collected the rest of our payment now. Just in case,” Enora added. The slender mage’s mercenary attitude earned herself a series of disbelieving looks from all present, and Arilla’s mind was immediately drawn back to Father Mihalis’s words about adventurers thinking only with their wallets. Fortunately, she had prepared for that.

“Forget about her, we can settle up afterwards. Let’s just see the children to safety,” Mara offered.

“No, it’s okay. If it makes her fight any harder, then I’ll gladly pay her now. Besides, this sack is heavy and I won’t pass up an opportunity to lighten the load,” Arilla said, shrugging the leather sack from her armoured shoulders and setting it down in the snow. She opened the neck of the drawstring bag and revealed the contents to all who cared to look. Golden talents practically spilled out onto the ground, and the warrior deftly plucked an even dozen from the top and tossed them one at a time to Enora.

“Gods above, that’s a lot of gold,” Myorik commented, his eyes wide with disbelief. “What did you do? Rob a Tolisian moneylender or something?”

“Or something,” Arilla mumbled. She quickly decided not to further acknowledge how close the shorter warrior’s guess had come to the mark. “Are we good, Enora?”

“Very good,” the mage grunted happily.

Arilla hefted her marginally-less-heavy sack back up onto her shoulders while hoping that the rest of her exchanges would be as easy as this one. She turned and looked towards the eastern horizon, where fires burned and screams echoed out from the centre of Rhelea. She shifted her attention back to the busy street; panicked people fled past her—although some eyes now lingered on her sack—and the standoffish adventurers.

“Great. Then let’s get the fuck out of this town,” she said, taking a step towards the orphanage.

“Wait.”

Caeber’s word stopped her dead and she had to resist the urge to raise a hand to her blade. She had killed a steel-rank before, but she was smart enough to recognise the extenuating circumstances—she had no desire to try her luck against a party of high-level irons. Besides, if that wasn’t enough reasons to avoid violence, she still needed their help.

“What?” Arilla asked.

“Take off your helmet,” he ordered.

“I’d rather not. I have no desire to take an arrow through the eye.”

“No one is firing arrows around here. Now take it off.”

Once again thoughts of resistance flashed through Arilla’s mind, but she was fairly confident in her safety. Mara had already seen her face, but without the context of her name, or Typh’s presence, the high-level healer hadn’t recognised her. She didn’t know if it was all the changes that had happened to her over the past few months, or simply the adventurers never caring enough to bother memorising her face, but the effect was the same.

The bronze-rank warrior took her helmet off and stared Caeber down. Her hazel eyes met his dazzling green ones, searching for any signs of recognition. The man’s brow furrowed before it eventually relaxed. He gave her a nod, so she placed her helm back on her head, feeling a comfortable tingle of mana when the runic script linking her armour to her helmet was re-established.

“Are you satisfied?” Arilla asked.

“Yes. Sorry, I thought you sounded familiar for a second,” Caeber apologised.

“Well, I can assure you that we’ve never met, prior to me contacting you about this job,” she lied, walking past the adventurers.

Enora dismissed her barrier spell, and in no time at all Arilla’s mailed fist was hammering on the orphanage’s front door. It opened a crack and the wizened face of Sister Hortensia appeared between the gap.

“Sister, gather your colleagues and collect the children. We need to evacuate the city immediately,” Arilla declared in what she hoped sounded like an official tone. Her armour marked her as a templar, and the nuns were used to doing as they were told by church officials. In the religious hierarchy a templar was firmly above a nun.

“I’m the only one left, I’m afraid. Just me and the children,” the old woman beamed. “But if you say we need to leave, then I’ll gather them quickly.”

“Thank you, Sister,” Arilla said, then sighed, glad that this at least was going smoothly.

“Anything for you, Arilla, I always knew you’d do great things!” the nun said cheerfully.

Arilla’s heart dropped into her stomach, but she had no time to panic. She spun on her heels and checked Caeber’s sword blow with her zweihander, which sent her crashing back through the wooden walls of the orphanage.

Sister Hortensia screamed, children cried, and the whole building shook. Arilla scrambled to her feet, shoving chunks of wall and lumber off of her, just in time to dodge out of the way when a lance of fire screamed through the air and vaporised the spot she had been lying on.

“Dragonrider!” Caeber roared. “I should have known it was you! The dragon got past me, but you certainly won’t!”

“There’s fucking children in here, be careful with your spells!” she yelled back through the wreckage, and an instant later the beam of fire guttered out.

Arilla was standing in what passed for the orphanage’s reception. There was a brand-new woman-sized-hole in the front wall next to the front door, where Sister Hortensia still stood screaming. Caeber and Myorik followed her path, stepping over the loose wood and crossing the floor as the two iron-rank warriors levelled their weapons at her.

Myorik swung his warhammer and Arilla dodged. Caeber slashed with his sword, which she parried, straining her skills to the max as she held her ground. Despite the steel reinforcing her body and her strength score in the mid one hundreds, just connecting blades sent tremors of pain running through her arms. Arilla ignored the pain—she had both the skills and the will for that. She was able to avoid dying for a handful of rapid-fire exchanges by the skin of her teeth, but when Myorik was ready to strike her again and she hadn’t yet recovered from Caeber’s most recent strike, things got dicey.

She stepped inside Myorik’s reach. The wooden shaft of his hammer clipped her on the shoulder and very nearly shattered it, forcing her down to one knee. Fortunately she was tall, and he was not. She lunged upwards and headbutted him, the brow of her helmet smashing into his unprotected nose, which crunched amidst a fountain of blood and cartilage. Stars swam in her vision, but she still saw Caeber’s sword coming at her—desperate to evade, but too slow to parry, Arilla jumped.

She shot up into the air, intent on tearing her way through the ceiling, where she might find the space to fight, but an armoured hand grabbed her by the ankle and slammed her back down into the ground. Her bones rattled and her entire right side felt bruised, but the hand didn’t let go and with a vise-like grip she was effortlessly lifted into the air, only to be smacked back down again into the earth. Again and again she was raised and then violently lowered until, spitting blood, she lost her grip on her sword.

Once she was disarmed, she was allowed to rest on her back, albeit with Caeber’s longsword pressed firmly over her throat while the adventurers towered over her.

“That was cute, but not nearly good enough,” the iron-rank warrior commented.

“It wasn’t fucking cute,” Myorik complained, trying unsuccessfully to straighten out his broken nose.

“Do you have to be such a condescending asshole? I looked up to you once,” Arilla admitted.

“That’s nice. Now can you give me one good reason why I shouldn’t cut off your head and offer it as a gift to Lord Traylan?” Caeber asked.

“Besides the fact this is largely his fault, how about this: I knew Rhelea was going to fall. I’ve been busy preparing for it while you were pouting in a tavern because you got fooled by Typh,” she spat, and she knew she’d hit a sore spot from how his eyes widened. “Now, if you want to know what happens next—if you actually want to win against the Monster that is destroying our home—then you better shut up, put your sword away, and do as I fucking tell you.”

The iron-rankers glared at Arilla, Caeber’s sword still pressed down against her throat, but in the end he relented and sheathed his weapon. They both did.

“What happens next?” Caeber asked.

“First you help me up, and then we get the children out of the city.” She grinned from behind her helmet, extending an open hand to the iron-ranker who clasped it and dragged her to her feet.

“Then what happens?”

“Then . . . then we get our revenge.”


Chapter 33

Procession

Holding hands in a chain, the children moved together as one. It was painfully slow, and Arilla was terrified that something would go tragically wrong at any moment, but for the moment it appeared to be working. Over two hundred children, ranging from barely mobile toddlers to sullen teens who were only a few weeks away from gaining their first class, all marched down the road with just five adventurers for protection.

The sight of such a large procession had drawn countless more civilians from their homes, who flocked to the slow-moving column. They sought the protection offered by the Shining Swords and—to a lesser extent—her, and while Arilla doubted that they could guard so many, she knew they didn’t have the manpower to turn the civilians away. On the one hand she was glad that so many people were attempting to evacuate the Crafters Village, where the majority of Rhelea’s poor dwelled. On the other, she despaired; they now marched far slower than even the slowest child, and they did so with a target on their back so large it pulled the tentacled horrors towards them in droves.

It was roughly one and a half miles from the orphanage to the west gate—adding in the need to navigate around the city’s streets, it became an even two. Thanks to the additional travellers, the short journey that could have taken them as little as thirty minutes was now stretching into its second hour, and the gatehouse itself still wasn’t in sight.

Other classers, mainly adventurers and soldiers, had stepped forwards to help, but none had made it past high-pewter, and lacking the appropriate gear they were next to useless against the waves of horrors. In her travels through Rhelea with Liam, Tamlin, and her ill-gotten gold, Arilla had seen pewters beat the monsters back, but never without the advantage of significant numbers on their side. As humans died to the horrors spreading throughout the city, that particular advantage was becoming increasingly rare.

Arilla’s fears were compounded by the fact that Typh had yet to return to the sky; the warrior was starting to worry that maybe Liam was right. She worried that the dragon was dead and everything would fall to her to sort out. She knew the plan back to front, and was prepared—in theory—to carry it out in Typh’s stead, but she had never truly imagined that the responsibility could hers to shoulder alone.

The Monster had to be killed. If she waited for a great power like Erebus, or one of the other dragons who lived in the ‘Spines, to do it, then their help would arrive far too late for Terythia to survive. There was a very short window of opportunity when the Monster would remain within their capability to destroy, and once that passed the country she loved was done for.

A part of her wondered if they were being too hasty to abandon Rhelea, if the city could still be saved, but she quickly rid herself of that thought. Succumbing to blind optimism would get her killed, and people—children—were depending on her. Arilla had seen the true Monster for herself: how that thing in the square, only a scant few minutes old, had fended off steel-ranks and Typh. How it had then unleashed a veritable horde of those tentacled monstrosities, which had spread through the city like a plague, tearing through pewter classers and below like they were made of wet paper.

“I hope you’re alright out there, Typh,” Arilla prayed out loud.

The missing connection between their classes ached, and for a moment she wished that she hadn’t cast it aside. If she’d been a Dragonknight rather than a Noble Slayer, their bond would have been stronger now than it ever had been, and she would already know if Typh was coming back. The allure of that certainty in this trying time was more than just appealing. She craved it. She needed to know that Typh was alive, that for all of its gruesomeness, the wound she had taken was just another grievous injury the dragon would shrug off like it was nothing.

If the stakes were any lower, Arilla would have already abandoned the dragon’s insane plan to instead go search for the woman, but they weren’t, so she couldn’t.

The Noble Slayer swung her sword, and with a spray of ichor another horror was split in two. The monstrosity shuddered and spasmed on the icy flagstones while another foe rose from the chaos to take its place. Arilla stepped back, interposing her zweihander vertically between herself and the creature’s flailing tentacles. Mismatched eyes glared at her, teeth as large as her hand scraped against her looted runeplate, and wherever the aberration’s flesh touched her sword it burned.

The beast recoiled, frustrated by her refusal to promptly die and it seemed surprised by the welts that had formed on its grabbing appendages. Into that space the warrior moved, her weapon thrusting forwards and spearing the horror through its spherical centre. Arilla got lucky. She must have hit its core with her blade, since the entire creature promptly melted into sludge that began to boil around her feet.

The warrior took a steadying breath and stepped forwards, swinging her sword again, finding another aberration to kill in no time at all.

The disconcerting howls of the creatures were unending. They flowed over rooftops and emerged from windows, doors, side-streets, and alleyways to hurl themselves at the slow-moving procession. Children screamed, and then monsters would crash into Enora’s barrier, falling to the ground where they were set upon by either Caeber or Myorik. The two iron-ranks managed to be everywhere at once, always arriving just in the nick of time. Arilla was profoundly jealous of both their levels and expertise, but she was more relieved that she’d persuaded them to stay. She certainly couldn’t have escorted the orphans alone, not without losing far too many children, and in her mind even one loss was an unacceptable failure.

The zweihander gifted to her by Typh was a marvel. It had held its edge in Doomhold, but here in Rhelea it was really proving its worth. It carved through the tentacle monsters with such ease she barely had to use her one active skill. When she did, it was almost always to wrestle them off her—or to bat them away when she had a reason to deny them the sharp edge off her sword. The enchanted weapon didn’t even draw on her mana to use, which was a blessing, as her amour was steadily eating its way through her deep reserves.

If there were more swords like hers, then maybe things wouldn’t have been quite so hopeless. But there weren’t. While Caeber and Myorik were able to easily fend off the creatures, slaying them a handful at a time without any real difficulty, they did so with runic gear far more ostentatious than hers, and with skills a full rank above her.

Another horror died spasming on her blade, and she helped an awestruck butcher to his feet. The man’s eyes were wide with fright, and he bore several large gashes from the monster’s fangs across his broad chest.

“Thank you,” the man said, his deep voice shaking with adrenaline. He bent low to collect his battered cleaver from the ground before straightening. His eyes scanned the chaotic crowd moving around them, where people screamed and fled as he searched for another monster to fling himself against. Arilla desperately wanted to tell him to give up, to seek safety by making a break for the gates, but she couldn’t. The butcher was one of the few useful volunteers she could rely upon. Empowered by his class skills, his short cleaver cut through rubbery flesh and reliably severed tentacles, but a cleaver was not a weapon of war, and a cloth apron was a far cry from runeplate.

“Good luck,” she said instead.

Arilla made a point of picking another direction from the one the butcher had chosen to head off in. She had no desire to watch the man die . . . and she was certain he would.

They were finally getting close to the west gate, and more people streamed onto the wide road from every intersection. The sudden influx of terrified civilians caused a new mass of congestion to form that would have ordinarily brought the fleeing crowd to a standstill if it wasn’t for the palpable terror that kept everyone moving at a brisk pace. Of course, more people meant more monsters, and where before their paths had always been easy to predict, now the horrors came from practically every direction, although they were always thickest when coming from the east.

A pair of bards lugging an expensive-looking piano of all things turned a corner onto the busy street. Sweat dripped from their brows, and the same expression of exertion featured prominently on their startlingly attractive faces. Almost immediately, the presence of their large instrument caused fleeing refugees to bunch up around them—seeing this, Arilla was incensed. Before she knew what she had done, she had sliced the wooden piano in half. The two bards immediately began screaming obscenities at her, which only stopped when one of them was bowled over by a monster that Arilla quickly slew.

She didn’t wait to see if he got back up from underneath the bubbling pool of ichor. Arilla didn’t particularly want to know if the man had survived. The knowledge that she might not have been fast enough would eat at her if she let it, and she had enough things to worry about.

Tight beams of fire flashed past her eyes, travelling mere inches in front of her face. The heat from the spell warmed her helmet and scorched the air which she then inhaled into her lungs. Arilla recognised the spell. Enora’s magestaff was out, meaning the barrier protecting the children was down—when Arilla craned her neck to the left, she saw that all of a sudden, the orderly march had devolved into a stampede. Adults and children alike rushed for the gatehouse, which had finally appeared in the distance at the end of the road.

Turning her head to the left, however, was a mistake.

Something shrouded in flames crashed into her blind spot, and despite how heavy she was with her skills and her armour, she was tossed head over heels into a nearby building that broke around her.

Lying amidst shattered bricks and broken wood, Arilla stared up at the ceiling and exhaled a tired breath.

She had spent a few days laid out on her back just like this while she waited for Tamlin to find a high-level healer who could fix her spine. [Dragon’s Resilience] and [Dragon’s Mettle] had both levelled several times while she rested, but besides sending a few possibly imagined tingles down to her toes, neither skill had done anything she could notice. Staring up at the ceiling with nothing to do but think, she had thought of nothing but Typh.

The first time they had split, Arilla had been so angry. The lies, the betrayal, her extremely recent torture, it had all played a part in the hurtful words she had chosen when she’d rejected Typh’s advances. She still had the nightmares and the scars, she still woke up most nights screaming with the vivid memory of Rolf’s hand inside of her chest, and she knew that if Typh had just told her the truth a little bit earlier, none of that would have happened. She wouldn’t have been tortured, and instead of learning what her kidneys looked like in exacting detail, she would have sat on her hands and waited patiently to be rescued.

Typh’s carelessness and lies had gotten her hurt, and it was hard to move past that, but somehow over the three months they had spent apart she kind of . . . had? Arilla didn’t want to admit it, but on their return trip from Doomhold she had been willing to give it another go. For her, their brief time in the snow was not a goodbye, but a new beginning—at least until Typh ate a man in front of her.

Arilla didn’t know what to think about that. It was abhorrent, wrong, and all kinds of bad. But it was also who Typh was. She was a dragon, and eating people was in her nature. It wasn’t a betrayal or another lie, it was Typh being who she was, what she was: nonhuman. When Arilla compared it to the more recent betrayals in her life, like Father Mihalis trying to sacrifice children, or Lord Traylan pushing his people to riot, it seemed so tame.

“You should always eat your kills.”

That was one of the first things Typh had told her, and while Arilla was in no way about to convert to a life of cannibalism, she could almost respect it.

Almost.

The warrior sighed, feeling her sore ribs protest at the motion. She didn’t know if she was making sense or not, but she was self-aware enough to know she was trying to justify letting herself love Typh.

If she’s even still alive.

The treacherous thought was like a bucket of cold water down her neck. Typh might very well be dead, yet Arilla had no way of knowing. Gods, how she wanted to go track the other woman down. Even if it meant crossing blades with the Monster itself, she would, if doing that meant Typh would be all right.

“Fuck!”

It wasn’t even a choice to make, was it? The heart wants what it wants, and hers wanted Typh.

“You know talking to yourself is a sure sign of madness,” Myorik quipped.

Arilla lowered her gaze from the ceiling until her eyes fell on the bearded warrior. The stocky man looked surprisingly relaxed despite the ichor dripping from his armour, and he was leaning casually against the wall she had been flung through. She grimaced at the realisation she was starting to make a habit of entering buildings like that.

What the Myorik was doing babysitting her when there were monsters to fight, she had no idea.

“You seem . . . in good spirits,” Arilla commented cautiously, only for the other warrior to shrug.

“The fight’s about done. Wasn’t particularly hard, although there was far too much running about for my tastes,” the man said. He then walked over to the supine warrior and helped her to her feet.

“It’s over?”

“Close enough to it. Enora’s letting loose now that the tykes are safe. Turns out there’s a few squads of bronze rankers watching over the gatehouse. They were already prepped with arms, armour, and potions. Hired by a templar, wouldn’t you believe, to protect that spot for the day.”

“Good . . .” Arilla sighed.

“Exactly how many adventurers did you hire today?” Myorik asked, looking Arilla squarely in the eye—Gods help her she couldn’t stop herself from grinning.

“All of them.”

“Fuck me . . .” the man trailed off, seeming genuinely surprised.

“Well, all of the pewters and up who weren’t already contracted out,” she corrected. “It took a lot of legwork, but I had the time to spare, and thanks to the issues with the Guild, most established parties had the availability.”

“So . . . the gold?”

“Is to pay them, as well as a few merchants who’ve stockpiled grain, lumber, and canvas outside the city,” she said.

“Well, you are an audacious one ain’t you, Dragonrider?” Myorik grinned.

“Don’t call me that. My name is Arilla Foundling.”

“Alright, Arilla Foundling. You ready to get back to it?”

“I thought you said the fighting was over?”

“I said the fight’s ‘close enough’ to being over. Enora’s living up to her namesake, and the orphans you’re so worried about are passing through the well-protected gates as we speak. There’s still people fleeing and tentacle monsters chasing them, but now at least we can breathe a little easier.”

“You’re talking like killing these things is fun,” Arilla spat.

“Are you going to pretend that it isn’t?” Myorik smiled.

She chose not to answer him for fear of saying something she might later regret.

While the past few hours had done much to lower her expectations of her fellow Rheleans, the city was still her home . . . and today was the day it died. She walked past the iron-ranker to the hole in the wall she had made with her entry, then looked out across at the street.

Fires burned, and buildings had collapsed where vicious fighting had taken place. Skill-enhanced arrows now rained from the sky, joining the spellfire that zipped over peoples’ heads and striking down monsters that would otherwise tear through the crowd of fleeing civilians. Discordant cries filled the air, and there were screams and the clash of steel too.

A building exploded in the distance with a loud clap of thunder that echoed out across the city. A significant blow had been struck, and she instantly knew that it had come from the market square, where the real fight against the Monster had apparently yet to end. It was a pleasant reminder that not all steel-ranks had abandoned Rhelea in its time of need, although it was bittersweet, because that brave soul wasn’t going to make it out by themselves.

Arilla knew that she should raise her sword and race out to fight again, that every second she delayed, someone died, but she was so very tired, and she had already done so much. To say that she was emotionally drained didn’t begin to cover it.

“Go on without me, I’ll catch up,” she instructed.

“But—”

“I said go, Myorik. Kill monsters. Save lives. I need a moment.”

The older adventurer left without another word, but she hardly noticed his absence. Arilla stood there in the makeshift doorway and allowed herself to weep.

In all of her dreams, she had never really imagined leaving Rhelea. Her fantastical imaginings as a gold-ranked adventurer always had her with a home in the heart of the city that overlooked the River Pollum. She had thought that she would go to the same bard-friendly taverns for all of her life, and witness the esoteric sights of a settlement built entirely by classers with vastly different ideas as to what constituted architecture. Rhelea was a squat, ugly thing that had sprouted organically from a small prospecting village; it had its quirks and flaws, but also its beauty. The urban planning was a joke, and in the summer the whole place reeked to high heaven, but it was her home and she had loved it.

“Goodbye,” she whispered.

She didn’t know how long she wept for, but when there were no more tears to give the Noble Slayer stepped out from the abandoned house she had sheltered in, then walked back into the street where violence was immediately all around her.

Arilla raced towards the nearest monster, her zweihander flashed, and she was moving again. Always forwards, always towards the next creature harassing some poor soul destined to die if she didn’t step up. Time blurred into a messy cascade of violence. Grateful faces intermingled with the grieving and the fearful while Arilla gave her all to protect the people on the short stretch of road leading to safety.

The adventurers guarding the gatehouse helped; they had been assigned their positions because of the rangers and mages in their ranks. With arrows and spells, their offensive skills thinned the herd of onrushing aberrations long before they could get to the gates. Despite all of her planning, however, it still wasn’t enough—it could never have been, not with only a week to prepare. A lot of people had died, and while the ground beneath her feet was thick with black ichor that crept its way back towards the centre of Rhelea, it flowed over countless bodies sprawled out on the street.

Arilla’s eyes scanned over the fearful crowd, looking for more horrors to kill, but in her exhaustion she found herself focusing above the panicked faces that rushed past. Bakers, labourers, warriors, and more fled down the wide road leading to the gate. Their tags showed that most were mid-pewter, something that would earn them respect literally anywhere else in Creation, but more than a few were bronze like herself. She saw a blacksmith sprint past with an anvil thrown over her shoulder like a sack of flour, a warrior with a greatsword even larger than her own zweihander, a scribe with a stack of books tucked under their arm that hurt her eyes to even look upon, and so many more classers carrying the tools of their trade.

She tried to console herself. So many people would live because of her actions, because of the plan, but the reassuring words felt hollow. Propelled by guilt, she refused to stop and rest. Instead, she flitted through the crowd, saving the last lives that she could, swinging her sword until her arms were numb and the inside of her mouth tasted of the horrors’ foul blood. When her mana finally started to circle the drain, and she couldn’t in good conscience risk her life anymore without knowing that Typh was alive to finish the plan, she turned her back on those behind her and joined those running to the west-gate.

Without her efforts, and with the other adventurers’ fatigue mounting, the wave of horrors pursuing the fleeing crowd grew thick. Spells weakened, arrows had less of a punch to them, and soon more horrors than people raced down the paved flagstones.

The adventurers she had hired watched her pass in silence, and once she was through they only waited for a few more minutes before they did as they had been instructed to do ahead of time.

Arilla still remembered the look on their faces when she’d told them their role in this. How they had all laughed at her and told her that she was insane. But Father Mihalis was right, and adventurers thought with their coin-purses, so they were more than happy to take her money all the same. When it came time to carry out her instructions, their mood was solemn. They worked in silence, and not a soul dared to laugh.

The western gates to Rhelea closed, and the wooden bar dropped from the stone gatehouse sealing it shut mere moments before the portcullis slammed down in front of it. The mechanism to reopen the gates was destroyed, and the handful of adventurers still inside the walls lowered rope-ladders out over the other side and fled the city.

As Arilla walked away from her home, she could hear the cries of those who hadn’t made it in time. She tried not to imagine their bare fists hammering on the barred doors while the horrors grew ever closer.

At the northern, eastern, and southern gates, the same thing happened. Rhelea was sealed shut, trapping the people who had yet to flee inside with the Monster that would consume them all.


Chapter 34

Pinned

Typh awoke to darkness, silence, and a crushing weight pressing down upon her. The realisation that she couldn’t see with either her mundane or her skill-enhanced sight caused a spark of panic to ignite in her chest. She tried to move, to pull herself out of the all-encompassing black she found herself in, yet her limbs responded with a near-total lack of sensation. A pervasive numbness had enveloped her body, and the material constricting her was so very cold. Even though she couldn’t feel them, she flexed her wings and thrashed her tail to try and break loose, and when that didn’t work she scratched her claws against the indistinct walls of her prison and roared her defiance.

Her nails promptly broke against stone, and her roar immediately devolved into a series of choked gasps when rock dust filled her lungs. The pain that followed was largely muted by the cold, and while she would never call it pleasant, it was extremely reassuring. It meant she wasn’t dead yet, and that was a marked improvement on her initial fears.

Typh allowed herself one deep, shuddering sob as she remembered the agony of the spell that had ripped its way through her chest. The memory of her scales tearing and her lungs cooking was one she could do without, but it was a part of her now, and like so many other past traumas, she was stuck with it. When her breathing finally calmed down and she was feeling a little more secure, she stuffed the unpleasant thoughts and feelings deep down where they couldn’t hurt her anymore.

“I am powerful. I am a dragon. I am alive.”

Mumbling her mantra through dry, cracked lips, Typh carefully traced the limits of her prison with fingertips that trailed blood in their wake. She realised then that she was effectively trapped in an ill-shaped coffin made from the sharp stonework of the building she had fallen through. Lying on her back and unable to move, the dragon felt that original spark of terror threaten to return and spiral out of control.

“I’m still alive.”

It was an obvious statement, but she felt better for saying it. Her mounting fear was stalled out by the simple fact that she had faced a Monster and lived. She certainly hadn’t won, but slaying it before it could grow into its power had always been a long shot. Surviving the attempt, however, was a victory in and of itself.

The severity of her injuries had forced her to switch bodies. Whether that was down to her subconscious instinct to survive causing her to abandon the failing form of a dragon, or if it was just the very nature of her recently ranked-up [Alternate Form], she didn’t know, but the result was still the same. Typh was trapped, buried beneath literal tons of worked stone that had collapsed all around her. If she was any less magnificent, then her situation would be little more than a protracted death sentence, carried out by either her thirst, the cold, or the crush injuries distributed throughout her body. But Typh was powerful, and something as trifling as a multi-story building pressing down on her chest wasn’t going to stop her for long.

The air she breathed was thin, stale, and filled with so much dust it was already making her choke. Typh briefly consulted her status and frowned when she saw that her health pool was far from full and was slowly getting worse with time.

With a point of mana spun into a simple spell, her world was illuminated in bright golden hues that revealed a large piece of rune-etched stone less than an inch away from her face. There was no space to turn her head, and the mana saturating the material made it impossible for her to see through it. Though what little she could see was enough to show her that while her human body was damaged, it was for the most part intact. She did need to escape from her prison before her injuries worsened, or what little air she had left was all used up, though she had a few moments of relative safety to pause and take stock of her situation.

When she tried to look beneath the lies and see her true status, that mote of stalled panic burst into a wildfire. She could feel her wounded draconic body coiled in on itself where it dwelled in that ethereal space created by her skills. Her other half slumbered, or perhaps it was more accurate to say that it hovered a mere hair’s breadth away from true death. Her ability to retreat into her frail human form was the only thing that had saved her; the injuries she saw—the mutilation suffered—made her siblings’ worst abuses seem like a kindness by comparison.

Any remaining thoughts of triumph at facing a Monster and living died on the vine while she surveyed the damage done to her dragon body. Broken bones, torn scales, a severed wing, and a chest cavity that really wasn’t supposed to give such good views of her charred insides. Typh looked away with a pained grimace.

For all intents and purposes . . . she had died.

Had she not chosen to further separate her two selves split by [Alternate Form], then the damage from the Monster’s spell would have carried over when she swapped bodies and slain her outright. Fortunately, she had, and while reverting back to a dragon would kill her immediately, right now her human self was fine. She still had access to her magic, and she knew from past experiences that her other body would slowly heal while it remained in its quasi-ethereal state. Until then, she just had to make do with human limitations. Typh tried not to focus on the fearful possibility that she would be trapped in scaleless skin forever, but as soon as the thought crossed her mind, she felt her species class—grievously injured as it was—snort with derision. She would recover, just not today, and probably not even this month, which left her with the increasingly urgent problem of what to do about the building currently on top of her.

The dragon pulled on the ancient knowledge she’d been born with, and dove deep into her inherited memories where she searched for what she needed. Like always, it was a dizzying swim through the deepest depths of her mind, and when she returned she did so with a confident smile on her face. Unlike her stunted true body, her ancestral knowledge had yet to fail her when she needed it.

With a liberal torrent of mana worked into a new yet familiar shape, her stone coffin melted around her. The liquid rock drained into the cracks beneath where she lay, and her prison widened until she had enough space to sit up comfortably. The stonework above her trembled and shifted with the sudden change, prompting the fear that the mass of stone above her would crush her like she had once pulped that tainted knight.

Everything became too real, and she was forced to stop for a moment to hyperventilate in the dusty air.

A near death experience will do that to you. 

Typh felt her frayed nerves cry out for a reprieve, for her to lie back down and try to extricate herself later when her wounds were less fresh. But that was just fear talking. She had already lost time, System knew how much, and without her in the sky things in Rhelea could have only gotten worse. There would be time for introspection later, but at that moment she had work to do.

The Monster in the city above wouldn’t stop until everyone in the area was dead, and that included her, whether she remained buried alive or not. Arilla was still out there somewhere, and depending on how much time had passed, the city might have already been sealed with a camp forming to the west. Typh needed to go and take her place, but System help her, she still wanted that Monster dead. Her class still egged her on, even though they both knew that to face it now was death. She wondered if this was what humans felt like all the time without a species class to moderate their urges. Every draconic instinct she had left screamed at her to run—yet in her heart, the System’s magic pushed her back into a battle she had already lost.

Fortunately, her heart was used to being twisted and torn, so with a modicum of effort: Typh ignored the System’s incessant demands.

Standing up, Typh exerted her will on Creation, fuelling the changes she demanded with her ample mana reserves. The stone above her melted like water, and golden supports of solid light held the remaining rubble in place as she ascended swiftly through the collapsed building on a circular platform of magic.

She emerged into the open air, and her floating disc continued to rise for a dozen or so feet while the mountain of fragmented stonework, now denied her steadying presence, buckled in on itself. The winter winds whipped at her bare form and the sun hung low in the sky. The moon was already creeping into visibility with all its green menace, and Typh couldn’t help but grimace in disgust. She looked around at the burning city she had come to feel almost at home in, and watched as tentacled monstrosities raced through the streets unimpeded. The only obstacles that slowed the horrors down were the masses of dead that lay sprawled out wherever there was paved stone.

The dragon let out a low, tired sigh.

“I’m going to need to find some clothes . . .”

* * *

A looted corpse or two later, Typh finally felt ready. She’d been forced to kill the tentacled horrors whenever they crossed her path, and while she was worried about letting them get close to her now that she didn’t have her draconic form to fall back on, they still remained well within her capability to destroy. She meandered through the streets of Rhelea, dawdling as she killed the Monster’s spawn and scoured their foul stain from Creation with intense blasts of heat and light. Her steadily improving mood was only soured by the large bloodstains that ruined her otherwise outstanding dress. She was tempted to do something about that, but as much as she wanted to take advantage of the chaos to add more garments to her hoard, she couldn’t quite justify spending the time trying on clothes while the city died all around her.

Having just finished off a score of marauding beasts trying to force their way into a barricaded house, the dragon paused. The faintest hint of a disconcerting melody caught her ears and jolted her from her thoughts. Typh turned her back on the fearful faces that peered out from behind the shuttered windows, then followed the song. It almost sounded like it belonged to one of the Monster’s spawn, and yet the discordant noise clearly came from a violin. Investigating the mysterious song appealed to her far more than carving a violent path through the inky-black horrors ever could. Ultimately, Typh couldn’t think of a reason to keep her distance, beyond the fact that she was stalling for time while she worked up the courage to do what came next.

The melody came from nearby, although it was hard to tell exactly how close it was, given the notes’ tendency to fade in and out of Creation while reverberating off of walls that did not exist. It was just like the creatures’ cries, and for that reason she couldn’t ignore the possibility that she was walking into a trap. Then again, the Monster was likely far too young for that type of cunning. Typh hustled towards the source of the music, running down an abandoned street where she passed through a small stone archway and into a courtyard unlike any other.

Horrors lined every surface, filled every space. They were packed so tightly together that it was like standing before a sea of ink—if ink had eyes and teeth. Each and every one of the aberrant creatures was motionless, waiting transfixed as their mismatched gazes focused on a single point at the far side of the courtyard; there, Eliza, Typh’s one-time mortal foe and drinking buddy, played the violin with her back against the wall.

For the first time in her life—at least when it didn’t come down to matters of the heart—Typh didn’t have a single clue what was going on. While the dragon stood there as enthralled as the horrors that occupied the small square, in dribs and drabs, more creatures came to join the silent audience. Each ravenous beast fell completely silent the moment they were in range of the bard’s song. There must have been hundreds of them, and Typh was actually a little worried there might be too many creatures for her to handle when things inevitably turned to violence.

Eliza eventually missed a note—the bow of her violin screeched when it should have sang—and every horror in the courtyard lurched forwards by a number of inches until the bard recovered a fraction of a second later and the beasts grew still again. A large, selfish part of Typh almost wanted to leave Eliza to die, to pay her back for writing that stupid song, but the frustrating woman had just proven her worth and then some. The scene in the courtyard flew in the face of everything the dragon thought she knew about Monsters and their spawn, though she was not so stuck in her ways to ignore the compelling evidence in front of her.

Eliza could control the horrors—more or less.

Before the bard could falter again, Typh raised a small, brown hand, and searing light sprung forth. Riotous bolts of mana cascaded out from her palm, travelling as fast as she could propel them into the motionless horde of horrors. Each chunk of hardened and heated mana tore large holes out of the tentacled monsters, which then turned their abhorrent attention to her. The music kept playing, but the horrors were no longer still, and when they sprang towards Typh she darted back out into the road.

She was all too aware of the vulnerabilities in her human form, and she knew she wouldn’t be gifted a third chance at life. Typh’s armour of golden scales snapped into existence the moment she began to flee along the paved streets. The dragon quickly decided to stay close to the ground for fear of attracting the true Monster’s attention while she was busy fighting its spawn.

The horde of tentacled horrors charged at her, racing across walls of nearby buildings as fast as they did the ground. Typh pulled herself backwards with her spells, her feet skating inches above the corpses lining the street while she rained down fire and destruction upon the inky-black abominations. Arcs of light, blades of force, every trick in her arsenal was deployed as waves of monstrosities raced at her, and she slagged the very street in her enthusiasm to destroy them.

They leapt at her, but she batted them from the sky. Fanged tentacles lashed towards her limbs, and she severed them at the root with blades of fire. When they tried to overwhelm her with sheer numbers, she responded in turn with a quantity of manabolts that shook the ground and destroyed nearby buildings with just the shockwaves from the blasts. She was being perhaps too liberal with her mana usage, but after cheating death once today she needed the catharsis, and so she indulged. Typh chained her skills together to bathe the onrushing monsters in a blanket of golden dragonfire.

Screeching their discordant cries to the sound of Eliza’s music, the tentacled creatures were consumed by the flames even after they collapsed back into their liquid state, which she then scoured from the ground.

“That was surprisingly easy,” Typh muttered, brushing down her dress, then snapping back to attention when Eliza hurried out of the courtyard.

The bard looked terrible. Bruised, battered, and bloody, yet for all of her apparent exhaustion, the woman seemed indescribably happy as she clutched her violin with fingers in worse shape than Typh’s. Eliza kept approaching Typh, and the dragon was honestly perplexed by the bard’s actions.

“I don’t know why you’re getting so close, didn’t you hear? I’m a dragon, I eat pe—”

The woman hugged her. Thin arms wrapped tight around the dragon’s body and held her close. Eliza smelled awful, yet Typh couldn’t bring herself to break the hug, not least because of how badly she wanted to be held. For a long series of consecutive moments, everything felt just a little bit more manageable: her recent brush with death, the long list of dangerous things she had yet to do, everything. The dragon closed her eyes and squeezed the foul-smelling bard back, enjoying the feel of another woman pressed firmly against her chest.

Typh was eventually released by the jubilant bard, who then staggered without her support to stay upright. Blushing furiously, the dragon cleared her throat and took a cautious step backwards for safety.

“That was nice, but before you thank me anymore for saving your life when I had every reason not to, you should know that I’ve got one extremely dangerous stop to make before I leave Rhelea . . . and I could use your help,” Typh said.

Eliza didn’t say a word; instead, she made some obscure gestures around her throat, the precise meaning of which escaped the dragon’s understanding.

Typh explained her confusion, and the bard looked thoughtful for almost a full minute, before suddenly perking up considerably. She then began to tap her foot in a simple repetitive beat, and all of a sudden meaning flowed through the notes of the short rhythm.

“Okay. I’m in.”

Typh looked at Eliza questioningly while she tried to parse what, exactly, had just happened, but she supposed that while it was another mystery, it was hardly an urgent one that needed solving.

“Okay, you’re going to want to hang on tight. I’m fairly strong, but I will drop you if you freak out and fight me,” the dragon warned, extending an arm out to the bard, which was promptly accepted when the taller woman stepped in for a close embrace.

Eliza’s foot started to tap again, and for the second time understanding passed to Typh.

“So what now? I assume you wanted more than to just cop a fee—”

With a full-throated laugh from Typh, the bard’s rhythmic message was interrupted as both of their feet left the ground. The pair raced up into the sky and the wind whipped past them in their ascent to the heavens, and despite Typh’s stark warning, Eliza did indeed freak out at their near-vertical rise.

* * *

Navigating their way back to the market square was easy, but doing so without attracting the Monster’s attention was less difficult than it was mana intensive. From behind an illusory veil atop a nearby roof, Typh and Eliza looked down on the battleground where the dragon’s execution had once been scheduled to take place. Just a single glance was enough to make Typh immensely grateful she had chosen to predominantly fight the Monster at range.

The tall buildings that faced the square all bore heavy battle scars from the fighting. More than a few of the grand structures that used to house Rhelea’s elite had collapsed entirely, but the devastation surrounding the battleground was nothing compared to the carnage occurring inside it.

The large flagstones that used to make up the square’s paved floor were unrecognisable beneath thick, pulsating veins of inky blackness that slithered endlessly towards the Monster. The dark ichor navigated around deep craters and gouges in the earth in its quest to return to its creator. The aberrant creature was constantly backing away from the lone inquisitor’s expert strikes. It returned her blows with immensely powerful, albeit clumsy slashes, and its attacks carved new ravines into the ground or great notches out of nearby buildings. Xan’s entire form flowed, each attack blending into the next as without pause or reprieve. She continued to follow the Monster around in a never-ending dance of constant violence.

In the short time that they had been watching, the inquisitor had inflicted over a dozen lethal or otherwise debilitating strikes, yet each time within the span of a few heartbeats the Monster completely recovered. Missing limbs, severed arteries, gruesome hacks, stabs, and slashes—none of it seemed to faze the creature that seemed to view horrendous wounds as nothing more than a momentary setback in its persistent quest to kill the woman before it.

The Monster had changed since Typh had seen it last, and while it was still nowhere near Xan’s match when it came to swordplay, rather than trying to block the inquisitor’s longsword with its hands, it now made increasingly competent parries and ripostes with its own weapon of undulating black energy. Its conjured blade looked like a two-handed sword made from pure darkness, but Typh instantly recognised it as the same dark energy that had very nearly killed her. Whenever the two weapons met, energy scattered and arcs of lightning shot out to blacken the ground; it ran through both combatants, one of whom grit her teeth through the pain while the other ignored it entirely.

From the constant sounds of battle that had echoed throughout Rhelea, the dragon had expected to see a handful of steel-ranks still fighting the Monster, but there were none left besides the inquisitor. Whether they had already died, or just fled Rhelea, Typh wasn’t sure, but it was clear to her that Xan was losing. The inquisitor’s formerly ornate runeplate was in tattered pieces, failing runes flickered intermittently as the mana running through her broken armour struggled to hold itself together. Rivulets of Xan’s crimson blood ran through the cracks in the metal alloy until it met the oozing black web on the ground, where it was promptly consumed.

The Monster had grown in size as well as expertise. It was bigger now, closer to ten feet tall than the eight it had been when it was born. It still looked more-or-less human despite its size, although any hopes it had of ever passing for one were long gone by how tentacled horrors continued to spill out of its body from every orifice and temporary wound that Xan’s unerring blade inflicted upon it.

Bloated with the harvested mana from Rhelea’s dead, the Monster recovered far faster than the inquisitor could wound it, and despite her obscene level, she was only human . . . and she was slowing down.

Eliza silently gritted her teeth and tried to pull away from Typh, who had to actually hold the bard back from the edge of the roof they perched upon while the dragon worked her magic.

Eliza looked at Typh imploringly while her foot tapped a short staccato beat.

“Of course I’m going to help her. Now be patient, we’re waiting for our moment,” Typh explained.

The bard rolled her eyes, but she did as she was told. The infuriating human seemed determined to test the dragon’s patience, which was causing her to idly wonder about the merits of filling her grumbling stomach.

“There!” Typh cried out a few minutes later when Xan drove her sword point first through the Monster’s chest. The creature actually staggered back half a step, while it looked down in confusion at the piece of rune-etched metal that now impaled it. “Eliza, if you would play us in.”

The bard did just that while she descended gracefully to the ink-stained ground on a cushion of Typh’s mana. Her bow danced effortlessly along the neck of her violin, and music played. Eliza did her job well, using her skills to project the sounds of her instrument with a far greater intensity than should have been possible from such a small piece of non-magical wood.

Again, the bard did the impossible. She interlaced discordant, reality-defying notes in with the melody, and while the effect caused the horrors that streamed away from the Monster to pause in their frenzied rush to spread throughout the city, the towering abomination itself also hesitated.

The Monster was powerful, high-steel very nearly touching silver if Typh had to guess. But it was young, mere hours old, and in that short span of an existence it had known only death, violence, and the addictive thrill of feeding. When Eliza played her haunting song, she introduced it to something primal and new, something that every living creature shared some small affinity for: music.

It was a sad song, beautiful in its own right even without the extra notes, but that wasn’t the point; the point was that as it looked over at Eliza, the defenceless source of the music, it wasn’t looking up.

The grand building infused with a sizable reserve of Typh’s mana crashed down onto the Monster’s head at speed. [Sovereign Magus’s Reservoir] let her move whatever she invested her arcane energies into, and while the building was certainly large, Typh had fairly recently dredged up the runes for lighter-than-air architecture from her inherited memories, and she’d also had plenty of practice hurling herself through the air. Moving a five-story building by comparison was almost boring, and while it remained relatively light, its mass and inertia were untouched by the rushed runes hastily scrawled along its exterior walls.

The whistling sound of all that mana-infused stone racing through the air had been largely obscured by Eliza’s song. So when the stone behemoth impacted the Monster as fast as Typh’s skills would allow, the explosion was utterly deafening. The building hit the unnatural creature square on. The ground trembled, and stone shattered in sharp little fragments that raced through the square eviscerating the horrors present—it also momentarily disrupted the web of inky-black-goo that fed the Monster with a stream of near limitless power.

The serenity of Eliza’s sad song was thoroughly broken by the massive impact, and the bard only survived by the virtue of the dragon’s protective magic. Before the dust could settle, Typh floated down to the ground and joined the other two women, who were standing on either side of the fresh mountain of broken stonework where the Monster was trapped underneath.

The three of them congregated atop a large piece of relatively flat stone that was scattered away from the main blast site. Xan looked rough, and she was fading fast without the adrenaline of battle to keep her going, yet it didn’t stop her from drawing a short blade and pointing it at Typh.

“If you think saving my life means I won’t kill you, you’ve got another thing coming, dragon. Killing that—”

“It’s not dead.” Typh said quickly. “And we don’t have time for this. We need to go.”

“Then we should finish it before it can recover! If Rhelea is to be saved, that thing has to die.” Xan urged.

“Rhelea is dead. I know you haven’t left this square in a while, but the battle for the city is long over. We lost.”

“It can’t be! There has to be a way to save it. Cities don’t just fall inside a day.”

“This one did. I have a plan to take it back, but that involves both of us leaving here right the fuck now. That thing isn’t even close to death, and we don’t want to be here when it works its way free,” the dragon warned.

“You have a plan?” Xan asked incredulously.

“Of course I do. I warned you this was going to happen, didn’t I? Did you really think I was so content to do nothing but eat your fine food and spill my secrets?” Typh replied in an even tone.

The inquisitor looked at Typh hesitantly, and her stern gaze was undermined by the waves of exhaustion that practically radiated off of the injured woman.

“What happens next?”

“We leave, we regroup, and then we come back and kill this thing. Now, are you coming or not?” Typh asked, holding out a hand while Eliza waited patiently to the side.

“What makes you think I’d trust you?”

“Xan, do you really have a choice? You can either come with me now, or I will kill you. You’ve already taught it how to fight with a sword, and I won’t let you feed it any further. Your level is too high for me to allow you to fall to the Monster.”

Eliza looked panicked by Typh’s sudden statement, though the dragon didn’t care, and Xan didn’t even blink. Instead, Typh returned the inquisitor’s steely glare with one of her own. The human’s level was almost more than double hers, but from how Xan wobbled on her feet, Typh knew there wasn’t much left in her—admittedly the noble dragon didn’t have much mana left herself, but it was still a threat she would follow through on if she had to.

“You wouldn’t last one mo—” the inquisitor began to say, but was interrupted when the collapsed building in the centre of the square began to dramatically shift and the tension in the air rose considerably. “On second thought . . . I accept your offer.”

As the rate that the rubble began to move accelerated, Typh pulled Xan and Eliza close to her and imbued the large fragment of flat stone with her remaining mana. Using her skills, she flung it along with the three of them to the west, up and away from the market square. Xan went limp mid-flight, very nearly crushing Typh and Eliza both beneath the weight of her armour and steel-ranked flesh.

As Rhelea blurred beneath them and the camp on the hillside grew closer in the distance, Typh found herself becoming more nervous than she had been to face the Monster for a second time.

“Now for the hard part . . .”


Chapter 35

Loss

The flight out of Rhelea was easily one of the most surreal experiences in Eliza’s life. The whole day had been a mad, life-affirming clusterfuck of an ordeal, and what better way to end it than by flying away from her home while it died. She was in the esteemed company of a literal sovereign dragon as well as an inquisitor of legend, and no matter how hard she pinched herself, she couldn’t wake up. If Barlow could see her now, the little man would be sick with jealousy. She had witnessed more than enough momentous events in the past twelve hours to write dozens of new songs that would keep her stomach full for years to come.

Assuming, of course, that she ever sang again.

That put a real dampener on her mood, but ultimately not a very large one. Her voice for Riyoul’s life—it was a fair trade, one she’d happily make a thousand times again. She tried not to think about what the rogue had said in his final moments, how he’d spent his morning carving up Melite and Pirria because of her. Eliza hoped that he’d been lying—fishing for answers, or at the very least exaggerating about the nature of their deaths—but even if he hadn’t, she wouldn’t change a thing.

That monster was dead, and she was free.

Standing on a surprisingly stable platform of soaring masonry, Eliza, Typh, and Xanthia quickly left the shifting ruin in the square where the Monster was entombed within. As they flew higher into the sky and her view of the city expanded, Eliza could once again see the pulsating rivers of black ichor that ran through Rhelea’s streets. No doubt that foul fluid was now finding its way through the gaps in the mountain of cracked stonework to the Monster trapped within. Soon it would escape, and when it did the violence Eliza had fled only hours ago would resume again for all of those still trapped within Rhelea’s walls.

But not for her. For the first time in over a decade, she was well and truly safe.

He’s dead, and I’m not. I won.

Eliza couldn’t help but grin; she felt a giggle bubble up from inside of her, but it died in her throat. Her voice was gone. She hoped that it would return, for a bard who couldn’t sing could hardly work alone. She’d be forced to join a band, an insufferable set of circumstances she had no desire to endure, and yet the thought of it didn’t scare her.

Nothing did.

She grinned some more, and her body shook with not-quite-laughter as she peered out over the sides of her ‘vehicle’ at the city hundreds of feet below. She saw entire streets aflame, more destroyed buildings than she could count, scattered pockets of valiant resistance, and people fleeing in terror, but when Eliza looked up over her shoulder, her eyes were drawn to the dragon staring off into the horizon and inquisitor Xanthia staring holes into the back of, the smaller woman’s head.

With a soft grunt the steel-ranked legend slumped forwards—and moving on instinct, Eliza rushed to catch her. The bard was very nearly crushed by the surprisingly heavy weight of the bookish-looking woman, and it wasn’t until the dragon moved to help her that she could breathe again.

“What’s wrong with her?” Eliza managed to ask by spending a trickle of her stamina and drumming her fingers on an intact fragment of the inquisitor’s runeplate.

“Blood loss, stamina depletion, manaburn? Take your pick,” Typh answered casually.

“Can you help her?”

“I can . . . but you won’t like it.”

“I don’t like being crushed to death. Do it.”

The dragon that pretended to be a human adjusted her stance, and more of Xanthia’s oppressive weight fell onto Eliza’s shoulders. Before the bard could complain, the inquisitor gasped a deep breath, and some of the colour that had been draining from her cheeks returned to her face. The woman stood up straight, relieving Eliza of her burden, and the bard was amazed by how much better the inquisitor already looked. Between the torn armour plates and ripped cloth, pale new skin was appearing where before there was just ominous red.

The bard was just about to thank Typh for whatever it was she had just done, when the dragon stumbled. Red stains spread across her dress, and the small woman fell to her knees, coughing up a large volume of blood, which she then spat over the side of their hurtling stone platform. The crimson globule was quickly whipped away by the onrushing winds, and then the chunk of stone they were all standing on started to wobble precipitously.

“Try not to fall off. Things are about to get a little bumpy,” the dragon said, grinning up at her through red-stained teeth.

“Gods . . . what a way to wake up,” the inquisitor grumbled. Xanthia then crouched down to join Typh closer to the stone, which she gripped hard enough to cause spidering cracks to spread through the masonry.

Eliza felt calm. The wind rushed against her face, and the surface she stood on was anything but steady, yet she felt no fear. There was nothing to hold onto besides the platform itself, and while Xanthia and Typh clearly had the right idea about getting low, she felt no compunction to join them. Standing straight, the bard raised her arms out to the side, and enjoyed the thrill of flight. Her black hair streamed out behind her, while the cold winds whistled between her splayed fingers and soothed her aching joints. She struggled to keep her balance with every juddering jolt that ran through the masonry whenever an updraft or strong gust affected their decaying arc.

She wanted to laugh, and she felt the nascent giggles come one after the other, only to dissipate into nothingness long before they could reach her lips. Still, stifled laughter or not, she was enjoying herself.

“The bard’s cracked,” the inquisitor mumbled upon seeing Eliza’s manic grin.

“They all are. Who sees the potential for ultimate power lying in front of them and chooses to be a musician instead?” the dragon commented disparagingly.

“Fuck off,” Eliza tapped.

“Ballsy too. I like her,” Xanthia said.

“You can have her. I’m still half-tempted to eat the damn woman,” Typh replied.

That certainly should have scared her. A flesh-eating dragon whose true form was larger than most houses had expressed her desire to eat her, and while it was by no means appealing, the familiar fear that had followed her around for so long still hadn’t made an appearance.

Frowning, the bard lowered her arms, then leaned out over the side of the unsteady platform. She had never been a fan of heights, though it was also a fear that she had rarely been exposed to. Streets blurred past beneath her, then stout walls, and finally untouched snow. She felt no urge to jump, but with Riyoul dead that was hardly surprising. What was a surprise was that the thought of falling didn’t evoke even a whisper of anxiety.

She was fearless.

“Get down!”

A strong hand grabbed her and pulled her away from the edge of the platform. A small body that smelled strongly of sweat and blood leaned over hers, and a heartbeat later the rock struck the ground.

‘A little bumpy’ didn’t begin to cover the severity of the impact. The large chunk of worked stone they had ridden out of Rhelea crashed into the side of a hill without slowing down in the slightest. Even with Xanthia’s body on top of hers, shielding her from the worst of the collision, she was still thrown by the landing. However, when she climbed to her feet minutes later to find Creation spinning before her eyes, she was struck not by the realisation of how close she had just come to death, but by how she was now standing farther away from Rhelea than she had since Riyoul had put a violent stop to her adventuring career many years ago.

She could go anywhere she wanted. Sure, there was the beginnings of a large campsite being built nearby, and a long hike to a neighbouring city was significantly less appealing in the middle of a harsh winter. But there was no longer anything tying her to Rhelea beyond familiarity, and from seeing how much the city had changed for the worse over the past few weeks, she wasn’t sure it even had that.

While the bard thought long and hard about what she wanted to do next, the dragon marched halfway over to her in the knee-deep snow, looked her dead in the eyes, and asked:

“Do you want to get a drink?”

Eliza shrugged in acceptance, and that was that.

* * *

It couldn’t have been more than six hours since the Monster had first appeared in the market square, and yet thousands of people had already congregated around a large hill to the west of the city. Lines of well-trodden snow showed the various routes Rhelea’s displaced citizens had taken to arrive at this location, and the snaking trails of panicked people yet to arrive were easy to see in the distance. Their meandering paths led from each of the city’s four major exits, with some navigating all the way from the east gate and presumably crossing the Pollum River just to get to the shelter being built around the hill.

Amongst all the chaos that had swept through Rhelea, the fact that a large number of merchants had seemingly managed to get their goods out intact was of no surprise to Eliza. She had long since come to accept that if there was one class with a truly reliable foresight skill, it would be a mercantile one—albeit with its scope strictly limited to their future profits. The quantity of wagons piled high with rolls of canvas, grains, and other building supplies astounded her, but it was also very confusing. Where were the silks, wines, and expensive linens? It was like the cheap materials required to keep thousands alive had been stockpiled outside of the city ahead of time.

As the bard followed in the wake of the dragon, who walked side by side with the inquisitor, Eliza was amazed by what she saw. Large tents were being raised everywhere, with mages forming earthen walls out from under the snow to reinforce canvas walls and to create free-standing structures on their own. Builder-tagged craftsmen erected shelters far faster than she would have thought possible. Healers saw to the injured in a wide tent that served as a makeshift hospital, while porridge from massive vats was being handed out to the hungry by innkeepers and chefs, who were using their class skills to chase away the worst of the weather and to stretch out the limited supply of food.

The efficient calm with which people were being taken care of was such a stark contrast to the panic and disorder she had witnessed inside Rhelea during her own desperate flight. However, it was not all sunshine and ambrosia. The healers were having an easy go of it because so very few of the injured had made it out of the city. Eliza had seen the dead littering the streets, and amongst the survivors who’d witnessed it too, their despair was obvious. Thousands of people were just milling about aimlessly in the cold with glazed-over expressions, while a small minority of classers busied themselves with their vital work. Still, the organisation it must have required should have taken days, not hours to set up, and far more money than any one person had a right to possess.

There were other, noticeably segregated attempts at organisation; the minor, unlanded nobles who typically stayed confined to the wealthiest parts of Rhelea now stood out in the open far away from the burgeoning construction efforts. She saw more than a few regal faces flanked by their household staff and soldiers while their own tents were being raised, and near them were merchants fiercely protecting their own goods with hired mercenaries. However, all of these attempts paled in comparison to the efforts Eliza could see extending out from the top of the hill.

For all of the bard’s awe, Typh was utterly unfazed by it all, and she quickly marched past every outstanding example of human resilience without so much as batting an eyelid. While the campsite was growing at an astounding pace, it had only been six hours, so it was still quite small. In a matter of minutes they had made their way to the centre, where a single large tent loomed over the others. Eliza had expected the adventurers standing guard outside to bar them entry, but when Typh approached they merely bowed their heads and let the dragon past.

Entering the tent, Eliza was surprised to see well-made, albeit modest furniture in a style she didn’t recognise but found eerily familiar. She’d half expected to find Lord Traylan and his manservant glowering over a tactical map of the city, but instead she saw a different set of faces altogether. She remembered then where she had seen the furniture before, for the tent was filled with the contents of Arilla Foundling’s—the Dragonrider’s—apartment.

The dragon stopped short, halting only a few feet inside the tent with the opening still ajar, letting the warm air inside escape out into the icy cold. Typh looked scared to approach any closer, more fearful of the quiet warrior sitting on the edge of the bed than she had ever been to face the Monster in the square.

“You brought the armchair . . .” Typh trailed off, prompting a low chuckle from the warrior.

“It is exceedingly comfortable . . . Did everything go okay? I saw you fall,” Arilla asked.

“I’m fine, although it did hold me up. How were things on your end?”

“Bad enough to make me want to drink. The merchants smell blood in the water and keep trying to renegotiate,” the warrior spat. “And if that wasn’t bad enough, we’re already running out of gold. Though, we should discuss that after you’ve shut the door.”

“Right, of course.”

Despite her words, the dragon hesitated for several long seconds before finally taking another step. Typh moved forwards, allowing Eliza and Xanthia to actually enter the tent, then closed the canvas door behind them so that the small iron brazier could resume heating the room.

There was an awkwardness in the air between the dragon and her rider that was obvious even for Eliza to see. She may not have had any personal experience with romance beyond a few youthful attempts to awaken that sleeping part of her, but as a bard she knew frustrated lovers when she saw them. Eliza understood that it wasn’t her place to say or do anything, but she was feeling reckless—and more importantly, she had been promised a drink.

Eliza coughed, and when heads turned to look at her, she mimed taking a sip. The dragon’s eyes widened with understanding, and she quickly went over to the large table in the centre of the tent. She then expertly poured wine from a cask into three pewter cups, which she handed out to those gathered.

They took their seats. Typh sat in the noteworthy armchair, and Xanthia took what looked like a dining chair for herself, while Eliza elected to stand. The surrealness of her situation was slowly starting to sink in as the bard mutely watched a conversation form.

“I told you so,” Typh said, without any hint of triumph in her voice, just a bone-deep weariness that Eliza’s ears had no trouble picking out.

“You did,” Xanthia conceded.

“Typh, we don’t really have time for ‘I told you so’s,’” Arilla interjected.

“I feel like I should be allowed just one,” the dragon complained.

“You’ve already had it. Now, can we move on to the part where you tell me just what that thing was, as you clearly know so much?” the inquisitor asked.

“You’re going to need a stiffer drink,” Arilla warned.

“I’m a big girl. I crossed blades with it for hours. I can handle hearing about whatever kind of eldritch horror that actually was,” Xanthia said.

“I want to know as well.”

“Bloody fuck! What exactly was that?!” Arilla swore.

“It’s the bard, she’s using a skill to talk,” Typh explained.

“It’s Eliza the Bard, and I can speak for myself.”

“Can we get to my question? People have died by the thousands. They still are—” the inquisitor began.

“Tens of thousands. And it will be closer to a hundred before we’re done,” Typh said solemnly.

There was a long pause—no one knew what to say to that. Eliza herself wanted to disbelieve, to protest, but having already seen so much death, it was so damn plausible. The bard silently stared into her wine cup while she really thought about what that meant, and then amidst shivers, she drank deep.

“This is going to be another Traylra, isn’t it?” Xanthia sighed.

“If we’re so lucky,” Arilla grumbled.

“Arilla’s right. If we don’t kill it soon it will cross into silver, and then we’ll never stop it,” Typh warned.

“Define soon,” Xanthia asked. “I can get a sizable army here by mid-spring.”

“Days,” the dragon said. “Maybe weeks. It all depends on how well those trapped inside Rhelea can hide.”

“I’m—I’m going to need that drink . . .” the inquisitor sighed.

“Don’t worry, we have a plan,” Arilla said, and both the warrior and the dragon shared an uneasy smile. The Dragonrider then rose from her seat and went to refresh Xanthia’s and Eliza’s cup with what looked—and tasted—like a very cheap bottle of skill-enhanced whiskey.

The three women kept talking amongst themselves while Eliza watched and listened. The dragon explained how events would unfold with a chilling level of detail that filled the bard’s stomach with dread. The inquisitor asked a lot of questions, and each horrible query had a worse answer, but even as they talked about the potential downfall of the country, Eliza could tell they were dancing around one very important issue.

She had very little to contribute to the conversation. Talking, or tapping out her speech, was far more labour-intensive than she would have liked. She also had nothing to volunteer besides the goodwill of Rhelea’s bardic community, and she had no idea how many of its members still lived. But she supposed that was why it was important she was there in the tent—everyone else besides her had a legend. They’d seen the dead in Rhelea and on some level had accepted it as necessary. Neither Typh nor Xanthia’s gazes had even glanced at the broken people waiting outside, and Arilla was content to rest in her tent rather than to rush about and actually help.

She knew they cared, that their actions had saved lives, but someone needed to hold them to account, even if it was just one tired old bard asking an uncomfortable question she knew they had the answer to.

“If everything goes right, if every ‘if’ and ‘maybe’ falls your way, just how many of us actually survive this plan of yours?”

* * *

Tears streamed from her eyes while Eliza vomited into the snow. On her hands and knees, she wrung out her already empty stomach, and dry-heaved on top of the mess she had just made. People looked at her with disgust as they hurried past, shielding the eyes of their children from the bard’s very public intoxication.

Not even bothering to get up to her feet, she leaned back, resting on her knees, and washed her mouth out with the whiskey she had swiped from the Dragonrider’s tent. She drank deep, consciously seeking the oblivion that alcohol would usually bring, but while it turned her stomach, her mind felt as clear as crystal glass.

She fucking hated it.

Eliza looked around at the camp—no, that word felt hollow, the tent city—and didn’t know whether to scream or cry some more. She had known the answer to her question was going to be bad, but she hadn’t comprehended the scale of the loss. How could she have known that it would have all been calculated out like it was a simple maths problem, rather than the end of so many families. The end of Rhelea. She was a bard, not a tactician, and she could never have imagined that so much death could ever have been deemed as acceptable. In that moment when Typh had answered her, Eliza had wanted for nothing more than for the inquisitor, hero of countless stories, to leap out of her chair and take a stand, declare the cost too high, and somehow save them from the dragon’s inhuman plan.

But she hadn’t. The woman had fucking nodded and accepted it.

Well, Eliza wouldn’t.

The bard felt her resolve harden as she rose to her feet. A fiery anger started to burn in her chest, and urged on by her class, she knew exactly what to do next. Eliza had a very limited skillset, but she knew people intimately, maybe not on an individual level, but she had already proven to herself that she could move a crowd to act—to violence if she desired it.

Far too many of Rhelea’s citizens were broken from their flight and traumatised by the losses they had already suffered. She knew that, lacking the will to stand up straight—let alone face the tentacled horrors—they would not survive what the dragon had planned for them. In that tent Typh and her cabal had all recognised the value of the city’s classers, but Eliza didn’t think they truly understood them, not like she did.

The bard made her way through well-trodden snow, down to the edge of the campgrounds, where adventurer patrols watched the border for monsters, natural, or otherwise. She had left the whiskey bottle behind for some other unfortunate soul who needed it more, and when anticipatory energy pulsed through her veins with every step, she knew she had grown past the need for liquid courage.

Eliza found a good spot, a flat-ish rock well-lit by the green moon and yellow stars, with good views of Rhelea smouldering on the horizon. She sat down on the cold stone and placed her trusty instrument against her cheek. For the first time since Riyoul had died, she felt the notes of a song move through her, and it was so much louder than it had ever been while the rogue was alive. Eliza’s class was insistent, the music begging to be released; so, accepting her class’s instructions, her bow moved while her fingers danced along the neck of her violin.

She lost herself in the melody and rhythm that flowed through her. Each note stirred her soul, easing the passing of the city that had once been her home. She channelled her despair and her loss through her skills and out into the surrounding air. The strings of her violin vibrated not just with sound, but with the power of the System screaming through her.

A small crowd started to form, drawn in by her unbound aura and the song that resonated with their shared pain. Sad eyes watched her as they shed bitter tears, and the gathered faces were gradually made somewhat more resolute for having taken a moment to grieve. Soon another instrument played, another bard—Antion, if she had to guess from his tendency to butcher the low notes. A small part of her felt annoyed at the intrusion of what was supposed to be her song, but that thought quickly left her after the third musician joined in.

Many more bards flocked to Eliza by the hillside, and in a short space of time she lost count of the different instruments and voices all playing her song. The small crowd had continued to grow, drawing its audience from almost the entirety of the tent city until it was something massive. The music was so loud, and the air was filled with so many different skills and talents that just breathing was like inhaling the evocative music. Eliza had never felt anything like it. All those bards pushing their pain out through their skills, overlapping their auras, and combining their effects had given rise to a sound so pure that it forced her to feel the near-physical sorrow in the air. It twisted her heart so hard her grief was practically wrung out of it.

When the song was done, Eliza felt lighter than she had in years—decades, even. Her mind raced without getting snagged on her usual outcroppings of guilt or self-recrimination. She looked around at her peers and couldn’t help but smile. Not a dry eye was in sight, yet their faces grinned back at her with something akin to respect. The euphoria of leading a musical phenomenon that was already so much larger than herself was a feeling that she didn’t want to give up. Fortunately, she was a bard, and she had many more songs to give.

Their shared audience was completely silent, their collective breath held in anticipation. Eliza recognised the enormity of the moment, of her ability to push her will on the hundreds, if not thousands of people waiting for her next note. She could crush their souls with grief just as easily as she could stoke the flames of their rage. There was a great power in music, no matter what the dragon thought, and right now with the orchestra at her back, Eliza was the most powerful bard in Creation.

The old her would have been scared, fearful that this would only make her more useful to Riyoul—or worse, a potential threat—but the old Eliza was as dead as her tormentor. Whoever she was now, whoever she chose to become, she would be free, and right now she had an audience to play for. When Eliza brought her bow back to the strings of her violin, a hundred more bards followed suit.

Rhelea was a truly exceptional place. It was a city like no other, the only settlement in all of Creation where even the humblest of professions were blessed with System-granted stats and skills that made them more than their unclassed contemporaries.

The Monster in the square had caught them when they weren’t prepared; it had killed thousands with surprise and malice, but when she looked at the grinning faces of her peers who surrounded her, she knew then and there that the people of Rhelea would get their revenge.

It was only a matter of time.

Still smiling, she took a deep breath and began to play a very different song, not one of grief, but of righteous, undeniable anger. The fire that burned in her chest raced out along her bow and transcended into sound. A hundred other bards joined their rage to hers, and together they sang a song that a city could march to war on.

When she looked past her peers and saw the looks of vengeful determination spread across the faces of their thousands-strong audience, it was all she could do to stifle her still-silent laughs.

Gods help them, but they would make that Monster know fear before it died.


Chapter 36

Mistakes

He’d been wrong. So very wrong.

The scale of his mistakes was hard to truly comprehend, but as Gabriel looked out over the heads of the crowd and at all that he had wrought, he felt nothing but shame. He could still remember standing atop a hill much like this one in his youth. There, he had stared out into the distance, surrounded by his father’s knights while Traylra burned. He had watched helplessly while a dragon taller than the magnificent city’s impenetrable walls had risen above the fortifications and destroyed all who dared to oppose it. Gabriel had sworn then that he would never make the same mistakes as his father: that he wouldn’t over-reach, that he would fulfil his duty as a Terythian nobleman, and that he would protect his people from the myriad of horrors that stalked Creation.

He had been young then, little more than a child in the grand scheme of things, but looking back over the past few months he could see that he had broken that promise. Ever since Galen’s death, he had made mistake after mistake, compounding successive failures that led to the catastrophe that had befallen his city. Antagonising the adventurer community, persecuting the poor, racking up debts to the Bank of Tolis, and declaring war on the dragon who had killed his son. He should have known better. Everyone had warned him to slow down, that he could’ve had it all if he was just patient, but with the image of his son’s rotting face so clear in his mind, patience had seemed like another inexcusable failure.

Maybe if he’d listened to the priests, things might have been different. They had told him not to look, but he had wanted—needed—to see his son one last time. With hindsight, that was probably his first mistake. Galen had been killed in the summer, and by the time his body had been recovered and mages had placed preservation wards upon it, scavengers and the heat had taken their toll. Pulling back the stained cloth to stare at the bloated and seeping face of his once-handsome son was something he never should have done. But seeing the severed hand, that had been found perfectly pristine beside him, had given Gabriel a false sense of confidence.

Witnessing Rhelea burn in the distance was much like watching Traylra fall to the dragon. The seasons were different, and Rhelea was not nearly as grand, but the ash on the wind tasted exactly the same. Both times, Traylan men had too much confidence—first that the Dragonspines could be tamed, and this time that the dragon’s warnings were nothing more than desperate lies.

He idly wondered that if he’d been just a little less secure, that maybe the horrors of the day could have been averted.

Gabriel shivered beneath his winter coat. The pain in his shoulder had already receded to a dull ache from where a tentacled creature had torn through his mail and nearly cost him the arm. Those things had been unanticipated. He’d heard the rumblings echo through Rhelea: of angels coming to Creation to change Astresia for the better. The end of days priests had been preaching about for centuries was finally fast approaching, heralded in by a surge in aberrant monster activity. However, he had never given the rumours credence. Creation was, for all of its wonders, predictably mundane. Monsters behaved in set patterns, beholden to ancient migrations and even older breeding grounds. Things rarely if ever changed, and every dire new occurrence ultimately turned out to be just another predictable pattern to be documented by humanity, the veritable masters of Creation.

When Gabriel had heard the dragon’s warnings, he had discounted them for the ridiculous fear mongering they had initially sounded like. Just another old creature of power brought low by the ingenuity of man and proclaiming a dire prophecy to try and save its scaly skin. However, when the mana had swelled in the air above him and that thing had stepped out into Creation, he had realised that the dragon’s execution was not a moment of his dynasty’s triumph over destiny, but the unfolding of its latest doom. Whatever it was that had been summoned before him was far worse than the dragon.

The Monster, as it was being called, seemed to end human lives for its own sake, and the horrifying spawn that it created didn’t even release experience upon their destruction. They were individually strong, though not very smart, and were produced at a rate no one could keep up with. Just getting out of the market square had cost him far too many good men, and upon fighting his way clear of the city even more had fallen. If the traitorous Alchemic Knights hadn’t fled the fight, then Gabriel doubted he would have escaped Rhelea at all.

Which was another important question he didn’t have the answer to. What could possibly have persuaded the country’s staunchest champions to defect for a monster? Gabriel could just about wrap his head around the idea that the priesthood may have some philosophical reasons to revere the Monster in the square as divine, but by the time the alchemists were done with them the Alchemic Guard barely had personalities, let alone religious ideals.

There were too many unanswered questions, and the only person who seemed to have any answers fell far short of meeting the definition of a person.

The campgrounds he now found himself in was a welcome, much-needed respite from the chaos of the city, and if the rumours were true, the dragon he had tried to execute was responsible for it all. That irked Gabriel and then some. The scaled monster hiding behind the face of a beautiful woman had turned out to not only be right about everything, but was also far more prepared than he was for the disaster he now found thrust upon him. He was the Lord of this land—the people were supposed to rally behind him and his banner—yet desertions amongst his surviving soldiers were sky-high. He couldn’t even leave his tent without his sworn knights surrounding him for fear of being assaulted by his own citizens, who viewed his mere presence as an attack on their senses.

If Galen was still alive, things would have been different. His son, for all his faults, was the future of the Traylan dynasty. Brilliant in so many ways, and while not quite a prodigy, he wasn’t that far from it. Had he inherited Rhelea, Galen would have been a good Lord, a better one than Gabriel ever would be. Had his son been given just a few more years to grow, then he was sure Galen would have triumphed over Arilla Foundling, the Dragonrider.

Gabriel felt his rage burn brighter at the mere thought of her name. An orphan, of all people, had been the end of his son. Sure, she was slightly more remarkable than the average gutter rat. She had led an army of monsters to destroy his castle with the aid of the very same dragon Gabriel had later held captive. And if the rumours were true, she had killed the horrors in droves today, playing a pivotal role in evacuating Rhelea’s western districts.

The majority of the refugees who now filled the campgrounds had originated from the Crafters Village, where poor tradesmen intermingled with even poorer labourers. Each one of them seemed to have a personal account of how the red-headed young warrior had saved either them or someone they held dear. Then there was the convoy of children she had rescued, twice! If that tale was to be believed. Adventurers now answered to her, following her orders as well as the dragon’s. Everything that had gone right—in the clusterfuck of a disaster that had seen his city fall in a day—could be attributed to Arilla Foundling or the dragon.

It made him sick that his son’s murderer walked freely throughout the camp, increasingly revered by all. Her ‘greatness’ was taking on a life of its own, and soon it would be too late to stop it. The woman was fast becoming some kind of folk hero to the common people, and it was enough to make him sick with anger—perhaps even jealousy, if he was being honest with himself.

How she was seen was a far cry from how Gabriel and the other nobles were viewed. His flight from Rhelea had been a panicked, frantic thing, and it hadn’t earned him any goodwill from the common folk he had ridden past. Although if the rumours were true in regards to the other nobles’ escapes, then half the unlanded nobility who had once resided in the centre of the city seemed to have used their high-level mounts to trample their way through packed crowds of fleeing civilians. An understandable, albeit tragic turn of events.

There was a way to turn this around, but why should he even try? What did he have to look forward to now? Even if Rhelea could somehow be saved, it would take decades for the Traylan reputation to recover amongst the people. They would riot again, Gabriel knew that. He’d lost far too many soldiers far too quickly for them to fear him anytime soon. He was in serious danger of actually having his family’s territory stripped away from him by the provincial governor in Nauronos. No doubt there was a worthy noble scion desperate for his land waiting in the rafters, who would be all too keen to point out Gabriel’s numerous mistakes to the Nauron patriarch.

If that happened, Gabriel would certainly miss a repayment to his creditors; it was a frightening thought, considering the methods Tolisian bankers would resort to in order to get their pound of flesh. His political instincts warned him that he would have to quickly marry again, and marry well. It was the only thing left that could save him, yet Gabriel had no desire to take on a bride, especially not one young enough to bear him the children he would need to secure his legacy. He was over a hundred and twenty years old, and the thought of taking on another wife less than a third of his age was actually repulsive.

Even with Galen’s proclivity to sire bastards, the boy’s marriage prospects hadn’t suffered. The unlanded nobility who resided in Rhelea were all desperate to get rid of that unwanted qualifier, and they’d had more than enough wealth to stabilise the Traylan line prior to the city’s fall. Eager brides from the noble dynasties outside of his territory would’ve had both the connections and the wealth to do similar, and looking the other way while his son had his way with some poor scullery maid was just a part of a noble marriage. It was hardly ideal, but he was aware of far worse practices that went on in Helion—except none of it mattered, because Galen was dead, and Gabriel knew that he would never remarry.

Once Galen’s bastards came of age, whatever tattered pieces of a legacy he’d managed to salvage from this catastrophe would be torn apart by his illegitimate grandchildren. Each one of them would be little more than a transparent figurehead for his rivals’ greedy intentions.

The old man sighed with grief for all that he had lost. He had come to this hill seeking solitude, and while he had mused, a crowd had formed around him. His people—tenuous loyalty or not—were gathering nearby, apparently to listen to some bards play a song. Too exhausted to resist, the Lord of Rhelea allowed himself to actually listen to the music that filled the night’s air.

The moment he let himself listen, the notes hit him like a wave, washing over his soul and tugging hard on his grief. The intensity of the effect very nearly took his breath away, and like it did to so many of the people gathered around him, the music made his knees go weak while his eyes began to water. The energy in the air rose dramatically with every passing second, thrumming with a nascent power that set his teeth tingling as a song, so very much like a spell, was born above the camp. It was so unlike how the mana in the market square had been; where that mass had been stagnant and sluggish, like a bloated behemoth of unwieldy power, this moved. It ebbed and flowed along the lines of a beautiful pattern, pulsating in time with the beat of the song that sounded out over the waiting crowd.

It was a melody unlike anything he had ever heard before, something that immediately put the great orchestras in Helion to shame. It was a song of profound loss and pain, hardly the sort of thing that he cared to listen to, but once it had his ear he couldn’t dream of doing anything but giving it his full attention.

He felt the tears flow, the ones he had never let himself shed for fear of being unable to ever stop. His father Gaius, who had been so distant in always chasing after his lovers rather than making time for his son. His wife Roslin, who had given him one perfect child despite her advanced years and had passed on far too soon as a result. Galen, his city, his dreams and ambitions, each and every thing he’d ever dared to love had eventually left him. To the sound of a hundred bards working in concert, the Lord of Rhelea wept openly in front of his people, while each and every one of them did the same.

The power in the air created by all of those classers working together was palpable. He felt the grief that he’d been holding onto for a century, tight in the very depths of his soul, get ripped out of him by a series of notes, each more perfect than the last. His personal loss, just like everyone else’s, was held up for all to see, while his emotions were wrung out like a sponge. He felt the shared pain of the audience’s grief: dead husbands he never had, missing wives he didn’t know, lost children that weren’t his, along with the guilt of a thousand different crimes, and that special kind of hatred that you reserve only for yourself.

Minutes, or perhaps lifetimes, passed and when it was finally over Gabriel felt lighter. Any thoughts of highborn propriety were long gone, as every single soul in the huge crowd drawn in by the bards had been left equally exposed. The specifics of any one person’s loss had blended into the potent atmosphere of shared pain, where it became ephemeral and indistinct. Everyone had suffered under the throes of the bards’ song; they had cried together, shed the burdens that weighed them down, and for those handful of precious minutes everyone had been equal.

The old man sighed, but this time a softer sound of relief passed through his lips.

Gabriel didn’t know what had just been done to him. He wasn’t sure if it was a violation or a balm, but in that moment he was more grateful to be standing on the hill than he could put into words.

“I’ve always loved bard songs.”

Gabriel’s head turned as five swords slid out of their sheathes. The dry rasp of polished steel on shaped wood filled the lull between this song and the next, and his retinue of knights all pointed their blades at a young woman he had never met.

She couldn’t have been more than twenty, although he knew if the reports were to be believed she was even younger than that—a total absurdity, given her level. The warrior was already higher ranked than most people in Rhelea would be at the end of their lives, yet her life was just getting started. The woman had to have been power-levelled by the dragon, there was no other explanation that made sense, yet as she stared down the blades of Gabriel’s knights, she showed not the slightest hint of fear.

The Dragonrider was alone, vulnerable, and Gabriel knew that without her dragon to protect her he would never get a better chance to kill the woman. She was armed, but unarmoured, dressed in casual linens that would not have looked out of place on a common labourer. He supposed that she was attractive in a conventional sense, but what unsettled the man of over a century was the steel in her gaze.

Arilla Foundling wasn’t afraid of him, and he knew that it wasn’t bluster or arrogance. If he ordered his men, iron-ranked one and all, to kill her, he wasn’t certain that they’d win—even more insanity to round out the day.

“I didn’t come here to fight,” the warrior said, raising her hands placatingly.

“Then why did you come? Surely you must have known how this would go between us?” Gabriel asked, finding his mouth dry with discomfort.

“The bards . . .” Arilla said wistfully. “As soon as I heard that they were gathering here, I knew that I had to see it. Unlike Typh, I don’t think of their class as a wasted opportunity.”

“You speak of the dragon like it’s a person,” he said with distaste.

“Of course I do. After all that I’ve seen, sometimes I suspect she’s more human than a lot of us.”

“She eats people.”

“And you butchered the people you were supposed to protect, just to flush me out.”

The accusation stung because it was true. Gabriel’s initial instinct was to deny it, but the bards’ song had given him a clarity that he didn’t want to ruin with a lie. He’d condemned thousands to die, and for what? For revenge? The concept seemed so hollow now that he was watching his city burn. Maybe if he gave himself the time, he’d come up with rationalisations to justify his behaviour, but right now his emotions were too raw.

He chose not to answer her rebuttal, for there were no words that could make what he had done right. He had felt the crowd’s grief, and while the specifics of their pain escaped him, he knew that he was responsible for so much of their loss. He had armed men with steel, given them warrior classes, and provided them with his noble authority. When he had instructed them to give him order, whilst at the same time passing laws that he knew would breed discontent, he had known from the start violence was the only possible outcome.

If anyone had dared to ask him why he did it, he would have answered in a heartbeat that it was to find the woman now standing before him. Gabriel would have sacrificed everything he had to see her dead, and even though he’d lost his city, his honour, and his reputation, the murderer still lived. The noble stared into her cool hazel eyes and felt the fires of his rage answer him. His anger was different now, more controlled perhaps, but no less intense for having had the cathartic release of his tears.

“You killed my son,” Gabriel spat.

“I did. I even enjoyed it, even if I ended up regretting everyone else I had to kill to get to him,” she admitted. “But I’m not here to gloat—”

“Then why are you here?!” he snapped. “Why shouldn’t I order my men to kill you for what you’ve done.”

“Besides the fact that the crowd will tear you apart before you can walk ten paces?” she stated with a confidence that he found sickening; a quick glance to their unflinching audience all but confirmed the veracity of her threat. “How about this . . . Creation as we know it is ending. I know you don’t particularly care for the little people—otherwise you never would have done what you did—but I think having seen all this, having experienced Rhelea’s fall, you can imagine what Terythia will look like when Monsters like the one in the square step into every fortified settlement humanity has ever built.”

“It’s the wards . . . That’s what the dragon said,” he said, noting how the horror that quickly dawned on him did nothing to soften his resolve to kill the woman before him.

“Yeah,” she sighed. “The wards that focus mana for faster passive levelling are speeding up the inevitable. We can take back Rhelea without you, but afterwards we need to make sure this never happens again. Getting Terythia to abandon focusing wards will be hard enough with just one inquisitor on our side—we’ll need the Lord of Rhelea to stand a chance of being heard.”

“The other houses will never go for it. The more noble families you convince to give up the wards will only make the prospect of holding onto secret focusing chambers even more appealing. And getting foreign nations to abandon that advantage? It would take generations, and even then . . . I don’t think it’s possible,” he said, shaking his head. “But you’ve told me why you need me. And maybe the crowd won’t react well to my men carving you up, but my line is as dead as my son. And that’s your fault. Do you really think a nice song and the fate of Astresia hanging in the balance can make up for a father’s loss?”

“Honestly, I had hoped,” Arilla said, shrugging. “But if that’s not enough, I can offer you wealth.”

“You want to buy my grief? Send me away with a handful of gold like the adventurers whose loyalty you’ve bought? It would be funny if it wasn’t so insulting.”

“Not a handful of gold, far more than that,” she said, eyes alight. “I’m the Dragonrider, and the woman I love is a sovereign dragon who possesses the loyalty of thousands of creatures you would call monsters. Did you already forget about the ratlings that so easily destroyed your hold? Peace is cheaper than war, Traylan. Give us time and we can force enough gold down your throat to secure your line, rebuild your city, or send you off to an Epherian pleasure palace to live out the rest of your days. I don’t care what you do with it, just please, help us save the country, and then we’ll save Creation without you.”

“You love the dragon? I know it looks pretty, but knowing what it is, that’s disgusting.”

“It’s none of your business. Now do we have a deal?”

Gabriel looked at the Dragonrider, the woman who had cost him everything that mattered, and saw that she was serious. Untold wealth and prestige could be his in exchange for agreeing to help the country he was honorbound to give his life for. All he had to do was say ‘yes.’ It was sad in a way; he strongly suspected that she was right—that maybe everything was in danger of crashing down, and that working with her was perhaps the only way to save it—but he couldn’t bring himself to care. Things would be different if Galen was alive, but he wasn’t, and his murderer stood before him asking for his help without even having the decency to beg for his forgiveness.

“No,” Gabriel said, smiling wide for perhaps the first time in weeks. He saw the resigned slump in her shoulders, and knew that his refusal had cut her far deeper than he could with any blade.

“Terythia will fall,” Arilla stated.

“I believe you, but I will never help my son’s killer.”

“You’d condemn Creation to suffer the same fate as Rhelea out of spite?”

“I think I would, yes,” he said, feeling an almost euphoric state of calm.

“You bastard!”

The voice didn’t come from Arilla, and when he looked around to find its source, he realised that it could have come from any one of a hundred different people. He had allowed himself to forget that he was in the midst of a crowd, perhaps one large enough to be measured in the thousands. Everywhere he looked he saw tired, expectant faces—the same ones he knew would try to kill him if he dared to harm their red-haired saviour. They wanted him to save their country, even after they had rebelled against his rule, even after they’d openly celebrated his son’s killer as some kind of folk hero.

Well fuck them!

As soon as he thought it, his resolve weakened. If he had been asked a day before if a commoner’s pain could compare to his, he would have spat out an angry denial. But the song had stripped away that bit of entitled self-delusion. His pain hurt just as deep as anyone else’s, and looking at the red-rimmed eyes of the people watching him—at Arilla’s eyes—he knew that their pain was just as real as his.

Could he really condemn every human soul to feel his level of wretched grief?

He could stop it all, if he could just forgive her.

“I . . .” Gabriel trailed off. “I’ll save Terythia, then Astresia. But only after you’ve died by my hand,” Gabriel declared.

“I won’t just lie down and let you kill me,” Arilla responded. “Can’t we just set aside our grievances for the greater good?”

“Never . . . but I’ll—I’ll help you retake Rhelea. I’ll even corral the other nobles for you . . . If you agree to duel me afterwards,” he offered, knowing that despite her rapid level gain, she was still more than thirty levels his junior. She couldn’t possibly beat him, but an upjumped child offered every advantage by her monstrous lover wouldn’t know the meaning of defeat, of hardship, or pain. The Dragonrider would accept, because she was too young to realise that heroes didn’t exist.

“And if I win?” she asked, taking the bait.

“You won’t.”

“Humour me, Traylan. Let’s say I win this duel, how does that help me save Terythia?”

“I’ll give you Rhelea.”

“What?!” she spat out incredulously.

“I’ll have Barnabas draw something up if it gets you to agree. The entire Terythian noble class are expecting me to name an adventurer as my heir, so having it be you won’t raise too many eyebrows,” he explained.

“You’d give me Rhelea?”

“No, you’re going to lose. But if by some miracle you win, then yes, Rhelea and its surrounding territory will be yours. I wouldn’t get too excited, my title is nothing but a poison pill. Galen left a lot of bastards, and your adoption without a backing dynasty will never be viewed as truly legitimate. The Nauron Dynasty would see your very existence as an insult. Every one of Galen’s bastards will be a viable pretender to your reign, puppeteered by enemies you can’t identify let alone face. You’ll inherit my debts, and they are substantial. Every highborn family will see an orphan raised to high nobility as an existential threat to the natural order of things, and that’s before they find out you’re fucking a dragon.”

“I don’t want to be a noble.”

“I know you don’t, and that’s what makes it so perfect. You’ll say yes, because if you lose—once I’ve mounted your head on a pike—I’ll save Terythia for you. And if by some freak occurrence you do manage to kill me, my title will get you in the same room as the King of Terythia. Regardless of how doomed your reign is, he’ll have to listen to you when you proclaim your dire warning about the wards.”

“Will he listen?”

“Probably not, but it’s the best offer you’re ever going to get from me, Dragonrider.”

“I . . . I accept,” she said, finally looking defeated.

“Of course you do.” Gabriel smiled, feeling his heart lift as the music once again began to swell around him.

When the Lord of Rhelea turned his head away from his reluctant heir to once again look over at his city in the distance, he could have sworn that the ash on the wind tasted of vengeance.


Chapter 37

Reconciliation

The morning came, and no one was grateful for it. While the bards had managed to do something that seemed to be affecting morale in a broadly positive manner, it wasn’t enough to escape the fact that the number of souls fleeing Rhelea had essentially dropped to zero during the night. Many had held onto the pervasive belief that the flow of refugees would resume with the rising sun, but Typh had recognised that for the wishful thinking it was. With the gates sealed, no one would escape the city in any real numbers.

The campgrounds had no walls and nowhere near enough combat classers to keep all of the civilians safe. But so long as there was no trail of humans to lead the aberrations to them, the Monster and its spawn would remain inside Rhelea. With the wards embedded in the fallen city’s fortifications, and the runic array buried in the catacombs below, the creature had no need to move from the market square. The various humans involved in its birth had unwittingly created the perfect feeding grounds for it. While a little over ten thousand had fled Rhelea, tens of thousands more remained trapped inside—hidden away inside houses and basements where they waited for rescue. Typh knew that rescue wouldn’t come nearly fast enough.

“If we send riders to Nauranos we can have an army of twenty thousand here inside of two months,” Lord Faslan declared confidently.

“In a week, we’ll have run out of firewood and the refugees will start freezing to death. In a month, the fighting men will have starved. And in two, the roads will be clear enough for anyone who hasn’t already abandoned us to take their families and seek employment in a neighbouring city. We need to disperse the survivors to the nearby villages immediately; those with high-enough levels can go to Musama and join up with the Nauron army when it comes to relieve us,” Lord Bidden argued. The old noble had been repeating the same plan in slightly different ways for the entire duration of the meeting. It wasn’t a terrible idea, but it had already been dismissed, and this time the humans gathered around the table were not discreet when it came time to roll their eyes.

“Monsters have been acting strange all season. The beasts that are supposed to be hibernating have been attacking hamlets and villages like they’re made out of godsdamned veal. Splitting up the survivors and sending away all of our combatants to Musama will only see the nearby villages gutted by the end of winter,” Lord Ignatius replied dismissively.

“I agree with my cousin,” Lady Domine said with a smile, nodding politely towards the lord who had just spoken. “When Lord Nauron hears what we have to say, he will think we’re exaggerating. His lands have their own problems to deal with, and without a direct order from the King I doubt he’ll move his forces till late spring at the earliest. And even then, it’s still almost a month away by barge or horse. I find Lord Faslan’s estimation of two months woefully optimistic.”

“Lord Nauron’s dynasty is an old power. Even so, his army will consist of no more than a hundred iron-rank knights, a thousand bronze men-at-arms, and maybe a few thousand more pewter soldiers. The rest of that twenty thousand will either be unclassed or recently bestowed. Ordinarily a force that size would be more than capable of fending off a border skirmish from an Epherian upstart, but against that Monster? The knights might be able to cut a path to it, but several dozen steels in spitting distance of the beast have already failed to kill it—I don’t see what an army of skill-less farmers are going to be able to do that inquisitor Xanthia here couldn’t do herself,” Lord Traylan said dourly.

In response to his words, a chorus of discontented but largely affirmative grumbles spread throughout the collection of well-dressed nobles and their retainers. All eyes turned to Xan, no doubt expecting the woman to take charge. She was a noble herself, and the only steel-rank in the camp. The inquisitor ignored their gazes and merely looked on impassively, seemingly content to let the nobles carry on their circular debate for a little while longer. They had been going at it for hours now and had yet to come up with any meaningful solutions to the myriad of problems facing them. Not that Typh particularly wanted them to start solving their issues. She wanted them frustrated and scared. They needed to recognise that their entire world had ended the moment the Monster spawned out of the chaos, and if they were to ever truly accept her help she needed them to be desperate.

The conversation more or less repeated itself for about an hour or so, with subtle variations and increasingly frequent pointed jibes. Wine was poured from Typh’s personal stash, yet any possibility of the nobles pulling together vanished as it became increasingly clear to them all that for all of their blustering, there was no singular candidate for them to rally behind. While each minor house brought something to the table, no matter how they calculated it, they didn’t have enough swords, food, or gold to have a hope of retaking Rhelea—not without a third party to bloat the numbers of combat classers they could call upon.

“Do we even have an accurate figure on how many of those things there were?” Lady Domine asked. The noblewoman didn’t even bother to look up from the table; instead, she continued to hold her head in her hands, following Lord Bidden’s uncomfortable report on the dire state of their supplies.

“Our people estimate no more than a thousand, My Lady,” Barnabas replied patiently, and with those words Lord Tralyan’s manservant earned himself scoffs of derision from the better half of the nobles gathered in the room.

“With all due respect, Lord Traylan, your people are blind. There were a thousand horrors in the square alone when I fled. But with how quickly they reached the eastern and southern gates, and in such numbers, the true figure has to be at least five times that,” Lady Arusal said scathingly.

“I still don’t see why we abandoned the city at all. Sure, there were a lot of those creatures, but they didn’t even have levels. While I’ll admit unclassed monsters are a new development, with the adventurers and soldiers at our disposal I just don’t understand how we could have lost,” Lord Melias complained, somehow managing to get his words out between deep swallows from his wine cup.

“You speak to your own ignorance—”

“I take offence at that!” Lord Melias snapped.

“You should. It was meant to be offensive. Those beasts were comparable to a low-bronze warrior. Except, you have to hit them in a central spot no larger than a thumb or they keep on going, and that’s not even talking about the thing in the square. Inquisitor Xanthia, you’ve been silent until now. The large one that almost looked human, what was that? Silver?” Lord Ignatius asked.

“No. If it was silver we’d all be dead. Peak-steel though? Maybe,” Xan speculated.

“For now. Although I imagine that it will cross into silver long before the month is out,” Typh said, speaking for the first time from the back of the tent. Her calm words caused the collection of nobles and their servants to turn and finally acknowledge her. Expressions of disgust and outrage flickered across their highborn faces in an obvious, albeit predictable breach of etiquette.

“What is it doing here, Traylan? You were supposed to cut its head off. I don’t see why the beast hasn’t been carved up and handed over to the alchemists—surely some of them survived,” Lord Faslan asked.

“While I normally detest everything Faslan has to say, on this I agree wholeheartedly. The beast should be collared at the very least, its tamer too,” Lord Melias added, joining his voice to the murmurs of discontent that were steadily growing in the tent.

Numerous glares swept over Typh and Arilla both, although some were more intense than others. The nobles continued to blow hot air, taking turns in volunteering to slay them for Lord Traylan—no doubt recalling the large bounties for each of their heads—while the dragon allowed herself to dwell on how much she preferred receiving this kind of attention now that she was no longer pretending to be human. Still, though the open hostility was nostalgic, it wasn’t exactly productive. When she was ready, she stepped forwards away from the back of the room and approached the round table, where she pulsed her aura, briefly cowing the humans into giving her the silence she desired.

“I’m here because this is my tent, in my campsite, where you are currently welcome guests. The adventurers that you’re so intent on using to take back Rhelea are currently all in my employ. So when you address me, you may call me Lord Sovereign,” Typh said confidently.

“That can’t be true! Lord Traylan, please tell us this is a distasteful joke,” Lord Bidden emphatically pleaded, and his words were almost immediately echoed by the other nobles around the table.

“I’m . . . afraid that it is not. The dragon—Typh—somehow managed to arrange contracts with the vast majority of adventurers and grain merchants within Rhelea. While the legalities of her actually owning anything are subjective . . . the Lord Sovereign currently possesses more food and swords sworn to her name than anyone else does at this table.”

“Even you?” Lady Domine asked quickly, the astute woman catching the changing winds of fortune with remarkable speed.

“I—I may have greater numbers—should the surviving members of my guard deign to put their uniforms back on and report to duty—but she certainly has the levels. Especially after I lost most of my knights getting out of the square,” Lord Traylan admitted with a resigned sigh.

The other nobles looked extremely uncomfortable. With her perception skill, Typh noted with some amusement how many hands briefly went to the swords at their belts, but the nobles gathered in the tent were not great powers, and a single glance at her level tag was enough to dissuade them from any suicidal bouts of violence.

She had called on Rhelea’s unlanded nobility to attend this meeting because between them they had a little over a hundred bronze-ranked combat classers to command and a small hoard of food. Unlike Lord Traylan, they had escaped the city with most of their forces intact, and their command structures would be useful in the days to come. None of them were particularly powerful individuals, however, and without the wealth hidden away in their estates, or generated by their investments in Rhelea, their finances would soon run out. Typh wanted their help in killing the Monster, but she didn’t need them, whereas they could not say the same thing about her.

“Well thank the Gods she did,” Lady Domine said. Then, upon seeing the incredulous looks from her peers, she continued, “What? You’ve all seen the camp, and I recall how impressed you were with it back when you thought it was our liege lord’s doing.”

“Be that as it may, a monster has no place in one of these meetings, let alone leading one. It’s unseemly,” Lord Ignatius offered in what was the most laughably poor attempt at a diplomatic dismissal Typh had ever seen.

“Are we honestly supposed to listen to this creature? I know we all saw it fight against the other beast, but how do we know that it isn’t a ploy—that it isn’t really in league with the Monster? Inquisitor Xan, remove this dragon so that we can make our plans in peace,” Lord Melias commanded.

There was a hush amongst the gathered nobility who, with eyes locked on Xanthia, waited for the woman to declare her—and by extension, the Inquisition’s—allegiance.

“No,” the inquisitor stated firmly.

“What?! I can’t abide—” Lord Melias began.

“Concessions have already been made,” Lord Traylan interjected. “Melias, I highly suggest you drop the matter and move on.”

“They killed your son!” the frustrated noble cried.

“I killed him,” Arilla spoke up, “but that matter has been settled between us.” She then exchanged a significant look with the Lord in question, before continuing, “If Lord Traylan can set the matter aside, then so can you.”

There was another long pause, although this one was filled with substantially more grumbling, but eventually the gathered nobles did in fact move on.

“Lord Sovereign, if you would please explain to us what it is we are facing,” Xan implored.

“It’s simple, we are fighting a Monster,” Typh said, her statement earning herself more than a few laughs.

“A monster, of course, how did we miss that?” Lord Faslan asked sardonically.

“No, not a monster, a Monster,” she said, feeling her hackles rise. “The things you call monsters are just different; it’s bigoted and ignorant that you don’t even recognise your enemies as people, but I have no desire to explain your species’ history to you. That thing in the square is different—it is a Monster. It wants nothing more than to kill every last one of us, and it will continue to grow in power, never stopping until every living creature on Astresia is dead!”

The silence was deafening.

“Does it have any weaknesses?” Lady Domine asked.

“A few . . . It is about a day old, so it’s still learning how to fight and how to hunt. For a time it will be easy to trick, but that advantage lessens by the hour,” Typh explained.

“That matches up with what I experienced. When I first attacked it, the thing didn’t seem to know what a sword was, but by the time the Lord Sovereign pulled me out of the fire it was . . . proficient with blades,” Xan volunteered.

“Coming from you, that is quite the concession of skill,” Lord Bidden said.

“Quite,” Typh said. She’d have much preferred it if Xan hadn’t been such a good teacher. “It also needs a constant supply of mana to live; it gets that primarily by eating us. With the wards in and around Rhelea, it is unlikely to leave the square before it has scoured the city of life. From there I imagine it will come here, before making its way to the nearest city.”

“Gods preserve us. If it wipes out Rhelea, our families will never recover!” Lady Arusal exclaimed.

“And the hundred thousand dead probably won’t help either,” Arilla criticised.

“Of course, a tragedy,” the noblewoman added, but not nearly soon enough to avoid looks of distaste from her peers.

“Lord Sovereign, I think the time has come where you tell us how exactly you plan on retaking the city.” Lord Traylan stated.

“Of course. Lord Faslan is right, we’re going to need an army,” the dragon said, causing the man in question to beam widely. “It’s just that we’re going to need one that isn’t composed primarily of unclassed farmers. Fortunately for you humans, I happen to have one.”

* * *

Hours later, after plans had been hatched and runners had been sent sprinting through the campgrounds to deliver their hurried messages, Typh relaxed into the cot that served as her bed. It was an uncomfortable thing, taut canvas over a wooden frame, but it was infinitely better than the sharp rocks she had recently awoken on. Her tent was surprisingly large, considering the rushed nature of the camp, but Arilla had taken pains to ensure that the dragon had the privacy she desired, if not necessarily the comfort of a soft mattress.

With the meeting having gone about as well as could be expected, Typh had firmly cemented her place as the only ally the nobility could rely upon with the time they had left. Without her, there was no food, no safety, and no chance of relief. Of course, in three days she would run out of gold to pay the adventurers with, and food a few days after that, but there was no use in telling anyone that. There was also very little stopping the nobles from just trying to take the tent-city away from her, but doing that would involve them testing who was hated by the people more: the sovereign dragon many still credited with getting them out of Rhelea, or the nobility who was still largely blamed for the riots—and the Monster’s very appearance.

There was an ugly rumour making its way through the camp—one Typh did not approve of in the slightest—that the priests were right and it really was an Angel, not a Monster, that had appeared in the square. Only, rather than coming to save them, the ‘divine being’ was here to punish humanity for its many sins. The rumour was still small, and largely disbelieved by any who heard it, but ideas were dangerous things, and it was worth keeping an eye on all the same.

When Typh walked through camp, she did so with her species class and true level on display. She supposed she should be flattered by all the additional attention she now received. The hushed whispers and lingering looks, while not strictly new, had taken on an entirely different flavour, with fear and awe augmenting—but certainly not replacing—the lust-filled glances she had grown accustomed to.

The dragon thought long and hard about the path she had chosen for herself. The cause she had committed herself to championing. It terrified her, but she found that she didn’t regret it. It would certainly mean a vast reduction in her life expectancy—the past twenty-four hours were proof enough of that—but Arilla was right: if the end of days truly were coming, there was something to be said about meeting it head on.

With her runt trait, she had never really stood a chance of making it all the way to seventh-tier, where she would then receive the Call. Now that the Monsters who had once been confined to the very deepest depths of Creation had found their way to the surface of Astresia, her already slim chances of reaching old age had shrunk even more dramatically. But even being centuries too young for the fight she now found herself in, she could recognise that it was what she was born to do: to lead the less fortunate species to victory in the never-ending war against the Monsters. It was her duty to kill them—or die trying—and having finally faced one in combat, a part of her craved to do it again.

“What a strange creature I am,” Typh mused to herself as she lay flat on her back in her uncomfortable cot.

“You’re not that strange, at least not to me.”

Typh turned her head to see Arilla standing there in her tent. The action, like so many others, was not strictly necessary, but the mannerism was distinctly human. It was something she enjoyed to no end, deviant that she was.

“I wasn’t expecting you,” the dragon lied.

“Really?” Arilla asked, with a quirked eyebrow. “We haven’t really had a chance to talk since we returned to Rhelea. Gods help me, we’ve barely even spoken since you came back.”

“No, not really,” Typh admitted. “And you’re right. We haven’t talked. So what was that with Lord Traylan? I expected him to be the toughest to get on board, but apparently you’ve already settled things?”

“We had a long discussion last night while the bards played. The short of it is, he’s agreed to set our issues aside for now. In exchange, he challenged me to a duel—after all this—and I accepted.”

“You’re actually going to duel him? To the death, I presume?”

“He didn’t specify, but yes, I assume so,” the warrior shrugged.

“Why in the depths would you agree to that? He may be old, but he’s got more than 30 levels and about a century of practice with a sword on you!” the dragon exclaimed.

“It felt right.”

“What do you mean ‘it felt right’?!”

“Typh. I killed his son.”

“I’d have killed him if you didn’t. Galen was a contemptuous little shit.”

“He was, but no parent should have to bury their child. Just let it go. Odds are both of us won’t make it through this alive, and this way the matter is settled. Right now, just be happy that Traylan is on our side, at least until the Monster is dead in the ground,” Arilla said.

“We both know the peace we earned today will only last until they catch sight of my army’s banners,” Typh replied.

“That’s entirely up to you. You could play nice.”

“I could. I could also bend over and let Lord Melias have his grubby little way with me, but I won’t do either of those things because I’m not an idiot—and I don’t enjoy being fucked in the arse.”

“I don’t think those two things are the same. Trusting humans not to screw you over the first chance they get is hardly comparable to offering yourself up to that greasy swine.”

“So you saw it too?”

“Of course I did. The man practically licked his lips when he talked about putting us in chains,” Arilla said with a shudder.

Typh laughed, and after a moment’s hesitation the warrior joined her. The dragon wanted to let the moment stretch on forever, but it was an alluring thought she no longer had time for.

“I think I’ve decided to stop pursuing you,” Typh declared.

“What?” Arilla asked, an edge of something fragile in her voice.

“You clearly don’t want me—or at least, you can’t bear to let yourself want me. Not with my history of killing your kind,” Typh said, then paused to let that sink in. “The Great Wards are failing, and there’s a System-damned Monster only a scant handful of miles away from us. There are bigger things going on than love, and I can’t allow myself to be distracted pining for you when I have a duty to fulfil.”

“You’ve changed,” the warrior said softly.

“Are you talking about me accepting myself as a woman?”

“Maybe that has something to do with it, but no, more than that. You’ve grown.”

“Perhaps I have,” the dragon said, feeling wistful as she looked around her tent. That was another lie to hide the fact that she knew the precise locations and values of everything that surrounded her. “I haven’t offered you a drink, how rude of me. Although, I’m not sure I have anything that isn’t alcoholic . . .”

“Don’t worry about it, I’ve had about as much snowmelt as I can handle,” the warrior said with a smile.

“Right.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sorry?”

“Are you sure that you’re done pursuing me?” Arilla clarified.

Typh’s heart skipped a beat. The possibilities contained in those eight words were endless; they contained everything she wanted, along with everything else she was afraid of. Already her resolve weakened, and fantastical thoughts raced through her head, while her stomach did a quiet backflip. She had to clamp down on the lovesick daydreams hard, lest she let herself get hurt again.

“Yes, I’m done,” Typh lied, reluctant to try and vocalise how she really felt. Lies were easier, safer, and when it came to Arilla, the dragon had always been weak.

“Can you . . . try one more time? For me?” the human asked with an insecure smile perfectly framed by the freckles on her cheeks.

“Arilla . . . I can’t go back and forth with you over this anymore. It hurts too much.”

“I know, and I’m sorry that it has taken me this long to figure out what I want. I’ve had a lot going on, and it’s made me a little selfish. I understand why you lied to me. I get it, and I’m sorry how I reacted, and how I’ve acted since that moment, but if it’s not too late I want to hear it.”

“It?” Typh asked, confused.

Arilla smiled. “The speech you had prepared all those months ago.”

The dragon laughed.

“I’m afraid I’ve completely forgotten it,” Typh apologised, her memory drawing a blank on the words she had once rehearsed back when Creation had seemed so much safer.

“That’s okay, we can agree that it was both heartfelt and compelling. If that’s alright with you?”

“I don’t know if I can do this. How do I know this is real? That you’re not going to change your mind in the morning?” the dragon asked.

“You want a commitment,” Arilla clarified for her.

“I do. I want an oath—not forever, just that this is real. That you’ll give it your best shot,” Typh explained.

“I don’t have that class anymore, my promises aren’t backed up by the System.”

“I know that, but I trust you. If you promise me that you mean it when you say that you love me, I’ll believe you.”

“Are you sure that’s enough?”

Typh smiled.

“Are you sure I’m enough? You know what I am. I won’t change for you, but maybe if you’re willing, we can continue to grow together,” the dragon offered.

“That sounds good to me,” the human responded.

“Do you promise?”

“I do.”


Chapter 38

Respite

They writhed together languidly with their legs intertwined, while Arilla traced sweeping lines of electric pleasure down Typh’s chest that shot through to her stomach. Short nails dimpled brown skin, causing the dragon to gasp and moan with delight. Beneath Arilla’s skilled hands, Typh succumbed to the warrior’s gentle urgings and parted her thighs, allowing her lover to send far more intense shivers to run screaming up her spine. Time had lost all meaning to her; she didn’t know if it was day or night, but atop the narrow cot where they consummated the rekindling of their relationship, all that mattered to her was the woman lying beside her.

Typh’s manicured fingers ran down the lines of knotted flesh decorating her lover’s torso, a grim reminder of her previous failure to protect her human. The scars were impossible to ignore, and while they weren’t exactly off-putting, when she looked at them she was struck with the urge to apologise. She wanted to try and kiss them better, to see if that loving act could somehow take away Arilla’s memory of the pain.

So she did—try, at least. The dragon trailed gentle kisses along the length of the historic wounds, and in response the warrior arched her back and pressed her skin firmly against Typh’s full lips, eager for more. When Arilla suddenly pulled back with a gasp, Typh was worried that she had done something wrong, but her fears were allayed when the warrior stroked her cheek and offered her a gentle smile.

“It’s okay, they don’t hurt. They’re just sensitive,” Arilla said, intuiting Typh’s concerns. The human took the dragon’s smaller hand in hers, which she then placed much lower.

Her lips found Typh’s around about the same time the dragon found the opening to the warrior’s sex. Arilla’s tongue flicked into her mouth, while Typh’s fingers thrust into the other woman’s vagina. Tight walls of constricting muscles squeezed down around her, and the warrior eagerly bucked her hips, the motion pulling Typh deeper inside of the already slick channel. She’d lost count of the number of times she’d brought her partner to orgasm. The benefits of third-tier had given the warrior an enduring physiology, and as Typh began to fuck her lover for what could easily have been the thousandth time, the dragon found that she had no complaints about the human’s improved stamina.

Arilla moaned into her mouth, never breaking the kiss, while Typh rhythmically curled her fingers inside her human in a familiar series of thrusting motions that still caused the other woman to melt around her. The warrior was content to ride Typh’s hand for a time, truly earning her moniker as the Dragonrider. While the dragon happily reduced her lover to an unintelligible series of “more”s, “deeper”s, and “don’t you ever fucking stop!”s, she took the time to study Arilla’s panting form.

The warrior’s body had changed since Typh had seen it last. On the road to Rhelea they’d been wearing coats and furs, at Erebus’s palace liquor-stained clothes, and in Cawic . . . it had seemed impolite to stare. But now that Arilla was truly back, sober, and enthusiastically consenting, it was impossible for the dragon to draw her eyes away from her chosen human.

Her hazel eyes that usually looked so curious were glazed over with lust. Her rounded cheeks, dusted with freckles, gave her a sense of vital, powerful energy. Thick locks of red hair tumbled down past her muscular shoulders to the tops of her small breasts, which rose and fell with every one of her panted breaths. Perspiration beaded down Arilla’s stomach, highlighting the firm outline of her prominent abdominal muscles. The surgically thin scars where Rolf had cut into her travelled down through the centre of her torso, bisecting her navel and carrying on to her waist, where they branched outwards into a perpendicular horizontal line.

Muscles at her hips that tapered like a ‘V’ pointed down towards Arilla’s groin, where beneath a thin coating of red hair the woman’s lower lips were flushed with arousal. A sheen of fluid coated the dragon’s palm, causing the sound of wet flesh hitting against more of the same to repeat itself with every thrusting motion that sent Typh’s fingers driving deep into the warrior’s glistening sex.

As Arilla lost herself amidst half-moaned proclamations of lust, Typh pulled her lips away from the warrior’s mouth, planted kisses on pale skin, and navigated lower after a brief detour to nip at an earlobe. The dragon suckled first on her lover’s neck, not stopping until there was a danger of leaving a mark, whereupon she resumed her journey south. An erect nipple was practically thrust into her mouth, a reminder that while not fully cognizant, Arilla was very much an active participant.

The stronger woman held Typh’s head firmly in place over her heaving chest, and eventually she took the hint and sucked. The dragon rolled the nipple between her lips, squeezing Arilla’s other bared breast with an unoccupied hand. The warrior’s moans intensified, and she made tight fists in Typh’s hair, which hurt—not that she minded. The human’s legs wrapped tight around the dragon’s, pulling her and her hand into an even closer embrace for several long moments before Arilla’s entire body convulsed amid a loud and unmistakable scream of pleasure.

The dragon removed her hand, fully expecting another pause in their long bout of lovemaking that had seen them both take many breaks to kiss and cuddle. But when the fists in her hair tightened, causing Typh to squeal with delight, she knew it wasn’t over yet. The warrior then used her grip to slowly lower the dragon’s head down her muscular body, prompting Typh to lick and kiss Arilla’s naked flesh all the way down. She savoured the salty taste of fresh sweat on hot skin, as well as the feel of taut muscle against her tongue. Those achingly familiar tastes soon gave way to muskier and entirely more enticing flavours. Typh’s skill-enhanced perception picked up on every note and nuance in the taste of Arilla’s natural lubricants as her mouth hovered over her lover’s swollen lips.

“Eat me,” the warrior commanded, and in this singular instance the Lord Sovereign was happy to comply with human demands.

Typh buried her face between Arilla’s thighs, and her lips fell upon the other woman’s clit. She hungrily devoured it, licking and sucking with a frantic energy that lasted until a short spike of delightful pain was sent shooting through her scalp.

“Slower, Typh, there’s no hurry.”

With an affirmative humm that set the warrior shivering, she did as she was told, slowing her pace and encircling the sensitive organ with long, sensual licks from her tongue. Intermittently she travelled lower, lapping at Arilla’s juices streaming out from her inner lips, which the dragon enthusiastically nipped and nibbled upon. Freed from their duties, Typh used her hands to stroke the sensitive skin of the warrior’s inner thighs and scratch softly with the tips of her painted nails.

Arilla’s level increase had given her a capacity for pleasure that far better matched her rampant desires, although Typh, lacking a warrior’s constitution, was approaching her physical limits. Her muscles ached with a fatigue built up over hours, but the satisfied moans and groans from her lover—not to mention her pride—made it impossible for her to even consider stopping. Fortunately, while Arilla outclassed Typh’s human form when it came to strength and endurance, the dragon was an adept mage.

With a little concentration and a trickle of mana, she brought a curved rod of hardened light into Creation. The rounded head of the arcane implement was warm to the touch, and when it slowly worked its way inside Arilla, the woman arched her back so dramatically Typh very nearly lost her place teasing the warrior’s clit. The dragon continued to lick and stroke, while she willed her spell to thrust and swell, filling the human far more effectively than the dragon’s fingers ever could.

Bound only by the limits of her own draconic desires and exceedingly deep mana reserves, the dragon fucked her human senseless. Force and fire were the two aspects that every sovereign dragon shared, and spells that made use of those qualities were cheaper and easier for Typh to cast. Throughout her life she had used this natural advantage to defeat her enemies and destroy any obstacles that fell within her path, but now that she used unyielding force—warmed to a degree or two above Arilla’s internal body temperature—the dragon was overcome with possibilities.

She experimented: increasing the rigidity here, the curvature there, the angle of spin and the rate of vibration. The hardened lump of mana that penetrated her warrior’s vagina moved vigorously in a strictly inhuman manner. Arilla’s moans increased, and the woman who professed to only be able to cum with something suitable inside of her had her conditions met and then some.

Orgasms rolled through the warrior, and from the sound of her cries Typh made a careful note to experiment on herself at a later date, but for now she continued to work Arilla’s clit while the bronze-ranked warrior endured the dragon’s loving ministrations.

Time passed, and when Typh finally pulled her spell out of her lover to inspect its final shape, it came free with a wet, sucking sound that sent delightful convulsions running through the near-insensate human. The dragon marvelled at the irregular construction of the tool she had created, committing to memory the bumps, ridges, and curving protrusions that at this point were more springy to the touch than actually solid. It had been a fascinating experience, one she was very eager to repeat, but for now she was content in her victory of outlasting her partner—even if her own needs were yet to be satisfied.

“Pushwritbagsin . . .” Arilla mumbled incoherently.

“What was that?” Typh asked.

The warrior blinked a few times and let out a slow, sensual groan. Her arm fell on Typh’s, heavy as only a strength-based warrior’s could be, and with surprising ease the woman pulled the dragon in for another long kiss. When their lips parted, Arilla leaned across Typh, moving a sweaty leg over to straddle her supine partner, and with her soft human lips pressed against the dragon’s ear, she whispered,

“Put it back in.”

The dragon sighed. Maybe she had been a little premature in declaring her victory.

* * *

“Do you have my money?” the woman asked, appearing out of thin air and already seated in the vacant chair opposite the dragon.

The rogue stared at Typh mutely while she waited for her answer. The noble decided to stall for a few moments while she tried to divine if the human’s ability to go for so long without blinking was a by-product of a perception skill, or simply an act of defiance. She dearly hoped it was the former, because if the rogue was already so hostile this early on in their conversation, things were unlikely to go well for either of them.

“I do,” the dragon responded. “But only if you’ve done as asked. If I find out you’ve been slacking off and are here to cheat me . . . there will be consequences.”

“Is that a threat?”

“Yes.”

Typh let the pause hang heavy in the air, where it sharpened the menace behind her words. The dragon hated rogues with a passion, and while this one had done nothing to harm her, sometimes she couldn’t stop her distaste for the class from boiling over. If she could cast a spell that would banish them all from Creation, she would, but as much as she despised rogues, she couldn’t deny that they had their uses.

This one in particular boasted an impressive array of skills that together left her woefully ill-prepared for an honest brawl, but more than made up for it by making her an excellent spy—and an even better assassin. Perhaps more importantly, any notions the woman may have had regarding some kind of patriotic duty to her highborn betters had fled the moment the dragon had put gold talents down on the table.

The rogue’s unblinking eyes darted to the collection of thick ingots that rested on the flat surface between them, and she actually licked her lips in obvious anticipation. Clearly, the rogue had an abysmal natural charisma stat, which should have been less surprising for someone with such a strong affinity for waiting silently in the shadows.

“They’re planning to kill you,” Nightshade said, finally breaking the silence.

“I know that already. You’re being paid to find out how,” Typh reminded.

“They’re looking for adventurers to do the job. After your ‘army’ gets here, but before the attack.”

“Figures. And the offer?”

“Mostly the same as before,” the rogue replied with a shrug. “Adoption into the Traylan line, fifteen thousand talents for each of your heads, and about an acre of prime real-estate within inner Rhelea.”

“And this comes from Lord Traylan?” the dragon asked.

“No,” Nightshade replied, surprising Typh for the very first time. “Lords Melias, Ignatius, and Lady Domine are definitely in on it . . . The others might be, I can’t say for sure, but Lord Traylan is not involved.”

“Surprising . . . I’d have thought he’d be the one leading the charge,” Typh mused.

“No, our Liege Lord has barely left his tent since he arrived at the camp. There are rumours circulating that he’s taken an injury healers can’t fix, but personally I just think the old man’s given up.”

“You mean to tell me that you don’t know?”

“You paid me to figure out which nobles want to kill you, and how they plan on doing it. He doesn’t want you dead, so I left him alone,” Nightshade replied defensively.

Typh frowned. It would have been so much neater if Lord Traylan was the ringleader, or at least a conspirator in the plot to see her dead. If she could cast all of the nobles in the same net, her life would be markedly simpler, but one less immediate enemy wasn’t exactly the worst news she’d heard today.

“What’s their plan for my army after I’m dead?” the dragon asked, causing the human to shift uncomfortably.

“I’m . . . not exactly clear on the specifics—”

“It seems there’s a lot you’re not clear on,” Typh grumbled.

“But, they’re hiring tamers,” the rogue continued, ignoring the interruption.

“There are tamers in camp? I thought I had every competent adventurer under contract, and I wasn’t aware of any of them. Besides, don’t most humans hate tamers? Something about them being too close to their pet ‘monsters’ to be morally decent folk?”

“You’d be surprised how many there are. Most are dual-classed, and they keep it as their secondary. In part it’s to avoid the discrimination, but also because the skills don’t exactly make them the most durable of adventurers.”

“I’m still not clear on how tamers are supposed to stop my army from butchering everyone out of revenge.”

“The plan—not that it’s much of one—seems to be using tamers to lure your horde of beasts into the city, where they’ll serve as fodder against the horrors. Either that weakens the Monster’s forces enough so that the remaining adventurers can go in and finish it off, or it buys us—them—enough time for the Nauron army to get here,” the rogue explained, with only a single misstep.

“You’re right, that’s not much of a plan. Although I suppose it’s partially my fault for underplaying exactly what I’m bringing to the table,” she said with a chuckle, unable to take the threat seriously considering how dramatically it would fail the moment tamers were sent to control the ratling legions.

“And what exactly are you bringing?” Nightshade asked, suddenly curious.

“Never you mind, rogue. I’m paying you to answer questions, not ask them.”

“And if I decide that you’re not paying me enough?”

Typh’s eyes narrowed.

“Do you want to try your luck at fifteen thousand talents instead?” the dragon asked, all too aware she was sitting alone in a tent with an accomplished iron-rank assassin.

“Maybe I do,” Nightshade warned, and her hands fell inside the folds of her large coat, where Typh could smell the sweet stench of poisoned steel emanating from within. “The nobles say that you’re weak. That your fight with the Monster left you injured, and you’ve not yet recovered. They say that it would be easy to kill you, just a single slip of the knife and you’re done. Hardly stronger than a peak-iron mage, and I’ve killed more than a few of those.”

The dragon stared down the rogue as the woman’s hands found the hilts of her blades.

“That is all true—I’m weaker now than I’ve ever been. If I tried to turn back into a dragon, I would die,” Typh calmly explained, leaning forwards in her chair. “Now, knowing this, do you want to try your luck, rogue?”

Nightshade hesitated. Whatever she had been expecting, it wasn’t that. Unsettled, the assassin’s hands fell away from her blades and emerged once again from the folds of her long coat.

“No. I think I’m okay with what I’m being paid after all.”

“A wise decision, I’m sure. But if you change your mind—”

“You won’t see me coming,” Nightshade stated confidently.

“Maybe, maybe not. You may have killed peak-iron mages before, human, but don’t forget that I eat rogues like you,” the dragon warned.

Nightshade shivered at the threat, and Typh knew that she wouldn’t see the rogue trying to sneak into her tent for at least a couple more nights. But that was the problem with rogues: they were sneaky, and their patience, while rarely used, was easily their deadliest weapon. One day, her wards would be weak, or she’d make a mistake, and if she wasn’t lucky a patient rogue could get to her. For now she was buying the tolerance—if not the goodwill—of every adventurer she encountered, but when her gold ran out she’d need something else to keep their knives from her throat.

An army would do that, but failing that, fear would too.

The wary assassin snatched her payment from the wooden table and fled the tent without another word—she was simply there one second and gone in the next, never visibly rising from her chair. Typh waited for a few moments before she closed her eyes and breathed out a long sigh of relief, enjoying the sweet moment of solitude that didn’t last nearly long enough.

“Do you have my money?” a man asked, appearing out of thin air in the chair opposite her. She looked at him, dressed in a long black coat and reeking of blades and poison. Try as she might, Typh couldn’t stop the tired groan from escaping her lips.

System help her, she hated rogues.

* * *

Following a busy day of unpleasant meetings with people who more often than not wanted one or both of them dead, the couple had ultimately decided to relocate to Arilla’s tent for the evening. The twin virtues of the more central location and the warrior’s far-nicer furniture made it an appealing choice—the adventurer guards standing watch were just the icing on the cake. The pair were preparing a late supper when, without announcing their arrival, Liam, followed by Tamlin, entered the canvas structure.

Upon seeing the sizzling bacon Arilla was tending to in a frying pan held over an open fire, the boy practically fell upon it, having to be held back by the healer before he could hurt himself on the scorching metal.

“Calm down, child, have some bread. The meat will be ready soon,” Typh offered placatingly, then held out a plate that contained several small rolls. Tamlin immediately snatched them away from the dragon and began to noisily funnel the bread into his mouth. Somehow the youth managed to get it all down without either vomiting or chewing his food.

“Gods . . .” Liam trailed off, watching the spectacle with distaste.

“Give the boy a break, he hasn’t eaten in a week,” Arilla said.

“My magic should have kept—”

“Kept him alive, not full. I’ve used a similar spell before on myself, and judging by your attitude I suspect that you haven’t tried out its effects personally. The boy is a necromancer, but that doesn’t make him evil, now stop looking for excuses to hate him and just let the boy eat,” Typh commanded.

“That’s easy for you to say, you’re a dragon,” Liam complained.

“I am, and you currently have the privilege of addressing me in a far-less-formal manner than most. Think, Liam. This is what you asked for: you’re on the team, but if you can’t get over Tamlin puppeteering the dead, then I’ll choose him over you in a second,” the dragon warned.

The healer cast a sidelong glance towards Arilla, who after a moment’s hesitation gave a sharp nod of confirmation. The man’s shoulders slumped with defeat. He clearly had yet to warm up to the boy, but at least Liam wasn’t actively trying to get him killed.

Tamlin belched, and everyone stared. Typh herself felt the nervous energy that had been building within her dissipate in the face of the all-too-human reaction.

“Even after, I wasn’t sure if I believed it,” the necromancer said wistfully.

“Believed what?” Arilla asked.

“She’s a dragon,” Tamlin clarified, gesturing towards Typh’s tag that hovered above her head.

“What you saw on your trip wasn’t enough to make that sink in?” the dragon asked, amused.

“It was . . . but seeing things through the eyes of a corpse is very different compared to when I use my own,” the boy explained. Uncomfortable shivers spread through the two other humans present as they viscerally responded to Tamlin’s casual blasphemy. Whether the boy noticed, or particularly cared, was hard to say, but after a moment’s thought his eyes flared a luminescent green and his class tag appeared above his head. The necromancer let out a low sigh of relief, and Typh saw the tension practically flee from his shoulders. “That’s better . . . Can I have some of that bacon now?”

“Of course. Arilla?”

Despite what were obviously her best attempts not to react, Typh’s lover faltered. Arilla’s breath hitched, and the bacon fell from the pan and into the open flames when she caught sight of the boy’s new level. Twenty wasn’t a big number, but it had taken Arilla weeks of effort with Typh’s help, to get her there. Tamlin had done it in one, spreading his influence far past Rhelea’s walls on the wings of dead birds. It was true that he wouldn’t have survived the attempt without Liam’s healing, or Arilla’s protective sword, but witnessing such a sudden level rise when it belonged to a member of one of the dreaded ‘illegal’ classes was still deeply unsettling to a human who was raised to fear that which was different.

“Fuck!” the warrior cursed, realising her mistake.

“It’s no matter, the bread took the worst of the edge off.” Tamlin smiled awkwardly, although his good cheer had started to falter once he saw the other humans’ negative reactions.

“Congratulations on hitting pewter Tamlin,” Typh offered.

“Thanks. I would have gotten higher, but I couldn’t rank up without severing the connection,” he explained almost apologetically.

“Do you need any help selecting your skill? It might be a while before your next one,” she asked.

“No. Err . . . Master? I’ve already chosen,” Tamlin admitted.

“Good, but don’t call me ‘Master.’ Typh is fine when we’re in private,” the dragon said.

“Of course, Typh,” her apprentice answered, his eyes falling briefly to her cleavage on their way to his feet while he blushed crimson with embarrassment. She tried not to frown, as she had no desire to make a big deal out of it, but it was becoming increasingly clear to the dragon that her high charisma score was becoming a problem.

“Well? I believe that’s enough pleasantries,” she said, trying to move the conversation along. “Are you ready to report?”

Tamlin looked at her, and this time the boy had no trouble meeting her gaze.

“They’re here.”


Chapter 39

Standard (Redux)

They rode out on horseback through the thick snow blanketing the ground and towards the trailing banners that crested over the western horizon. Seven Terythian nobles, each with a personal retinue of five knights and even more attendants, accompanied Typh and her own entourage of misfit classers. Together, the sixty or so people made the short journey from the campgrounds to a vacant hill in front of the newly arrived host.

The mood was beyond tense. The humans—with the exception of one boy-necromancer—had yet to encounter members of a different species in such numbers before, and besides the members of Typh’s party, the others had likely never even met a nonhuman without resorting to violence. Given the assassination plot the nobles were cooking up for her, she did not count their interactions with her as an exception to this rule.

The humans had insisted on bringing along a white flag, which was currently held aloft—tied to the tip of a knight’s lance and billowing above them in the cold winter winds. Apparently, it was an old human custom that was supposed to ensure Typh’s forces wouldn’t annihilate them over a minor slight while the game of diplomacy was being played. It amused her to no end: that a species so short lived would put such an emphasis on tradition to protect them, especially when the obviously sane thing to do would be to just avoid insulting your betters when you were at their complete and utter mercy.

Rhelea’s nobility had managed to scrounge together a few hundred or so troops on short notice, who were now in the process of arranging themselves into an anaemic-looking battle line arrayed protectively around the western edge of the refugee camp. The mass of weary soldiers and conscripts, who had already fled the apocalyptic fall of a city, were unsurprisingly sluggish in forming up in the snow. The idea that they could be about to face off against a force more than one order of magnitude larger than theirs was clearly not a popular one. Them being humans, it wasn’t an entirely unfamiliar prospect; ‘monstrous’ hordes did periodically descend from the Dragonspines in great numbers, but the defenders had always held the twin advantages of Rhelea’s warded fortifications and their own superior equipment.

This time, they had neither.

Having known from the campground’s inception that this moment was coming, Typh had made sure the few attempts to fortify the tent-city had focused their efforts on the eastern flank, which faced Rhelea and the horrors contained within. She had also failed to clarify the misunderstanding that had arisen regarding both the quantity and true quality of the soldiers she intended to field. From her talks with her spies, the dragon knew that the nobles had been expecting to see a bestial horde that numbered in the mere thousands. Unclothed barbarians, feral beasts, and shit-covered goblins were what the humans had mistakenly assumed she was bringing to the table.

It tickled her to know that they couldn’t have been more wrong—although as soon as she allowed that thought to cross her mind, she did notice one particularly grubby goblin on the periphery of her senses who began to roll around on a patch of increasingly discoloured snow.

Fortunately, the nobles who conspired to kill her missed that specific degenerate’s actions. Instead, their wide-eyed gazes were firmly held by the shining ranks of heavily armoured nonhumans in tightly regimented formations that put the humans’ lacklustre efforts to shame.

The dragon smiled with all of her teeth while she watched the nobles’ previously confident expressions falter, only to be replaced with well-masked anxiety and fear.

No beast tamers would be luring her army into a suicidal assault on Rhelea. Her troops may not have been civilised in the strictest of human senses, but they were cultured, orderly, and obviously intelligent. Any priests still amongst the refugees in the camp were about to have a very hard time reconciling this indisputable truth with the commonly held belief that humanity was the only sapient species in Creation. She knew she was already a notable exception to this, but one solitary dragon who spent most of her time looking like a human was much easier to come to terms with than this. Looking out at the sea of soldiers clad in shining steel, Typh was hopeful she would finally be able to conclusively put to bed the prejudiced myth that ‘monsters’ were just level fodder. But, if her time amongst humanity had taught her one thing, it was that humans were rarely beholden to common sense.

She had left a host some fifteen thousand strong in Halith’s capable hands when she had first returned to Rhelea, but what she saw now was easily twice that, dwarfing the human defenders and even the refugee camp behind it. The army Typh had left behind had been built around a backbone of nearly ten thousand ratlings, collected from dozens of different dungeons, and that had made the furred woman the obvious choice for an interim-general. The other tribes, clans, nests, and herds of creatures Typh had incorporated into her coalition had simply lacked the numbers as a singular people to justify giving any one of them temporary command.

While a large part of her army’s recent growth was regrettably goblin in nature, the quantity of soldiers who lacked green skin and oversized heads had more than doubled. Clearly when she had given Halith instructions to recruit more people to her banner, the woman had taken that as a personal challenge.

The dragon stifled a chuckle; she hadn’t realised it until now, but she had missed the company of nonhumans. She loved Arilla, and maintained a soft spot for humanity, but they were fundamentally different from the other creatures on Creation who still retained their species classes. Nonhumans were less erratic, less unreasonable, and far more likely to show her the respect she deserved. Typh was a sovereign dragon, after all, and sometimes it was nice to spend time with creatures who recognised that for what it really meant.

In the three months Typh had spent on campaign, travelling through the Dragonspines, she had become intimately more familiar with the myriad of species that called the foothills their home. While she had never seen them as less than people, her upbringing had taught her to view them as less than a dragon. She had never heard it stated outright, but she knew that many of her own species viewed the stunted races like goblins and ratlings with disdain. It was as if their crippling at the hands of the ancient humans had been due to some kind of moral failing, rather than just bad luck and humanity’s old hatreds.

As dungeon after dungeon had fallen to her forces, she had overseen the assimilation of countless different societies into her little war machine. Many had flocked to her banner voluntarily, forgoing the need for bloodshed, and all of them had integrated without forming new grudges. They all knew the fight she had collected them for, and while many had their own ideas as to how it could best be fought, not a single people had wanted to run from the threat the Monsters posed.

They were all thoroughly hers. Her coalition of the unwanted was composed entirely of lesser species, those who had been so thoroughly crippled by the humans’ ancient meddling that they now stood no chance against the rising tide of Monsters—at least not alone. While she would have killed a thousand villagers for a mere hundred elven swordsmen, orc shamans, or dwarven battlesmiths, she couldn’t help but take pride in what she could see.

Ratling steel and siege equipment bristled along the entire length of the war lines. Goblin skirmishers roamed back and forth, crowding the space between the two disproportionately sized forces. Kobold mages arranged themselves into large ritual circles, where artillery spells were swiftly carved into the freshly cleared soil. Earth sprites moulded the uneven terrain until it was perfectly smooth for massed warg charges, or provided cover for ranged troops. Woodling archers readied their bows, dipping their arrows into the potent poisons brewed in great vats by fungoid herbalists. More creatures than she cared to count readied themselves for battle before they stood at the ready, staring off into the distance. Their eyes—those who had eyes—barely even glanced towards their much-hated foes, the humans. Instead, their resolute gazes fell on Rhelea in the distance, the city that teemed with horrors and the Monster that could end them all.

Her soldiers were low-levelled and weak, with not a single iron rank standing amongst them, and that vulnerability only made her love them more. They had marched day and night for almost a week to fight against a Monster they knew they couldn’t kill. Despite the fear they must have felt, they had still come—in part because she asked them to, but also because it was in their blood. Their ancestors may not have fought against a Monster for over a thousand generations, but that drive to defend Creation from the eldritch horrors seeking their collective ends was there all the same.

Before the Sundering, when the humans had carved the majesty out of them, they had all been more, but right now, even as lesser shadows of what they once were, they hadn’t forgotten their duty. Typh felt a momentary pang of shame; she had once sought to flee the fight she now found herself leading the preparations for, but if a mere goblin could march into the jaws of near certain death, then who was she to turn away?

While the dragon waited on the hill surrounded by humans, she saw the familiar silhouette of Halith ride out to meet them along with what seemed like a representative from every species arrayed before her. The nonhumans were all mounted on the backs of equally improbable beasts, each one was likely the prized possession of a dungeon and dwarfed the large warhorses that the human delegation rode.

A squadron of heavy ratling infantry followed behind the nonhumans in equal numbers to the knights fielded by the nobles, and while their armour may have been comparable, their levels certainly weren’t. Still, despite the humans holding onto that one advantage, it was impossible to believe that the two sides were on anything resembling an even footing.

Halith and her officers stopped short, remaining on their mounts a good twenty paces away from the humans, who did the same.

The nobles’ well-groomed faces looked up at the large standard draped in a multitude of hanging banners. Each dungeon that had fallen to Typh’s host was represented by a piece of dyed cloth with the residents’ chosen symbol stamped atop it. Above them all was a large statuette of a golden dragon that everyone recognised as the sovereign dragon’s true form, and while the humans stared, their counterparts looked to the white flag blowing in the breeze.

Both sides waited in complete silence while Typh and her entourage spurred their loaned horses on and crossed the space between to stand with the dragon’s nonhuman officers. The sound of horse hooves crunching through the snow was deafening in the face of such austere quiet. There hadn’t been a meeting like this in a very long time, and in the ages since, relationships between humans and everyone else had more than just festered.

Typh could smell the barely constrained rage that wafted off of everyone gathered on her side of the hill. While it was not remarked upon that she had brought humans with her, she could tell it was not approved of. She knew that if she ordered her army to march on the humans—defenceless refugees and all—that the only complaints would come from Arilla, Liam, and maybe Tamlin.

Hopefully, if everything went well such drastic actions would prove to be entirely unnecessary.

“Lord Sovereign, we came as fast as we could. I am glad to see that you are unharmed,” Halith said. The ratling woman then bowed as low as she could while still remaining atop the hulking rat ogre that served as her mount.

“It was a near-enough thing. I can see that you’ve followed my orders with . . . enthusiasm. I know I sent you recruiting, but goblins? Really?” Typh asked, absently noting how oddly familiar she found the small green creature who shifted uncomfortably astride the back of a particularly feral-looking dire wolf.

“They more than met your criteria for recruitment, Lord Sovereign.”

“Very well. We can discuss this and the status of your preparations later, after we deal with the humans.”

Following Typh’s dismissal, Halith and the other officers cast sidelong glances towards Arilla, Tamlin, and Liam, before turning their full attention to the nobles waiting atop their horses. The humans were looking increasingly concerned by the second, and the dragon didn’t blame them. Typh had brought the largest ‘horde of monsters’ in well over a century to their front door, and at least three of them planned to kill her and then try to lure it away with less than a score of specialist adventurers.

While that plan was clearly doomed to failure, Typh had learned her lesson about leaving trivial threats unaddressed. Slowly, so as not to spook her horse—which was already trembling in fear—she turned her horse around to face the humans with a pleasant smile on her face.

“Lady Domine?” Typh enquired.

“Y-yes, Lord Sovereign,” the noble in question quickly responded.

“I think now would be a good time for you to call off the adventurers you’ve hired to kill me, don’t you think?” the dragon asked. The highborn woman didn’t even flinch, but Lords Melias, Bidden, and Ignatious were not nearly so circumspect, and Typh caught them all briefly glancing towards either the swords at their belts or the knights behind their backs.

“Lord Sovereign, you must be mistaken! I would never even dream of betraying our alliance!” Lady Domine protested, and from the earnest sound of pain in her voice, Typh would have been tempted to believe her if not for the copious amounts of evidence her spies had managed to dredge up.

“Of course you would, you’re human. But I think you can now see that my army isn’t half as bestial as you thought it would be. Should your adventurers actually succeed in killing me, your tamers will be unable to control it, and I promise you that Halith here would like nothing more than an excuse to butcher your people down to the last man,” Typh explained. The ratling to her side practically vibrated with excitement at the suggestion. “So before we get started, now would be a good time to inform your adventurers that their services will no longer be required. I would so hate to be interrupted by an over-eager assassin who misread the signal.”

“There’s been a misunderstanding—” Lady Domine began.

“I assure you there has not. Now call them off. I can wait,” the dragon ordered, and from the sound of clinking steel that arose around her, she knew that the ratling heavies had readied their weapons.

“I—”

“Lady Domine, send a runner to stop whatever you have planned immediately. As your Liege Lord, I command it,” Lord Traylan snapped, silencing the woman’s protests.

“Why am I not surprised that my cousin has come up with a fool plan to have the dragon killed?” Lord Ignatius mused.

“Are you honestly going to pretend that you weren’t involved, Iggy?” Lady Domine sniped.

“I would never stoop so low! My cousin—”

“SILENCE!” Lord Traylan ordered. The old man must have used some sort of skill to enforce his command as an instant later, every noble mouth—bar Typh’s—snapped shut.

The nonhuman delegation watched all of this with muted amusement while the effects of Lord Traylan’s skill wore off. Once she was able to talk again, Lady Domine summoned and dispatched a runner from her retinue, who hurried back towards the campgrounds under the watchful eyes of everyone present.

“Now that that unpleasantness is behind us, let us discuss terms,” the dragon said.

The humans blinked.

“You claimed to have brought your forces here to slay the monster, what need is there for terms?” Lord Traylan asked.

“I did bring them for precisely that purpose. The Monster’s mere existence is an existential threat to us all. But I am not so forgiving to ignore that you tried to cut my head off last week, and Lady Domine’s attempt hasn’t even been called off yet,” Typh said, gesturing towards the messenger still retreating into the distance.

“If you want assurances of your safety, we can arrange that,” the old noble offered.

“I have an army that utterly eclipses yours. I have supply lines stretching back to the Dragonspines that will bring food, weapons, and eventually reinforcements. I don’t need your protection,” she spat.

“Then what do you want, Lord Sovereign?” Lord Traylan was eventually able to grunt out.

“I want you to know your place.”

“I’m—I’m not sure that I follow.”

“Yes you do. You’re human. It’s in your nature to think of yourselves as more important than we are. Just as much as I want your gold and treasures, you want to be in charge: to order around the savages who will bleed for your city in your stead. Wasn’t that the essence of Lady Domine’s plan?”

“I—” the noble woman began.

“QUIET!” Typh roared, her voice momentarily that of a dragon’s, all bass and rumbling thunder rather than her usual delicate tones. Horses reared and whinnied, while searing pain lanced through her chest as [Alternate Form] weakened, bridging the gap—if only for a fraction of a second—between her two forms.

She clutched at her chest and took several deep panting breaths in an attempt to steady herself while she waited for the pain to recede. The dragon caught the hungry looks that quickly spread through the gathered crowd of humans, who noticed her brief bout of weakness and appeared ready to pounce. She knew then that she had never been more right about anything than ever before, and any thoughts of giving them the benefit of the doubt evaporated.

“When we’re done, and Rhelea is saved, you’ll want us to go on our way without compensation for our losses, or even a chance to lick our wounds. If we try to stay you’ll demand that we kneel at your feet and beg for scraps while you use and discard us like the animals you still see us as. I’ve seen what your kind does if given the chance, and I refuse to allow that to happen to my people.”

She watched them as they stifled their denials, the lies coming instinctively to them—but as much as they may have wanted to, they couldn’t call her a liar. The prices set in the Adventurers Guild and backed by the King of Terythia were too well known to all present. Nonhumans were monsters, and monsters were there to be exploited for levels and money. That belief was fundamentally ingrained into human culture and would take a long time to extricate. The idea that, after the threat had passed, they would then go on to thank Typh and her coalition for their aid was farcical and everyone knew it.

“What are your terms?” Xan asked, her calm question stalling out the gathered nobles’ unconvincing attempts to allay Typh’s fears.

“I will provide food, clothes, and shelter for all the humans who have fled Rhelea. In exchange, you will all submit to my command for the coming battle when we retake the city. I will not have my subjects treated as disposable fodder in some human scheme to soften us up for hostile renegotiations.” Typh announced.

“I understand your concerns, especially given our shared history, but—” Lord Traylan began.

“Oh I am not done,” she warned. “For our aid, I demand the immediate release of all creatures currently held in the Royal Alchemical Stables, fifteen thousand gold talents, and most importantly of all, I want Rhelea and the surrounding territory declared a permanent safe haven for all nonhumans, along with all active members of the alchemists guild and its agents banned from entry.”

“What?!” the noble exclaimed, while the faces of his peers around him went as white as a sheet.

“To enforce your cooperation, I will reserve the right to garrison the city with as many of my soldiers as I please. To better enforce compliance and the amicable mixing of our respective species,” she continued.

“Lord Sovereign, I’m not sure you understand the complex intricacies involved in what you’re asking for,” Lord Traylan began.

“I completely understand what I’m demanding. Do you need me to explain it again using smaller words?” the dragon asked.

“No. You were perfectly clear . . .” Lord Traylan sighed. “But you’re asking for too much. Fifteen thousand talents is a vast sum, and while my line rules over Rhelea, we do so at the grace of our King. Even if I wanted to—which I don’t—declaring the region a safehaven for monsters, banning the Alchemists Guild, installing a foreign garrison in Rhelea, and releasing the creatures in the Royal Alchemical Stables is far beyond my authority!”

“Twelve and a half thousand is not a sum I plucked out of thin air. I believe it is the price the Alchemists Guild was going to pay whoever brought me to them alive; it’s also the same sum you offered for Arilla’s head. I’m sure you can afford it. And don’t worry, I do have some sympathy for you in regards to the last part,” she said. “Xan?”

“Yes, Lord Sovereign?” the inquisitor asked carefully.

“In light of the Alchemical Knights’ recent betrayal, I believe you can declare Rhelea’s branch of the guild traitors and renegades, can you not?” the dragon asked.

“I can . . . but it would be extremely premature for such a drastic action. There would be dire consequences when the Guild—”

“I don’t care. Do it, and give me your personal assurances that you will do your best to fulfil the rest of my demands,” Typh instructed.

“Why should we submit to any of your insane requests? You said it yourself, the Monster is an existential threat to us all. We can just sit back and watch while you kill it for us, and then give you nothing,” Lord Melias asked.

“Because, you dolt, if you don’t give me what I want, I’ll have my army kill you all down to the last classer. You’re right, the Monster has to die quickly, and harvesting the levels from the ten thousand or so refugees behind you would be an easy way to increase my army’s strength.”

“You wouldn’t.”

“Try me, human.”

Time stretched while she stared down the nobles. Typh heard every breath and fidget while they tested her nerve. She saw the look of dismay on Arilla’s face even behind her helm, and she felt the visceral fear that wafted off of the knights waiting behind the nobles.

“When you say you’ll feed the refugees, can you be more specific? Humans need meat and grain to get through the winter, not to mention a supply of vegetables to ward off disease. I don’t know what monstrous species eat, but we have more delicate stomachs than a goblin, for instance,” Lord Traylan asked.

“Don’t we all . . .” Typh said, smiling wide, for in that moment the deal was essentially struck and only the details were left to be hammered out.

Halith came forward with information on the resources they had to barter with, and the whole confrontation quickly degenerated into a messy bit of haggling: how much food was required for a warrior to fight on, the exact definition of submission, how to best deliver the gold and in what instalments. It was a long and gruelling process, one that almost certainly wouldn’t have gone as smoothly without Typh having the humans bent over a barrel.

Hours later, they were done for the day, and for all of their incessant complaints Typh felt like the humans had gotten off with a good deal. It was certainly better than what anyone else under her command would have let them have. She didn’t doubt for a moment that Rhelea’s nobility would try to renege on what they had agreed, but for now it would stand.

When her standard was dipped so that the humans could kneel and kiss the sculpted dragon, Typh finally allowed herself to relax. Under the watchful gazes of her officers, seven pairs of lips kissed the golden statuette, and just like that, Typh’s coalition of the unwanted gained over ten thousand new members.

She would make sure to use them well.


Chapter 40

Old Hatreds

Arilla was out of her depth. While she had always enjoyed stories about cunning generals and tactician kings, she was self-aware enough to know that she’d be lucky to be considered even a mediocre strategist. She had no formal position in the war council beyond her connection to Typh, and her lack of experience in such matters was telling. The warrior struggled to keep up with the often antagonistic conversations that went on in parallel with the complex plans that were made, picked apart, and discarded over faults she could barely even recognise, let alone fully comprehend. Just the initial debates regarding the locations suitable for latrine trenches had contained enough fine detail to make her head spin. By the time they actually got around to discussing the combined assault on Rhelea, Arilla was already exhausted and battling a growing headache.

Typh’s decision to allow the tent to fill up with the heady stench of pipe smoke and stale alcohol certainly hadn’t helped. The stress of knowing how many lives hung in the balance made every decision feel weighty and ominous. It was a constant challenge for her to resist the escape promised by the myriad of mind-numbing vices on offer. Human servants flitted gracefully between high-backed chairs with trays of powders and bottles of liquors. They were nonhuman-made, one and all, exotic substances tailored to even more exotic palates brought with the arrival of the dragon’s army. Arilla desperately wished that she had some great insight to share, some master plan that would cut the projected casualties down from the tens of thousands to the hundreds, but it was honestly all that she could do to stay in her seat and politely decline each offered drink.

Gods help her, but she was so thirsty, and no matter how much water she drank, her throat felt dry and cracked every time she was called upon to speak. Arilla had hardly been educated to a high standard, and while she had taken to reading up on Astresian history during the past three months, it had only been three months. She didn’t know why Typh had insisted she attend these meetings; with the number of nonhumans present, it wasn’t like the dragon was in need of an additional friendly face.

Perhaps it was because of her coming duel with Lord Traylan. After she fought and killed the old noble, she would be named the new Lord Traylan, and everything would change.

The orphan in her couldn’t get over how perverse it was that she was finally going to be rewarded with a family—one she had killed the last three trueborn members of. She had yet to discuss this with Typh, but the dragon was certainly aware of Arilla’s looming inheritance. With the arrival of the sovereign dragon’s army, she had released all the adventurers from her service except the rogues. In exchange for regular handfuls of their dwindling supply of gold, the rogues now fed her information about every little plot that was cooked up inside the campgrounds. It was almost impossible that the details Arilla had omitted surrounding her duel with the old noble hadn’t reached Typh’s ears.

Arilla didn’t even want Rhelea, and she certainly didn’t want it to come between her and Typh now that they were finally together again. She knew why she hadn’t mentioned it. The prospect of Lordship scared her—not because she didn’t think she could rule, but because she was scared that protecting her home might one day mean refusing the woman she loved. She had already chosen Rhelea’s citizens over a comfortable life with the dragon once; if she was forced to make that decision again, would she be strong enough to choose Typh? Was choosing her even strength, or was it just a more insidious form of weakness?

Now that Arilla finally had what she wanted, she was petrified to lose it, and every social instinct she possessed told her that Lord Traylan hadn’t lied or exaggerated when he’d promised his title would be the death of her.

Instead of focusing on the building dread that grew in her stomach whenever she thought about the future, the warrior turned her attention towards the heated and often slurred arguments yelled over the almost raucous noise of the tent. Raised voices, more often than not projected in inhuman tones and pitches, all insisted that their subtle variation on the plan was the only one that could end in victory. Arilla didn’t understand the tactical implications involved; to her uneducated ears the different strategies all sounded more or less identical to one another. But she did know people, and for all the fur, scales, and bark that Typh’s officers had, at the end of the day that was what they were—people.

They had been talking in circles for over a day now, while failing to make any real progress in formulating a plan that everyone could all agree on. The crux of the problem was that the heads of the various factions that made up the dragon’s coalition did not get along. The army was united, but only in their deference to Typh and their shared loathing of both humans and the Monster. In addition to those old hatreds, the ratlings hated the wargs, and the wargs hated the woodlings, who in turn hated the fungoids, who hated the kobolds, who then hated earth sprites, and absolutely everyone hated the goblins, who themselves hated the humans more than anyone else. It was a mess, but it might have been salvageable if Rhelea’s nobles didn’t seem to delight in antagonising everyone by playing them off against each other.

Still, at least now everyone could sit down and share a drink together without immediately resorting to blows, which was a marked improvement on where they had been the previous morning. Arilla held her head in her hands and leaned forwards in her chair while a carafe of rich ruby-red wine passed her by. The long-furred warg to her side, whose name she couldn’t pronounce, accepted the offered drink from the attendant on duty.

The warrior watched out of the corner of her eye with amazement as the bestial creature—more wolf than man—paused in his tirade against leading his pack through the west gate, to thank the servant-tagged human, who then went on to pour drinks for the remainder of the people sat at the table.

That can’t be it . . . can it?

Arilla’s mind whirled while she thought through the implications of what she’d witnessed. It was nothing on the surface, a mere kindness between two people of unequal stations, but considering the esteemed occupants in the room, it was potentially everything. The dragon seated at the head of the table caught her eye and smiled. Typh’s gold-flecked irises pulled the warrior in, and a pleasant warmth spread from Arilla’s stomach, rising all the way up to her cheeks. Her need for a drink to steady her nerves evaporated in an instant, and she was struck by how badly she wanted the woman.

“I think that’s enough for today, we can resume this in the morning,” the dragon said from atop her gaudy throne of sculpted gold. Her words evoked a mixture of relieved and exasperated sighs, but no complaints arose. “Arilla, Halith, please stay for a moment.”

The tent flap opened, allowing the stuffy air to escape into the cold, while representatives of every species bar one quickly shuffled out and away from Typh’s domineering presence. Arilla knew without checking that Lord Traylan’s proxy for the day, Lady Arusal, would be quick to flee the dragon’s camp and cross the half mile of snow that separated them from the human settlement to the east. Since Typh’s hard bargaining the previous day, the old noble had yet to emerge from his tent. His mood had hardly been good beforehand, but the prospect of handing over his city in all but name to the dragon may have pushed him over the edge.

Given his depressive state, Arilla would have been worried about his ability to aid them in the long term, but the man had spat on her offer of amnesty and demanded her head in exchange for saving the country he was honorbound to serve. She would duel him, and she would win. Arilla knew that she should be more nervous at the prospect. She was outmatched in both level and experience, but she was a Noble Slayer, and the class that lived in her chest practically purred in delight at the thought of ending the man.

“You look like you want to say something,” Typh said, speaking to her once the three of them were finally alone.

“Are you dragging these meetings out so we can drink together and make merry?” Arilla asked.

“No, the meetings will last until our preparations are ready, but everyone drinking together in the meantime is an added benefit. The sooner we learn to get along, the easier things will go,” the dragon responded. “Halith, how are we actually doing?”

“Things are proceeding smoothly. The rogues still under your employ have mapped out a large portion of the catacombs, and it is as we feared. The kobolds remain confident that it is possible, but it will cost us. The more accurate we are, the better our chances, but . . .” the ratling trailed off.

“But the more time the Monster will have to grow. I know. And the weapons?” Typh asked.

“Bar a few holdouts who frankly don’t trust our steel, runic blades have been handed out to almost everyone who wants one. We’re ready, or at least ready enough,” Halith said.

“You don’t think we should wait until the rogues are done scouting?”

“It’s not worth the risk.”

“We only get the one chance—we can’t afford any mistakes.”

“The kobolds say they can do it, and I trust their judgement.”

“And I trust yours. Very well, we attack tomorrow,” Typh declared.

“I don’t understand, I thought the plan was still up in the air?” Arilla asked.

“Silly girl—”

“Halith, be careful,” the dragon warned.

“Of course, Lord Sovereign,” the ratling apologised with a deep bow of her head, before turning in her chair to better face the warrior. Arilla stared into the beady rat-eyes of the furred woman, who was draped in flowing silks and heavy silver, and suppressed a sigh. She couldn’t get a read on Halith at all. She had hoped that the ratling would have a tell, a twitch to her whiskers or a wag of the tail, but the creature remained totally foreign to the warrior even after all this time. “The plan is largely in place. While the minutiae are left to be determined, it is largely irrelevant. Once we enter Rhelea, it will break down, and as Lady Arusal put it, become a total-fucking-disaster.”

“I thought that was why we moved away from that plan . . .” Arilla muttered.

“No. There is no way around this problem, only through,” Typh explained. “We don’t have the luxury of choosing the location. Hells, we barely get to choose the time of our assault. A lot of people are going to die, and there’s nothing any of us can do to stop it. The original plan is what we are going with. Four columns, one to each gate, with the goblins and the bulk of adventurers going with Xan below. It doesn’t really matter who goes where—the same fight has to be fought.”

“Everyone you send into the catacombs will die in droves,” Arilla responded, feeling numb.

“The adventurers we’re sending down there will stand a decent chance at survival, and we need Xan to deal with the Alchemic Knights, but yes, the goblins accompanying them would be extremely lucky to survive. I know it’s harsh, but it’s the most important fight there is—the Monster can’t be killed while it’s empowered by that runic array. The goblins have the numbers and are well suited to dark tunnels . . . Although, do you even care? I thought you hated them.” Typh asked.

“I do hate them—everyone does—but . . .” the warrior began. “It isn’t right. They came all this way to help us, and for us to use them like that . . . it’s wrong.”

The dragon and the ratling shared a long, intense look which only ended when Typh broke out smiling.

“I told you she was different,” Typh gloated.

“Perhaps you are right about her, but I’m not convinced about the others,” Halith replied. “It would be far simpler to just kill them all.”

“For now? Sure, but in a few months we’d be bleeding ourselves against the Nauron army rather than enlisting their aid. We need the humans if we’re to survive,” the dragon explained.

“They’ll never listen to you,” the ratling warned.

“You’re right, but they’ll listen to her,” Typh said, pointing at Arilla.

“Me?” the warrior asked, feeling her heart flutter beneath the intensity of their twin gazes.

“After we’re done here, she’s going to kill Lord Traylan for the city. For us,” Typh stated matter of factly. “She gets us into the highborn circles, where we can prove the benefits of working together. With her as our envoy we can persuade the humans to help us prevent another Monster from ever spawning.”

“For what? A decade or two at most? And that’s only if they listen. If we cull the human population down to something more manageable, then we can take our time pleading our case to the Elder Council and maybe they’ll see fit to restore the Great Wards for us,” Halith retorted.

“Something more manageable? You sound like an elf,” the dragon accused. “Regardless, we can’t achieve a cull on such a scale, not in the time we have left, and even if we could, I wouldn’t stand for it. We’re in this together. For whatever reasons they may have, the Elder Council has given up on us. They couldn’t even be bothered to inform us of their decision, let alone the why of it. They just left us all to die. We are on our own, and for all of their ignorance, humanity covers the length and breadth of Astresia. We need them just as much as they need us.”

The ratling looked deeply uncomfortable at the thought, and from the way she glared at Arilla, the warrior knew that this was not going to be the last conversation they would have on this matter.

“Great. Now if you two are done declaring me your only hope and then talking about me as if I’m not in the room, can we please take a moment to explain my role in these meetings? I can be your envoy without knowing the business of war,” the warrior asked, feeling her class rumble with anticipation when she chastised the noble dragon.

Typh paused and shared another long look with Halith before she finally deigned to speak.

“I need you to learn how to lead my army, with Halith as your second in command,” the dragon explained.

“What? Why? Shouldn’t you be leading? Don’t you have millennia worth of memories guiding you?” Arilla asked.

“I do. Which is the problem,” Typh sighed. “In my ancestors’ memories we weren’t ever so weak. A single sovereign dragon could carve a hole into Creation ten miles deep and twice as wide if they weren’t careful. Monsters could rip the life right out of the creatures they came into contact with, and their spawn took on shapes right out of my worst nightmares. I’ve shared some of those visions with you—you know what I’m talking about.”

“I do,” the warrior shuddered, not needing to say another word.

“What I’m getting at is that my instincts are all wrong. The lessons learned from before the Sundering simply aren’t relevant anymore. They keep telling me that the soldiers in my army are little more than children, and that the idea of facing a Monster with a host consisting of second- and third-tier creatures is suicidally stupid. I can still grasp the larger picture, but . . . whenever I try to look at the details, a thousand voices, each wiser than my own, tell me that everything I’m doing is wrong,” the dragon explained. “I have so much to unlearn before I can be useful, and I fear that we just don’t have the time.”

“Whereas I know nothing,” the warrior responded.

“Exactly. You’re a blank slate. You can learn to lead far faster than I can, and more importantly, I trust you,” the dragon said, placing her small hand on top of Arilla’s.

“I feel the need to remind you that I was leading just fine in your absence,” Halith interjected.

“You were, but a human in charge will put the rest of her species at ease. It will make them more likely to listen to Arilla at the negotiation table, rather than seeking to execute her for being a traitor to her species,” Typh said.

“The soldiers in your army won’t like it. I don’t like it,” the ratling snarled.

“Maybe, but they’ll have time to adjust. We’re talking months if not years before I hand over the reins to Arilla. For this fight, we’ll keep our forces as separate as we can; Halith will take the ratlings through the north gate, Lord Traylan’s forces will go to the west, Braknaghs’s wargs are taking the south, and the east we’ll leave to Tumbling-Gravel and the smaller tribes.”

“Tumbling-Gravel has the imagination of a rock, even for an earth sprite. With them in charge the eastern front will be a disaster,” Halith warned.

“Perhaps, but the richest in Rhelea live on the eastern side. It contains the most sparsely populated districts by far. The fighting will be the easiest there,” the dragon replied, dismissing the ratling’s concerns with a wave. “Now, if you’ll excuse me. It’s getting late, and I have to go sit in a dark tent and debrief my rogues.”

Typh rose from her throne and paused in exiting the tent for long enough to plant a soft kiss on Arilla’s cheek before she was gone from the room, leaving the warrior alone with the visibly frustrated ratling. The silence between them was immediately deafening. Halith just sat there in her chair, her short claws digging into the hardwood while she glared daggers into the warrior’s eyes.

“Listen, I understand that you don’t like humans. I’m not sure I do half the time, but assuming we survive these coming days, we’re going to be working together for a long while, so we shou—”

“You’re not good enough for her!” Halith snapped.

“I’m sorry?” Arilla nearly stumbled over her apology, she was so flatfooted by the intense levels of anger pouring off the furred woman before her, that she didn’t know what to think.

“I said that you are not good enough for the Lord Sovereign,” the ratling repeated, a little calmer this time.

“And how is that your business?”

“Because I had to pick up the pieces when you left her. You used her to get your revenge, and then you abandoned her. Just like you’re using her again to save your petty little kingdom.”

“I’m not using her, I love her,” Arilla said, earning herself a snort of derision from the ratling.

“You don’t even know what she is, you can’t begin to comprehend the majesty of a sovereign dragon. To think for even a moment that you could imagine yourself worthy of her touch . . .”

“She’s a woman. Typh deserves to be loved.”

“Typh is so much more than that,” Halith snapped, before letting out a low sigh. “She is right. The Elder Council has abandoned us lesser species to die. But she—she is the only one of them to care enough to try and save us. Even though we don’t stand a chance, she is fulfilling her duty to us all.”

“And I want to help,” Arilla offered.

“You want to help yourself; you’re human, you’d never choose us over your own kind. Time and again, it is your species that is the problem, and time and again the rest of us suffer because of it. The Great Wards didn’t break themselves—it was your kind who doomed us all.”

“I can hardly be held responsible for that,” the warrior said. “But do you really want to talk about evil, Halith? Typh told me how your species keeps the lines pure, how you breed those rat ogres and warrior caste soldiers. What is that, if not evil?”

“It is necessary for our survival because of what you did to us.”

“Evil’s evil, Halith. Excuses may help you sleep better, but they don’t change anything.”

The two women stared into each other’s eyes for a long time. Arilla sensed that the hatred in Halith’s gaze hadn’t dimmed in the slightest after her recent outpouring of vitriol. The warrior supposed that she shouldn’t be surprised; thousands of years of enmity didn’t just go away overnight because a woman with a pretty face told you to get over it. Arilla still hated goblins, even if she felt sympathy for what was about to be done to them, so she couldn’t blame Halith for despising her, even if it felt unjustified.

A ratling dreg rushed into the tent, thin and scrawny by comparison to the warrior, craftsman, or even mage castes that Arilla was used to seeing in the dragon’s camp. The small creature scurried towards Halith and placed a tightly wrapped scroll in front of her before retreating with placating squeaks in the ratling’s native tongue.

The former general slowly read the short missive and smiled wide, displaying her two rows of very sharp teeth.

“Well, human, it would seem you’ve been granted an opportunity to prove me wrong. There’s been a murder.”

* * *

“Why did you do it?” Arilla asked, keeping her words as cold and dispassionate as she could for her growing audience while she addressed the adventurer before her. The man was wrapped from head to toe in thick, skill-forged chains—which was a good thing, since the iron-ranker had taken down well over a dozen bronze soldiers and nearly thrice that in pewters before he was finally stopped.

“Because they’re goblins. Little raping shits. I’ll do it again if you try to saddle me with any more of them,” the ranger replied, his broad grin unwavering on his bearded face.

“For the record, that is a myth. While goblins aren’t keen on romance, so long as you keep your farm animals and pets secure, it is not an issue. But what makes you so certain that you won’t face punishment for your crimes?”

“My crimes? Hah!” the man laughed. “I should be charging you a chalkoi for each ear, but I’m a generous man so I’ll let it slide.”

“That was before,” Arilla explained. “I know you’ve heard it, but Lord Traylan has suspended all bounties against sapients within his territory and—”

“Aye I heard. It’s madness. There are a lot of children in the campgrounds, can’t have them so close to monsters, even if they are tame enough to help us retake Rhelea,” the ranger interrupted.

“So you crossed the half mile to get to this camp, and then began killing goblins and ratlings, because . . . the children?” Arilla asked.

“No. Don’t make me out to be soft in the head. I did it because you want to send me below with those things. I’ll do it, but not with goblins watching my back. They eat people—those lucky enough not to be bred—and that’s only after they’re done with the torturing. They’re a blight on Creation, and it’s insane that you trust them at all.”

Arilla set her mouth into a firm line. This was a complication she could do without, especially on the eve of a battle, and doubly so when the man in question was unfailingly popular with the other humans in camp, as all iron-rank adventurers tended to be. It didn’t help that the ranger was merely voicing a sentiment held by many, herself included if she was being honest, but his attitude was forcing her hand.

“I have to let them kill you for this. You understand that, right?” Arilla asked.

“Hah! You’ve got balls on you for sure, Dragonrider, but let’s cut the shit and speak plainly, shall we?” the adventurer suggested.

“Why not.”

“I’m iron rank, and you need me. Those grass-stains that I killed aren’t worth me blind-drunk on a bad day. I’m easily more valuable to you than a hundred of them and you know it. I’ll take whatever slap on the wrist you’re offering, but if you want to retake Rhelea then you’ll let me and mine do as we please. Ain’t none of us happy to be saddled with monsters for allies.”

“I see . . .” Arilla trailed off, while her eyes scanned the tired faces of those present. Once word had gotten out, people had flocked to the edge of the dragon’s camp to watch the sentencing, knowing it for the precedent that it was. Representatives from every nonhuman race all stood in attendance, along with most of Rhelea’s nobility and more than half of the iron-rank adventurers. Silently, they watched and waited for her judgement; no one offered even a single word in the man’s defence, for everyone but the accused seemed to know that the alliance couldn’t stand if adventurers could kill nonhumans with impunity.

She wished that it was Typh making the decision, but while she held no formal title, people still remembered who she was. Despite Halith’s hostility—which was by no means unique amongst the nonhumans—they still deferred to her, treating her voice as if it was the dragon’s.

The man—Eirme, she vaguely recalled—was forcing her to choose between the fate of Rhelea, and Terythia, possibly even Astresia by extension, or him. She hated it, but what was one solitary adventurer’s life compared to all that? Her mouth was dry as she said the words, and she couldn’t help but remember how months ago, she had once complained that a single chalkoi wasn’t nearly enough to get high-level adventurers to take the threat posed by goblins seriously.

Times had changed, and Eirme was too slow to change with them.

“Turn him over to the goblins. They lost the most people, so let them recoup as many levels as they can.”

Arilla would have loved it if the goblins took him away somewhere to be mercifully cut into by however many blades the goblins decided to split the experience between. Unfortunately, the vicious little fucks either had no appetite for that, or perhaps they too wanted to set a precedent of their own.

No sooner had she said the words, than a procession of green-skinned creatures started to creep forwards from the dark corners of the camp. With [Slayer’s Sight] Arilla had seen them waiting, but she’d underestimated both their quantity and their rage. They surrounded the ranger, scores of them filling every available space. One by one, their teeth flashed yellow in the torchlight, and without even bothering the remove his chains, the slow-moving tide of green tore into the man, devouring the murderer alive to the steadily growing sound of his screams.

It was not fast. Rangers tended to have a decent amount of vitality, and Arilla knew better than most how much abuse an adventurer’s body could tolerate under the right circumstances. While Eirme was wrong about everything important, he was correct that goblins knew how to torture a man—and with such an esteemed audience, they made damned sure to demonstrate their collective prowess.

Arilla stood motionless and watched, trying to ignore the comparisons that came to mind between Rolf’s and the goblins’ respective styles. To look away would have been a disservice to the man she had sentenced to die, even if she knew it would save her from tonight’s bout of nightmares. By the time it was over, the nonhumans in attendance seemed oddly elated, almost disbelieving that such a thing had just happened, whereas the humans who had stayed for it all held expressions that promised trouble come the morning.

The warrior let out a low, tired sigh. Gods help her, but she needed a drink.


Chapter 41

Crescendo

For the first time in years, Eliza woke up feeling refreshed. She let out a low yawn and slowly stretched herself awake before finally scrambling out of her narrow cot. Of the seven occupants calling that cramped tent their temporary home, she was the very last to rise, which gave her the almost luxurious benefit of getting dressed in total privacy. Eliza took her time to enjoy the cool sensation of the morning air on her exposed skin, secure in the knowledge that Riyoul would never again suddenly appear and cast judgement over her body.

The bastard was dead, and that knowledge brought her nothing but joy.

Having fled Rhelea with just the clothes on her back and her trusty violin, Eliza’s garments were getting more than a little ripe, but when she considered all the death and destruction that had taken place so recently it didn’t feel right to complain about dirty clothes. Gods help her, but she really missed the old washerwoman who normally took care of her laundry. Eliza knew that she was being ungrateful, that others certainly had it worse than she did, having lost their homes, partners, and even children. She was alive and uninjured—voice notwithstanding—so it felt fundamentally wrong to cry about persistent odours, dead friends, and a missing cat.

So, she didn’t.

When she was finally ready—stained clothing and all—Eliza pulled back the tent flap, inhaled a deep lungful of crisp, wintery air, and put on an almost genuine smile. Life, for all of its recent horrors, was finally improving for the bard. Oh sure, her home was infested with monsters, people had died by the thousands, and she’d lost her voice, but ever since that night on the hill when she’d led the other bards in song, the music had been flowing through her stronger than ever before.

She could already feel it building. It was a low beat that grew imperceptibly faster with every passing second, part of a rising score that offered her a glimpse of the inevitable crescendo. The notes were so powerful that they bled into her other senses. It manifested as the sharp taste of a high-C on her tongue, the feel of a low-G caressing her back, and a flat-D pushing her forwards, out of the tent. Wrapped up in music, the bard revelled in her strengthened connection to her class. She wondered if this was what everyone else felt like all the time when they weren’t being tormented by invisible sociopaths.

Mirroring the increasingly urgent sounds that had enveloped her heart, people hurried about all around her, desperate to finish their preparations before the looming deadline. The entrance to her shared tent was an island of calm amidst a storm of frantic, last-minute activity. Nearby, warriors ritualistically checked their weapons and offered prayers up to their ancestors before heading out. Words of sage advice were gifted to members of the traditionally non-combat classes, who awkwardly parroted the warriors’ expert movements. Those who were new to violence were easy to identify from how they held their runic blades awkwardly in their hands, but while their knees may have shaken, the look of determination in their eyes spoke volumes to their resolve.

The nonhuman-forged steel had proliferated throughout the campgrounds. Back in Rhelea it was not uncommon to see weapons tied to belts, but where before daggers and cudgels had been primarily used to ward away thieves, now longswords and battleaxes were carried by everyone from the highest-levelled adventurers to the humblest of labourers.

Husbands and wives exchanged their own heartfelt goodbyes, while children—ever so quick to recover from the violence they’d witnessed—played nearby in the thick snow blanketing the ground.

The rich smell of meaty stew mingled with that of oiled steel, since the dragon’s stores had been cracked wide open to give everyone one last good meal before the assault on the city. Hulking monsters on four or more legs dragged heavy wagons through wide paths between clusters of tents. This would have been remarkable by itself even if they were driven by those with tamer classes—yet they weren’t. More humanoid-shaped monsters, who would have been hunted for coin mere days ago, now travelled the camp offering food to the hungry and enchanted steel to the vengeful.

Eliza didn’t know how many people had volunteered to fight, but it was becoming an increasingly rare thing to see a man or a woman without a blade in their hands. It was insane, and yet it made perfect sense. Rheleans had lost so much; that anger was still fresh, and the songs that played almost through the night only served to stoke their righteous fury. Classers were stronger than normal folk, and even without a combat class, higher stats gave even the most innocent-sounding classes an edge over lower-levelled warriors. If farm boys could trade the scythe for a spear in times of war, then even a Rhelean bard like herself could learn to swing a sword.

Eliza walked through the camp, weaving between tents and goodbyes while her ears sampled the sounds of activity. Today was the day she went back into Rhelea, back inside the jaws of the hungry city that had already consumed so many lives. When the soldiers went, she—like so many others—would go with them. The heavy lump of sharp steel at her hip was proof enough of her intentions.

Flashes of the horrors crawling along the sides of buildings, and waves of inky black tearing their way through the living, superimposed themselves before her eyes, but the accompanying fear for her own life never came. She blinked away the unpleasant memories and carried on about her morning. She didn’t know if it was her broken skill or Riyoul’s death that was affecting her so profoundly, but as she joined the slow-moving stream of hesitant classers, she felt her confidence grow in time with the pace of her song.

She knew that many of the people who crowded in around her hoped that their loved ones trapped inside Rhelea were still alive—and they believed their armed return was the only thing that would ensure their families survival. It was a belief that seemed to be encouraged by the higher-ups who had formulated the rather simplistic plan of attack. Eliza didn’t know if she believed it. The idea reeked of propaganda, but usually bards were the first to be conscripted to spread such messages, and while she still couldn’t talk without relying on her skills, she wasn’t aware of a single one of her colleagues who had been paid to spread that rumour.

Four massive columns of soldiers were arrayed side by side on the sloping plains between the campgrounds and the city. One was human, the other three decidedly not. Eliza’s eyes had trouble comprehending the sheer quantity of souls waiting before her, and the contrasting sizes and shapes of the nonhumans certainly didn’t help her make an accurate count. Monsters and people—or perhaps just people—continued to trickle down from the two camps to join their respective forces.

Human and nonhuman alike met on the short walk down the hill. With skyward glances levels were compared, and very rarely greetings were exchanged instead of hostile looks. Hulking figures made from living stone and clad in thick steel lumbered along, heedless of the thick snow underfoot. Packs of burly ratlings, fully encapsulated in shining armour, marched forwards in perfect formation to join their own column, which was far more orderly than the rest. Adventurers laughed, far more at ease than their civilian contemporaries, who muttered curses and shared grim jokes in the most perfect example of gallows humour that the bard had ever seen.

As Eliza’s feet led her down a well-trodden path layered with footprints she didn’t recognise, her skill-enhanced ears picked up on every conversation within her considerable range. While the topics were rarely light, there was a note of hopefulness in the air, a belief that if they all did their part everything would be alright. It made her smile a little less false, and as she leaned into that optimistic feeling she almost felt her steps get lighter. Then, amidst the cacophony of noises in different tones and languages, she finally heard something—someone—familiar.

The bard turned slightly and began to sprint, pushing her way through the slow-moving crowd in her haste. Eliza didn’t have to travel far, but the time between hearing his voice and seeing his face felt long and torturous. The worry that she might have imagined his familiar tones would have been unbearable. Fortunately, the man in question had a tendency to natter on constantly, which made finding him amongst the massive crowd remarkably easy.

Clad in a ridiculous mail coif at least two sizes too large for him, along with a shining breastplate and a sturdy axe—neither of which suited the short man—the other bard was a welcome sight to Eliza’s sore eyes. Her old friend looked utterly ridiculous equipped for war, but when she considered that he at least had armour whereas she had a stained shirt, perhaps the man had the right idea.

Barlow was comfortably sandwiched between two statuesque warrior-tagged women who made her short friend seem absolutely diminutive as they shuffled towards the column. While he talked their ears off with tales of his heroic exploits Eliza knew to be nothing more than outrageous lies, she was comforted by the way the two women moved protectively around him when they saw her running towards him.

“Eliza, you’re alive! I should have known you were too pretty to die.” Barlow grinned, pushing past his warrior escort in his haste to greet her. When she didn’t immediately respond, a look of concern started to form on Barlow’s face, but Eliza was quick to dispel that by rapping her knuckles on his shining steel breastplate in a short little beat.

“And I should have known you were too cowardly to stay in Rhelea,” she drummed. The other bard was quick to let out a relieved laugh.

“You’re right in that, I suppose. One look at those horrors and I was already running for the gates,” he laughed. “I mean tentacle monsters, really? It’s like something out of one of your ruder songs. Anyway, what was that just now? A new skill?”

“A new use for an old skill. I lost my voice.”

Barlow winced at that, and Eliza couldn’t blame him. It was a deep wound for a bard to suffer.

“Oh well, you never could sing anyway. The violin was always your talent—although being completely honest, those bawdy tales of yours never would have sold half as well without your pretty face and more impressive figure behind the instrument” the short man joked.

“Gods above, Barlow, you really haven’t changed at all have you?” she tapped, and he just grinned at her in response. “Do you know if any of the others made it out?”

“Give me a second. I’m going to need a drink for that . . .” Barlow winced. The short bard then fished a dented flask from a pocket around his waist. He took a deep drink of the dark fluid before offering it to Eliza. Just a whiff of the intoxicating fumes was enough to make her head spin, and considering the life-or-death battle up ahead she decided to politely decline. The decision earned her a brief look of surprise from her old friend. “Liara’s dead. Fool woman put herself between a pack of horrors and a family of four. I didn’t stick around to see the end of it, but she would have gone down swinging that ridiculous axe of hers. Adriann also made it out, although his wife didn’t. The ranger’s up ahead somewhere in the column. He was one of the first to form up this morning—once he’d traded everything he had with the dragon’s monsters for extra arrows that can actually harm those tentacled abominations. Last I saw him, he was alright physically—though he never did get his teeth fixed. If you ask me, though, no matter how well this goes, he ain’t coming out again without his wife. And Phiopplies . . . well . . . you know.”

“Yeah. I do . . .”

The two bards walked forwards in silence for a time while Eliza processed what Barlow had just told her. She’d had no reason to expect more, but Eliza had hoped for better news regarding the fate of her friends.

“What about Riyoul? I’ve seen the rest of the Shining Swords about camp, but—”

“Bastard’s dead,” she tapped on Barlow’s chest with finality.

“Oh. Are you—”

“I killed him.”

“I see . . .” the bard replied slowly. “Do you want to talk about it?”

If Eliza could talk, she would have spat out a refusal on instinct. But she couldn’t, so the extra half a second it took for her to start up a rhythm gave her mind the time she needed to catch up with the words she was about to tap.

“Actually, I think I would.”

* * *

The column raced towards the yawning portal of the west gate. Hers had been the last of the four armies to leave, with the other three having farther to travel to get to their respective gates. Somehow despite the much shorter distance to their goal, the humans were in danger of falling behind schedule, hence the need for their hurried dash through the snow. There had been no speeches or grand declarations, no talk of hope or imminent victory, just a brief parade of well-armoured nobles flying a flag, and one Dragonrider following close behind. They had toured the length of the ten-thousand-strong column on horseback shortly before the march into Rhelea had started with the bellow of a horn that was repeated up and down the line.

Iron-rank adventurers had gone on ahead to do the dangerous job of actually opening the city’s western gates. The mechanisms had been destroyed days ago when the city was hastily abandoned.

Eliza hustled forwards next to Barlow, the two warrior women she had come to know as Ashla and Roema, and Gods alone knew how many others pressed in all around. She found it surprisingly difficult just to move in time with the crowd. It was not because she was particularly unfit, but because they were so tightly packed together. She was constantly jostled to and fro over the slick patches of fresh ice and snowmelt. The walls of the city’s great fortifications grew larger by the second, and the thunderous beat of so many falling feet rushing down the ancient Old Road was enough to set her heart racing.

A part of her wanted to say that the lack of grandeur was disappointing, that it had left some poetic notions of hers unfulfilled, but whatever she might have gained from a rousing speech had been replaced by the intense feeling of comradery she now shared with those all around her. For a frightening second she wondered why in the Gods she had ever volunteered to go back into Rhelea; she was not a fighter—not even a lover—but then suddenly, the open gates passed her by, and it was too late for doubts.

The music inside her surged upon re-entering Rhelea, and for a moment she was tempted to retrieve her violin strapped to her back instead of the sword at her hip. The tempo, which had been with her since awaking, raced to catch up with her rapid heartbeat thundering in her ears with every hurried step. Powerful notes filled with bass and potential sang in her veins, begging to be let out, but the bard knew that it was not yet time.

The column started to slow as squads periodically branched off into adjoining streets, while the main host thrust straight towards the centre of Rhelea. The Old Road offered a direct, unbroken line through the city—and passed the Monster in the square. Had she had a skill that let her bend light to follow the gentle curve of the wide street she was on, then she’d likely have been able to see one of the dragon’s columns emerge in time with hers from the eastern gates on the far side of Rhelea.

But that was just idle fancy. What she could see, however, was the devastation that she had tried to forget. The collapsed houses from the fighting, the burnt-out streets from the dragon’s passes over the city, the dead soon to be trampled underfoot. Rhelea reeked of death and ichor; the fires that had once threatened to consume the city had long since gone out under the constant snowfall, but even with the chill of the cold freezing the dead solid, the pungent aroma of the slain was impossible to ignore.

There was a brief delay between the column’s return and the horror’s aggressive arrival where people surveyed the carnage that had befallen their city. Wet eyes hardened, and heads turned on swivels while the column marched deeper into Rhelea. Within minutes of their solemn march, discordant howls began to ring out from over the rooftops, filling the air with the horrors’ unnatural noise. That broken bit of magic inside of Eliza’s class twisted uncomfortably in response to their hungry cries, and it took all of her self-restraint not to respond with one of her own. The bard’s throat grew hot to the touch, and an unfamiliar taste wormed its way up to the back of her mouth, but before she could dwell on that, she began to hear the unmistakable sounds of steel slicing into rubbery flesh.

And just like that, to the growing sounds of music that only she could hear, the battle for Rhelea began anew.

Cries of anger and howls of pain emanated from the column’s distant front where the bulk of the high-level warriors fought against the Monster’s spawn. From her location at the rear of the armed procession, she could only hear the growing sounds of violence. Arrows were loosed overhead, and with skills aiding their path, they struck with unerring accuracy hundreds of feet away.

Where before, arrows that lacked powerful skills had seemed to be little more than a temporary irritant, these tore through rubbery flesh—slaying the eldritch beasts and giving the warriors on the frontline time to breathe between incoming waves.

Already, humanity’s return to Rhelea was so very different from its flight. She could hear the Monster’s spawn melt and boil, whereas before she had mostly just heard humans die. Eliza knew that they were winning, or at least that they weren’t losing momentum just yet. It pained the storyteller in her that all she could see from her vantage point were the heads of taller soldiers and the fronts of damaged buildings. With her skills, she could at least hear the ebb and flow of distant combat while the column continued its slow march forwards—unlike Barlow, who had only his anxieties to focus on.

“This isn’t so bad,” Barlow suggested, smiling up at her while sweat dripped from his brow.

Eliza hesitated to answer him, in part because to do so would cost her stamina she might need to fight—or run—but also because unlike her friend, she had a perception skill. She could hear the sounds of conflict growing along the length of the column as waves of tentacled horrors lapped against them like the incoming tide. The fighting grew closer by the second, and it had yet to show any signs of slowing down in its scale or scope.

“Not so bad,” Roema answered for her in a surprisingly thick Saysarian accent. Her words seemed to calm her friend’s nerves, but all too soon Eliza heard and then saw horrors pour over the rooftops adjacent and plummet down into the wide street. They immediately set upon classers not two dozen feet away from where the bards stood.

The tightly packed formation immediately started to fray. Order disintegrated while the music grew louder in Eliza’s ears, and the battleplan broke down into a long series of free-for-alls. The two warrior sisters, who had once towered protectively over Barlow, raced off towards the nearby edges of the column, pushing past hesitant classers. Once there, they plunged their blades with practised proficiency into the thrashing tentacles of the inky black horrors.

“Gods, Eliza, what do we do now?!” her friend shrieked, managing to utilise the full range of his impressive voice in his panic.

“We fight,” Eliza suggested, deciding that her short answer was worth the burst of stamina.

“Gods . . .” Barlow started to say, then trailed off. The man’s eyes had already gone wide with fright while he surveyed the growing scenes of increasingly close combat. His large axe hung forgotten from its loop around his belt—which belatedly reminded Eliza of her own undrawn steel.

She fumbled for her sword, and the blade stuck in its sheath where frost had formed in the icy weather. Eliza tugged harder on her weapon’s hilt while her ears, far more useful to her than her eyes, tracked the movements of a wave of horrors making their way through her part of the column.

One of them looked far larger than the others when she finally caught sight of it; the creature was more bear-sized than that of a pony, which they usually seemed to resemble. As if it were her destiny, her sword chose this moment to suddenly slip out of its wooden scabbard with a clear rasping sound, and the many-eyed horror locked onto her with its disjointed gaze. The two bards standing together with all of their untapped charisma must have been far too appetising a sight for even the eldritch abominations to resist. The largest one raced forwards, smoothly gliding along the paved road. It pushed past other, easier prey, in its hurry to get to them; feeling no fear, Eliza readied her blade and stepped forwards to meet it.

The music swelled with every one of her steps. The bass roared in her ears, and the drums crashed while the beast rocketed closer.

She was vaguely aware of Barlow’s gasps of terror, even as they were drowned out by the rumbling of the drums. The beast’s discordant howls were echoed by the crash of cymbals. Ashla, or Roema, turned around to intercept the creature, but she was moving far too slowly to reach Eliza in time.

The bard’s sword felt heavy and sluggish in her hands. A tentacle studded with teeth, each one larger than her palm, whipped through the air towards her head while a soprano cried in Eliza’s ears. The ethereal note rose higher still, and with a deftness she usually reserved for the violin, the bard ducked below the lashing limb. The displaced wind tousled her hair, and she stepped forwards to thrust with her blade while the soprano’s melody reached its peak.

Time seemed to slow down.

More tentacles than Eliza could count were coming to kill her. An uncoiling limb was already moving to slap the sword out of her hand. The bard saw her death a dozen times over, and felt it echoed by the music when its high pitch suddenly dropped to the lowest of lows.

Eliza exhaled, and chose not to die.

[Troubadour’s Instrument] was a bard skill that wasn’t meant for swords. But her recent experiences had taught her that regardless of the intended rules, there was always some wriggle room in how you interpreted a skill’s written description.

Troubadour’s Instrument Level 42 - You may add this skill’s level to your dexterity score while wielding any instrument. Additionally, wielded instruments gain an increase to their durability as if they were affected by your vitality score, and you gain an improved understanding of timing in relation to affected instruments. 

Who’s to say that a sword couldn’t be an instrument? It was her skill and her class that lived inside of her. She had fed it the mana she breathed for decades now, and in that moment she needed it to obey her rules, not the System’s. As the tip of her blade raced clumsily towards the beast in front of her, and fast moving tentacles rushed to splatter her across the paved slabs of the Old Road, Eliza willed that it was so.

Something fought against her, something ancient and massive that utterly outclassed her own attempts to coerce her class onto a new path, but while the entity was unfathomably strong, it was fragile; the wound in her class—her broken skill—let her slip past the ancient thing that resisted her resolve.

She suspected she fought against the System, and that there would be dire consequences to her actions, but Eliza couldn’t feel fear, and she knew that refusing to try meant the horror in front of her would kill her. Her class was already wounded with its one broken skill, so where was the harm in a second? And so when she pushed past the System’s will and supplanted its desires with her own, she didn’t care about the ethereal snapping sensation inside of her soul—only that it worked.

She wanted her sword to be an instrument, one of pain and death.

And so it was.

Her sword’s path straightened, her dexterity score effectively doubled, and with the exponential growth that came from the System she had just abused, she contorted her body between flailing tentacles. She glided above and below its attacks, scoring deep gashes on the creature with flicks of her weapon that hissed on contact with the horror’s rubbery flesh.

Eliza wasn’t powerful—10 strength made her barely more impressive than if she were classless. She couldn’t lop off limbs with every strike, but now she was fast, and even not knowing how to fight she was able to stay out of the horror’s multi-limbed reach. She let her enchanted sword do the work for her. The runes on the skill-forged steel pulsed with light, draining the mana out of the eldritch creature with every slash and withering the foul beast one cut at a time.

The horror howled and screamed as it died, and soon enough other classers seeing her success leapt into the fray. Seconds later, the bear-sized monstrosity was dead, dissolving into a black goop which spread out to boil at their feet.

Panting, Eliza struggled for breath, grateful that she hadn’t neglected her vitality stat half as much as she had her strength.

“Gods, Eliza, I didn’t know you could fight like that—I didn’t know you could fight at all,” Barlow said, his axe still unslung.

“Me neither,” she tapped smugly.

The bard took a step back away from the spreading pool of black, only to stumble and fall to her knees while a nauseous, discordant feeling filled her chest.

“Eliza! What’s wrong?!” Barlow asked. Her friend rushed to her side, placing his hands on her shoulders to steady her.

She barely felt him. Instead, all of Eliza’s attention was focused inwards as an incandescent pain wracked her body. The song inside of her chest fought to get out, the promised crescendo no longer willing to wait until its time. She tried to stop it, to keep it contained where it could hurt only her, but she failed.

Eliza opened her mouth to sing, and amidst an outpouring of scintillating colour, Creation trembled.


Chapter 42

Once More

Gwen was hungry.

It was hardly her first winter, and while she academically understood that food prices rose sharply during the colder months, that had never affected her before. She was rich, and rich people were supposed to be insulated from petty things like hunger. Her parents ran a thriving mercantile business that spanned the length and breadth of Terythia out of their headquarters in central Rhelea, and she was sheltering in that very same building. It was five storeys tall and cost a small fortune to run, let alone purchase, in part due to its location directly opposite the Bank of Tolis.

Prime real-estate, her father had called it, and Father was always right about everything. He’d been right when he said they’d be safe from the rioting which had swept through the city, and he’d been right when he said he’d be back shortly with food.

Even if that had been days ago now.

The central location of her family’s offices had shielded them from the initial violence, as not even Lord Traylan was foolish enough to risk letting the Tolisian bankers across the street come to harm. The more recent violence, though, well . . . Gwen missed gazing out of her window at the patrols that used to march below. Gods help her, she missed just being in a room with an actual window, almost as much as she missed the kiss of daylight on her skin, real food in her stomach, and of course, her parents who she missed more than anything.

None of this made sense. Gwen was a wealthy heiress to a vast fortune; she wasn’t supposed to have to hide in a basement with only unwashed apprentices for company, and they certainly weren’t supposed to be mean to her.

Her parents had reached high-pewter in their respective classes. Which was a small detail that didn’t mean much to people outside of Rhelea, where classes were rare and knowledge about them rarer still. But the merchant skills they used liberally gave them an edge in all of their commercial dealings, especially when their competition were members of the unclassed. Her father had drummed that into her hard: that in business, a small advantage was often all you needed to reap big profits.

She supposed that was why her parents were so disappointed in her. They had attempted to hide their constant disapproval, but it was a poor effort and she was thirteen—old enough to know how Creation really worked. Levels were everything, and Gwen was late to her first. She was not a child-prodigy who had earned her class early, nor was she even average, gaining a class vaguely on time. She was a late bloomer. Already, she was almost a full year behind her peers in taking her first steps onto the endless ladder of power. Her status—or lack thereof—was closer to that of a Rhelean orphan with no prospects, rather than that of a wealthy child of privilege who’d had every advantage handed to her on a silver platter.

Her father had wasted a colossal amount of money preparing her greatness, and yet it seemed she was destined to remain unworthy.

No matter how hard she tried, or how many attempts she made, she still couldn’t qualify for the merchant class. Even the lesser choice of apprentice was barred to her by the stone, which only offered the unacceptably bad student, and more recently, artist classes.

Gwen despised the silent lump of carved crystal that so frequently sat in judgement of her, contemptuously declaring her unfit of inheriting her family’s legacy.

Even now as she sat in silence, slowly starving to death, Gwen could recall with perfect clarity the nervous anxiety that filled her every time she sat in the Adventurers Guild’s waiting room. There, she would spend the full hour allotted to her between her tutors’ lessons trying to drum up the courage to use the class stone again, only to suffer through another rejection, another failure.

On some level she knew that the System didn’t actually hate her when it suggested she live a life as an artist. And while it was true that her dreams of sketching heroes and painting sweeping vistas made her heart race with joy, Gwen was old enough to know them for what they were: dreams, whereas this was a nightmare.

Ever since her parents had palmed her off onto a lowly secretary and ventured out to see the dragon’s execution, things had gone from the boring to the insufferable. No longer could she roam her parents’ offices in her favourite dresses and shawls; no longer could she light a candle to better draw her sketches—she couldn’t even eat as there was nothing left! That frustration caused both her and her stomach to let out incoherent yells of dissatisfaction.

“Be quiet!”

Gwen turned her head towards the raised voice with a rebuke ready on her lips and anger in her heart—until she remembered where she was and who she was with. That stifled her rage quickly enough.

Her parents had yet to come back from the market square only two streets over, and in the torturously long days since their departure, the remaining staff she had been entrusted to had one by one ventured out in search of help or food. So far, no one who’d left the safety of the basement had returned, which left her alone with just three surly apprentices for company. Something that would be scandalous . . . if there was anyone left to be scandalised. They were older than her—although not by much—and all of them had their classes, a fact they were keen to point out when it had come time to divide what little food had been left to them.

“I’m telling you we should throw her out. We should’ve done that the moment the others left. At least that way we would still have something to eat. The fat little brat’s gobbled up twice as much food as the rest of us have since we’ve been stuck down here,” Maelor argued.

“And what if they come back? You want to explain how we threw out the owner’s kid? Just leave her alone to her drawings,” Haralt replied, cementing his place as the only one of the three who would still have a job when all of this was over.

The handsome boy’s steadfast defence of her right to eat, draw, and shelter inside the basement were the very least of his redeeming qualities. While he came from a nothing family with no real assets or connections, they had gifted him with a strong, chiselled jaw, and a broad set of shoulders that made it hard for Gwen to concentrate whenever she stared at him for too long.

“They’re not coming back, Haralt. You know it, I know it, we all know it. The only question is, how much longer can we stay down here without any more food? Time’s coming when we’re gonna have to make some tough decisions,” stated Fitz.

“My parents are coming back! And I don’t eat too much! I’m blossoming into a woman, and I need plenty of food to do that!” Gwen snapped, rising swiftly to her feet as she spoke in her own defence.

The three boys looked up at her from their seats on the floor, and she could feel the authority she needed to cow them just out of reach. She had her family’s name, and the years that the apprentices had collectively served under them, but all of that was undone by her age, unplaited hair, and the horrid stains on the dress she had been wearing for the past week without reprieve.

“You can’t yell. I’ve told you before, Gwen, you need to be silent, they’re hunting for us,” Haralt warned.

“What was that?” Maelor hissed, looking up at the ceiling.

“Why are they so scary? They’re just monsters! And these ones don’t even have levels! Rhelea has been besieged before, but I’ve never been told to hide in a basement for weeks on end with filthy, disgusting boys—”

“There it is again!” Maelor said, louder this time.

“There goes what?” Gwen asked, but before anyone could answer her, she heard it too: the sounds of hurried movement upstairs. Furniture being knocked over. Thoughts of her father returning home filled her with joy for the first time in as long as she could remember. She yelled “Papa!” at the top of her lungs, then began to race up the creaking stairs that led out of the basement, bounding two or three steps at a time.

Her fingertips had barely brushed the surface of the brass doorknob before she was pulled off her feet and dragged back down into the depths of the dark basement.

“Let go of me, I’ll scream! It’s my father! He’ll—” was all she could get out before a calloused hand was pressed firmly over her mouth—Haralt’s hand. It tasted of sweat and sawdust. Gwen felt her heart flutter even as her rage spiked. The strong youth effortlessly lifted her up and held her close against his muscular chest. He then carefully descended the stairs with her in his arms, the boy moving slowly so as not to make any sound.

“Be quiet, Gwen. We don’t know who that is,” he whispered. His voice in her ear gave her goosebumps, even if it was becoming apparent to Gwen, that like her, Haralt was long overdue a bath.

The door handle rattled, and she felt Haralt stiffen against her back. His descent paused, and his breath hitched. Together they looked up the stairs and at the shaking piece of polished metal. Something was scrabbling against it, like someone was trying to turn the handle but didn’t quite know how.

Perhaps her father was injured and needed her help?

Gwen struggled valiantly against Haralt’s grasp, and her muffled cries elicited fevered looks of panic from the two other boys in the basement. Fitz’s hand went to the flimsy knife at his belt, and he took a single step towards her on the stairs before the door burst apart into a hail of sharp wood. Large splinters flew through the air, stinging her skin where they pierced the fabric of her dress. She cried out in pain while Haralt muffled a curse and began to race down the steps again, his caution abandoned in his urgent flight.

With the light from the open doorway retreating, it was hard for Gwen to focus. When she looked to the top of the stairs, standing there amongst the tall shadows was something else—something decidedly not her father. Something without a level. It blurred, moving too fast for Gwen’s eyes to follow, and suddenly she was falling backwards. A warm wetness flooded down her neck and she tumbled, head over heels, down the rest of the stairs.

She landed awkwardly, sprawled out in a heap. The pain from her fall immediately superseded the hunger in her stomach. From her side she watched on in confusion as the boys she had spent so much time with screamed for help. The lifeless body of Haralt lay to her side—half of it simply missing.

The thing that had killed him was all thick tentacles, studded with mismatched eyes and irregular teeth. Its oily-black flesh blended in effortlessly with the shadows and it made horrible howling noises that hurt Gwen’s head. It chased after the two apprentices, quickly catching them, and then ripping them apart with remarkable ease.

Like them, Gwen screamed as loudly as she could, but unlike them, they died and she didn’t.

Many minutes later when the monster was done eating, it looked at her with its too-many eyes . . . and left. Smoothly slithering its way over her, up the stairs, and out of the basement.

Gwen didn’t know how long she lay there for, but when she finally moved from her spot on the floor, Haralt’s blood was cold, sticky, and had thoroughly ruined her dress. Feeling numb, hungry, and unsure of what else to do, she slowly climbed the creaking staircase and made her way to her bedroom on the fifth floor.

Taking her time, she washed herself as best she could using cold water and some lavender-scented soap. She picked out a new dress of Lintumian silks and a pair of fur-lined calfskin boots that were in fashion the previous winter. Suitably dressed and so numb she wasn’t sure she was even alive, Gwen left her home and walked out onto the corpse-filled street.

In the distance she could hear fighting, but much closer than that was an almost painfully loud chorus of discordant howls. The paved road vibrated beneath feet, and her eyes unfocused when hundreds, if not thousands, of tentacled horrors turned a corner and raced past her—so close that their presence whipped at the fabric of her long dress. As she was buffeted from side to side, she wondered if one of them would take the time to stop and kill her like they did Haralt, Maelor, and Fitz, but their eyes just slipped off of her like her presence was uninteresting to them.

When they had finally passed, Gwen was still hungry; so, feeling the insistent urgings of her stomach, the heiress set off in the opposite direction.

She knew a bakery she liked not too far from here that made the most delightful pies, and she wondered if they had any pastries left.

* * *

Caeber hadn’t fought like this in years. Looking back, he wasn’t sure exactly when he’d started to take it easy, but he’d known for some time that he was playing it safe. It made sense really, when old age wasn’t a threat patience became the most reliable way to reach steel-rank. He’d turned his slow march to 200 into a methodically planned-out crawl as a result. Now, as he fought in the streets of Rhelea against an endless tide of horrors, Caeber felt the almost forgotten rush of adrenaline empowering his strikes, and it was enough to remind him he’d missed it.

He could feel that long forgotten part of him slowly creaking back to life, while his class stirred in his chest for the first time in years. He’d hungered for levels once, risked his life on foolish chances at greatness; there, amongst other stupid decisions, he’d once battled giants larger than him in both level and size, and a single mistake would have cost him everything. If he’d been a little less brilliant or lucky, Caeber the Shining Knight would never have been born, and instead he would have been just another dead adventurer without a name or a legend to fall back on.

Everything he’d achieved since those heady, glorious days, had been built on the experience and reputation gained from those dangerous fights that never should have paid off. And while he had certainly achieved a lot since then, he couldn’t deny that his level gain had slowed considerably in recent years. Even the thrill of adventuring had faded somewhat. He’d attributed it to old age, but as he began to feel that hunger again, he had to wonder if maybe being risk averse wasn’t all that it was cracked up to be.

If he had had a choice, he never would have chosen this battle. Being down half his party and relying on monsters for allies was simply too risky in more ways than he could count. Every instinct he’d honed over a century of violence told him to cut his losses and walk away, but to do so would be to walk away from Julian and the life they had built together. Faced with that unacceptable alternative, Caeber had to do the one thing he swore he would never do: fight when he wasn’t sure he could win.

With Mara and Myorik at his sides, the three adventurers tore a path of carnage through the mass of tentacled horrors that had swarmed them the moment they branched off from the main host of humans. He would have killed to have Enora with them—her fire spells had cut through these aberrant monstrosities with ease, long before she’d carved new runes into her staff at the dragon’s behest. He’d even feel better with Riyoul flitting about. The rogue was hardly his favourite person, but the wiry man certainly excelled in killing things, although it was looking increasingly likely that the old wastrel had done the sensible thing and abandoned Rhelea in its time of need.

How Caeber wished he could do the same.

He’d found wealth, fame, and a party of almost-equals in Rhelea. He’d thought that made him content, until he met Julian—suddenly, life finally had a meaning to it beyond the shallow pursuit of endless power. The decades they had spent together in the unique city had been the best in his long life, and now his only regrets were that he hadn’t spent more time in his lover’s arms. Caeber wasn’t ready for his time in Rhelea to end, but if he had to start anew somewhere else, he could, so long as he had his partner with him every step of the way.

Julian, I’m coming.

They had never gotten married, something Caeber now deeply regretted. The thought of losing Julian was not something he was remotely prepared for. His initial dismay upon realising that the innkeeper had not made it out of the city had been palpable. It had taken Myorik of all people to peel him out of his pit of despair. The reliable warrior—who could have led the Shining Swords, if not for his drinking problem—had offered surprisingly astute insights into the nature of heartbreak. The revelation surprised Caeber, as he had always assumed Myorik’s drinking was how he coped with the horrors he had seen on the job, rather than a way to put up with unrequited love.

Caeber supposed he’d been letting a lot of things slip in recent years.

The Shining Knight interposed himself between Mara and a particularly large horror at the very last moment. His sword flashed and it, along with several others racing close behind, collapsed into a boiling puddle of goo. The Monster’s spawn had grown in both size and aggression in the days since he’d fought them last. That was a problem, as Caeber was unused to fighting without magical overwatch and a rogue to nip larger threats in the bud. Without his full party there were openings, and a single careless mistake would cost Mara her life.

Things would be much simpler if the healer had elected to stay behind with the other spellcasters. She certainly had enough mana to add to the ritual even without the goblins’ brew, and as much as he appreciated the healing, both he and Myorik could have moved a lot faster without her present. But he supposed it was too much to hope for that she would step out of his shadow just this once. He knew how she felt about him, and he supposed that he loved her too in a way, but only as a friend. He could never give her what she wanted, and it scared Caeber. The fear that she would waste her long life chasing after him was almost as bad as the fear that one day she might stop. Mara was one of the few constants in his life, the perfect lieutenant, and if Julian really was gone then he’d need her now more than ever.

Caeber’s sword flickered, allowing moonlight to switch places with steel, and he went on to carve his way through a wave of onrushing monsters. Shorn apart by his shining sword the creatures’ flesh collapsed and bubbled before it even hit the ground. With a blade of solid moonlight in his hand, Caeber was a force of nature, pushing back the tide of black with the power of the moon. Myorik guarded his right flank and Mara watched over the other, while the Shining Knight did what he did best.

The fighting was fierce, and with every step they took deeper into Rhelea it grew even more intense. The numbers facing them swelled absurdly, so much so that they couldn’t even waste time wiping the ichor off their armour before they had to fend off new threats. But the three adventurers were iron-ranks, and that granted them more than just powerful skills—it had given them time.

They’d been working together for decades, and Caeber knew the meaning behind every grunt and gesture that Mara and Myorik were prone to express. He knew their statuses almost as well as he knew his own. They didn’t just fight together, they fought as one. They were a well-oiled machine of violence and System-granted fury that scoured the streets of their city clear of the monstrous filth infesting it.

Minutes later when it was over, Caeber’s chest heaved and his head swam from his stamina and mana expenditure, but it didn’t matter—they had earned themselves a temporary reprieve from the horrors’ onslaught.

“Are you sure you want to do this, Caeber?” Myorik asked between gulping breaths.

“Do you even need to ask?” the Shining Knight responded.

“No. I guess not . . . It’s a hell of a lot of road to clear between here and the Huntsman’s Rest though,” the shorter warrior sighed.

“It is. So we’d best get going, then, shouldn’t we?” Mara declared, almost surprising Caeber with her enthusiasm for his amendment to the dragon’s plan.

“I just feel bad for them. They’re relying on us to ease the pressure on the host’s southern flank . . .” Myorik said.

“We take care of our own first,” Caeber declared. “No one forced them to volunteer, and any plan that can be undone by three iron-ranks going off mission is a terrible one.”

“I just don’t want it to fail because of us,” Myorik explained.

“It won’t. Typh’s—the dragon’s reasoning is sound. Besides, we’re sure to attract plenty of attention on our little detour. The column isn’t what I’m worried about being overwhelmed,” Mara said with a wan half smile.

The three party members who were closer than friends shared easy grins. They all knew their odds of success. It was like Myorik said: there was a hell of a lot of road between them and the Huntsman’s Rest, and just one street had taken a significant chunk out of their respective resources. If they were to do this safely, they needed Enora and Riyoul at the very least, but for a family in every way but blood, to leave Julian behind was just as unacceptable to them as it was to Caeber.

“Come on then, let’s go save the Shining Knight’s boyfriend,” Myorik chuckled, hefting his warhammer over his shoulder.

“Yes let’s . . .” Mara replied.

“You know I don’t like labels,” Caeber said.

“We know!” his friends exclaimed in unison, just as a fresh wave of discordant howls could be heard coming from the next street over.

Gods, please let Julian be okay.

The Shining Swords readied their weapons, and together they raced forwards towards the sound of horrors. They had an innkeeper to save, and not much time to do it in.

There was a ticking clock after all.

* * *

The Goblin was enjoying himself. As his kin poured down the tunnels leading deep below the humans’ nest, he couldn’t deny how right everything felt. It was a similar sensation to how it had been in the dungeon before they were subsumed into the dragon’s forces, but moreso. The cramped spaces, the darkness, the violence. He loved it, and when he looked around at the green faces that grinned back at him in the pitch-black, he knew that they loved it too.

“Gods help me. I must have been mad to go along with this,” the human whimpered. Its pathetic voice wavered, as even with over 50 levels on the Goblin and his kin, the human looked scared.

It was delicious.

What the Goblin wouldn’t give for some alone time with the nervous adventurer, far away from the dragon’s spies. There was very little his kin wouldn’t give for the privilege. With the weapons and armour gifted to them by their new allies, the gap between them and their much-hated foes had shrunk dramatically. Sure, the humans had champions with far higher levels than what the goblins could field, and yes, their size usually meant that they were at least twice as strong as their green-skinned counterparts. But for the first time in a long while the goblins had runic-steel and numbers, a delightful precedent that terrified the adventurers sent into the dark with them.

The tunnels were vast, interconnected, and almost entirely dead. Every step of their deep descent was met with signs of recent death. The multitude of different predators who had once called this underground warren their home had all been cleared out by the tentacled horrors who now filled the lairs of the dead creatures in their stead.

Goblins stalked forwards in the dark. Their green forms crawled along walls and ceilings, careful not to let their new armour weigh them down too much. The humans who accompanied them flailed about in the black. Too many of them were reliant on the lanterns and magelights they carried, tied off at easy-to-steal belts. It let them fight well, the Goblin mused, but the night-blindness it created also allowed him and his kin to discreetly lead the humans toward the very front of their ‘shared’ formation where the adventurers suffered the brunt of the horrors’ wrath.

This was not to say that the goblins were slacking; they fought with a fervour unseen amongst their kind in millennia, but just because they were eager to do their duty, it didn’t mean they were in a hurry to die.

Fresh rivers of the Monster’s spawn poured through the narrow tunnels towards them, spilling out into the open cavern where they raced forwards to attack. The Monster in the square above controlling them was stupid, but not so stupid that it didn’t know what they were after. The ambush was excellently done, although a bit over the top. They had a singular destination, after all, and every soul knew that they would have to fight their way to it, one horror at a time.

“Try not to die, human,” the Goblin warned. The warrior didn’t appear to take his encouraging words to heart, and instead, the adventurer recoiled rather than risk meeting the Goblin’s amused gaze. “Remember, if they kill him, I want his eyes,” he added in a stage-whisper to his nearby kin.

Tormenting the blue-eyed adventurer was a necessary, albeit painful bit of theatre. His jaw ached from speaking so much in the human’s foul-tongue, but every word served a purpose. It improved the morale of the goblins who could hear him, and allowed the object of his affections to know what grisly fate awaited him. Maybe the extra fear would make the human fight harder and save more goblins’ lives as a result, but most likely, the Goblin’s machinations had only ensured that he’d receive a delicious mid-battle snack later on.

A chorus of warbling giggles sounded out, and just like that their time to prepare was all used up. [Kill Anything] came to the fore, his knives flushed with mana, and the Goblin raced forwards to meet the horrors. Like the soldiers they were, goblins fought against the Monster’s spawn and died by the score. While his species were excellent tunnel fighters, so too were the horrors. Their many limbs stretched to fill the narrow spaces with fangs and lashing flesh, leaving little room for his kin to dodge. Poorly matched as they were to fight this threat, they never gave an inch of ground to the tentacled monstrosities; even as stunted shadows of their former selves, goblins knew better than to shirk the duty they were born for.

The outpouring of aberrations felt endless, but there was a limit to their numbers—just a high one. Fortunately for the battle—less so for his conscience—the goblins had a similar upper limit, and thousands of his kind had come down into the dark to die.

The handful of high-level humans who accompanied him were a sight to behold. Their high-tier skills let them easily tear through the horrors that would have otherwise required at least a dozen goblins to trade their lives for a chance to slay just one abomination. It was enough to make the Goblin doubt what he knew to be important. He had a second class—these days, few goblins didn’t—but as his species class approached the level cap limiting them all to perpetual infancy, he was increasingly tempted to let his other, more violent one grow past it. To do so would let him one day compete with the humans, but it would make him measurably less goblin in the process, something which was deeply taboo, even in these trying times.

His kind’s blood was thick beneath his feet while he danced along the pitch black of the cavern. Ruined buildings and fragmented stonework all covered in ancient runes provided the backdrop to their fight as the horrors continued to pour in on one side, and his brothers and sisters the other. The Monster had chosen a good spot for its ambush, as its spawn came in through at least five different tunnels, forcing the humans to split up while the goblins reinforced them.

Denied the focused power of the adventurers, their losses were mounting. Unlike the horrors, who collapsed into boiling ichor, goblin corpses littered the ground, fouling the footing of their living kin. The only upside to his species’ catastrophic losses was that there was ample-enough meat for [Eat Anything] and its derivatives to restore the injured and fatigued.

There was room for improvement in the battles going forwards. Goblins and humans clearly didn’t trust each other enough, and it cost them both dearly. The Goblin could see it clear as night that the adventurers’ unwillingness to turn their backs on members of his species, and vice versa, meant no one location was as well defended as it could have been. It was something the Goblin could have changed, at least on the goblins’ side, but he didn’t want to. And it was better a few hundred more of his kind die fighting the Monster’s spawn, than a few thousand later on when the humans finally unveiled their inevitable betrayal.

The Goblin may have been hopeful for the future, but he knew better than to trust a human.

Someone handed him a pair of beautiful blue eyes, and he absentmindedly popped one of them into his mouth. He enjoyed the feel of how it burst on his tongue while he watched the assault push the horrors back into their tunnels before their flow came to a stop entirely. Riding high on their continued success, he idly wondered if their new Lord Sovereign knew how many goblins she’d sent down in the dark to die.

He wondered if she even cared.

The Goblin hadn’t forgotten how she’d once hunted their kind for sport whilst playing at being human, and though his kin around him were content to follow her orders for now, tomorrow was another thing entirely.

He wiped the flakes of burnt ichor from his knives and shoved a ragged handful of green flesh into his mouth to better speed along his recovery. When he felt the energy revitalise and empower him, he looked to his brothers and sisters, who stared right back into his eyes, expectantly waiting for their elder’s guidance.

The Goblin had once despaired at his species’ lack of significance. He’d hated that Creation could have just gone on without them and no one would have noticed. Standing amidst the most important battle that had ever been fought—and seeing the mounds of goblin dead piled high all around him—whatever the dragon’s faults, he couldn’t deny that she had given his kind their first meaningful deaths in generations.

The Goblin smiled wide, and it was an ugly, vicious thing, too many teeth in too small a mouth.

“Forward, humans!” he cackled, his brethren echoing out his manic cry as the surviving adventurers looked at him warily. The Goblin made eye contact with each one of them in turn and slowly raised another blue eye up past his lips. He bit down and savoured the delicious taste of human fear that burst along his tongue.

System help him, but he loved this.

* * *

Tamlin was not supposed to fight. Everyone he had spoken to had been explicitly clear that he was still a child, so he should be desperately trying to cling onto whatever last vestiges of normalcy he had left.

But it was far too late for that.

He was a necromancer. It was more than just a class to him—it was who he was. He could close his eyes and feel the pull of the dead in Rhelea calling out to him, urging him to use his power to grant them some semblance of life yet again. To return their unfinished souls back to Creation where they could feast on the living.

Who was he to say no to that?

Tamlin had killed his father. It was a crime he tried not to think too much about, in part because it had been a truly messy affair—undead rats are rarely used as a murder weapon for a reason—but also because of how he didn’t feel guilty about it at all. Maybe it was because his father deserved to die, or maybe it was because Tamlin was a necromancer and was damned to suffer an eternal torment for his crime of manipulating the dead and accepting the class.

What was a petty little thing like patricide to someone like him?

The law in Terythia—as it was in most countries—was clear, necromancers were to be killed on sight. Tamlin didn’t know how far Typh’s protection would extend, and Arilla gaining a noble title had somehow failed to reassure him. The idea that the dragon he had pledged himself to might some day end up trading him in for political favours was an unfortunately pervasive one. He had thought that he could buy his safety by proving his usefulness, first with his efforts in dragging Arilla out of the dark when her spine was severed, and then again by summoning Typh’s army to save them all. He had done everything asked of him, and had volunteered for far more than that, and while their refusal to let him take part in the fighting could be construed as a last-ditch effort to protect his innocence, he saw it as an attempt to sideline him.

Tamlin knew that he was not, by any stretch of the imagination, innocent.

He had flown on wings made of dead feathers, seen through the eyes of the men he had killed, and slain monsters only to puppet their corpses in service to him, and never once had he felt remotely guilty about any of it.

If Tamlin was a good person he wouldn’t be a necromancer, and if he wasn’t brilliant then he’d feel doubts rather than confidence in his plan. He trusted Typh, even liked her, but he knew that he could never rely on her for safety. The law in Terythia was clear, and if Tamlin wanted to live to adulthood, he needed his own power to enforce his survival.

Fortunately for him, all a necromancer needed for that was bodies, and the Monster had provided plenty of those.

Alone, the child walked in the distant wake of an army. He stepped through the wide-open gates of Rhelea, where thousands of footsteps had already cleared a wide path through the snow. His eyes lingered on the frozen corpses that filled the street, the first of many that called to him; each road teemed with souls that had died failing to escape the horror infested city.

The necromancer smiled. It was time to bring them back.

Energising power thrummed through his veins, and Tamlin pushed it through his skills, working his power in concert with the System’s will to burn the ice from the fallen and twist cold, dead flesh into a mockery of life.

His horde awoke slowly, finding their feet and looking down at their hands. He felt their confusion, their dread, and their anticipation. There was the relief of living again no matter how pale the imitation was. Dozens of voices whispered in his ears, but he gave them no consideration and issued his first set of commands.

Tamlin had a lot of mana for his age, but his skills had always focused on quality over quantity. So, despite his pewter rank, he ran out of power with his first batch of summons. His shades, level 20 one and all, marched quickly towards him, with green fires burning in their vacant eye sockets. It wasn’t much of a horde, numbering thirty-four in total, but it was a start.

The boy unshouldered his heavy rucksack, opened the drawstring flap, and tugged the cork stopper out of his first wineskin. He raised it to his lips and drank deep. The goblins’ intoxicating alchemy tasted awful, and it took every bit of willpower he had to gulp the rancid liquid down. It seared its way through his stomach, but as promised, the bottled power spread from there and filled his reserves yet again while his whole body was wracked with pain and his head swam with sudden nausea.

“Powerful stuff,” the youth muttered, feeling unsteady on Creation even as his mana rapidly returned to him.

Tamlin smiled and thirty-four corpses smiled back at him. His control was loose with so many, and it would only grow looser still with what he intended to do next. But practice would help with that; it would help with everything.

The boy outstretched his arms and grasped a firm hold of the alchemical mana sitting inside of him. With his class urging him on, he pushed it out through the lines of power that ran through his body. It went out into Creation the only way he knew how, where his mana found waiting corpses lying ready in the street; with barely even a twist of will, he brought their eager souls back to reality.

Thirty-five new corpses stood up with green fires for eyes, and the necromancer smiled even wider still.

“Practise makes perfest,” the boy slurred.

“Practise . . . perfest . . .” the shades answered in an unearthly whisper.

Grinning despite the pain, Tamlin emptied the wine skin, forcing it down while his stomach rebelled. He used that foreign power again, and again corpses answered his call. With clumsy fingers and a grimace, the necromancer retrieved his second wineskin, and after fumbling for the stopper one too many times, he commanded a shade to do it for him, holding the spout to his mouth and pouring the liquid power down his throat.

It tasted foul.

It hurt.

It made him dizzy.

It had to be dangerous.

Tamlin could think of a lot of reasons to stop, but he needed to do this: to prove to himself that he could, to some that he was worth keeping around, and to others that he was too powerful to stop.

Dead hands answered his subsequent commands and pressed down firmly over his mouth between swallows to stop him from vomiting up the potent alchemies he consumed. After his fifth skin, when he could no longer stand, a shade came forth to carry him. Each wine skin plundered from the dragon’s camp added dozens to his growing horde. Despite what the concoctions did to his head and stomach, the shades came a little bit faster and in slightly greater numbers with each successive attempt.

When he was out of stolen potions, the necromancer looked through the eyes of his personal army of the dead, his own too heavy to open.

Let’s go, he thought, and as one, Tamlin’s army of the dead raced forwards into Rhelea.

He didn’t try to count them, but he could hear hundreds of voices whispering faintly in his ear. His control was loose with so many—looser still with the goblins’ alchemy bloating his stomach and addling his mind.

But the dead hungered for the living, and who was he to deny them that?


Chapter 43

With Feeling

Inquisitor Xanthia was powerful. Steel-ranked in all five of her chosen classes, she was easily one of the strongest humans alive within the Kingdom of Terythia and beyond. Even if her classes weren’t all strictly combat oriented, she had more physical might in her pinkie finger than most warriors could ever dream of. She hadn’t felt fear in over a century, and so it was surprising to experience the once-familiar sensation again. The cold drip of icy terror that ran down her spine had crept up on her amidst an unanticipated bout of nausea. It wasn’t for her own personal survival, but for the increasingly dire implications that threatened the kingdom she had given so much of her long life to.

She’d had a real shot of making it to silver once, but she had traded it away for the more immediate, albeit lesser power of filling her class slots. She hadn’t wanted to stagnate at high-steel, but Terythia had needed her to be stronger and couldn’t wait for her to reach her true limits. It had been a war that made her squander her potential, because it was always a war. Epheria, not quite content with being the greatest power on the continent, had tried reaching for more. As it always did.

That was fine in the grand scheme of things. Terythia had proven time and again that all they needed to do was to reach out to their neighbouring nations and form a temporary alliance to fend off the lumbering giant of the old empire. But when you’re standing on the battle-scarred walls of Mantioclos, facing a foreign army that extends out to the horizon, the knowledge that your country will win eventually is cold comfort for you and the hundred and sixty thousand souls about to get trampled on long before Terythian messengers can even reach the courts of friendly kings.

Xan could still remember the smell of the battlefields, the rancid stench of shit, blood, and death that hung heavy in the air. That was devastation the likes of which she hadn’t seen on Terythian soil ever since, at least until this quaint little catastrophe.

The runic circles that had fascinated the inquisition scholars she had brought to Rhelea on a whim now ran red with their blood. Their crimson essence was kept fresh by all that mana running through the channels etched deep into the stone floor of the cavern. Unfortunately, it would seem that the dozen or so classers she had left alone in this underground chamber had not been enough to power the magical ritual.

Not by a long shot.

More bodies than she cared to count were piled high against the far wall of the cavern. They had been messily exsanguinated, with their blood used to liberally coat the walls, floor, and ceiling of the massive underground chamber. Anywhere there was an exposed rune, a treasonous Alchemic Knight had doused it in classer blood.

Blood magic was a messy and wasteful discipline, if you could even call it that, but for all the disdain that Xan heaped upon it, it had the bad habit of always getting the job done whenever skill and expertise was lacking. This made it the natural medium of choice for the uneducated dark mages of Terythia. No matter the specifics of her quarry’s nefarious path, over her long career as an inquisitor she had encountered bloodstained altars and dripping runes more often than not.

Necromancers, Diabolists, Vampires—the self-styled and the real—Eldritch Sorcerers, and worse. Blood magic offered power in spades, provided you had enough people to bleed and the stomach to go through with it.

The ambient glow produced from the slains’ vital mana interacting with the runic array did a lot to illuminate the chamber in shades of red—not that Xan had any trouble seeing in the dark. However, the atmospheric lighting was for once more than appropriate. She hated that the dragon was right again, although that wasn’t in any real doubt after the Alchemic Knights’ sudden betrayal on the executioner’s stage. But upon seeing the carnage they had wrought, it did beg the question of how so many people had been dragged below without anyone noticing.

She had even more questions about the fall of Rhelea, and no obvious avenues to look for answers.

Despite the palpable thrum of magical energy that radiated off from the glowing runes, the chamber, like much of Rhelea, was utterly devoid of ambient mana. There was a harshness to that emptiness. Xan could feel how her own personal power was steadily being leeched away from her lungs with every breath. Academically, she knew that she was losing mana so slowly she would die of thirst long before she’d ever notice it impact her reserves, but the knowledge that she was in any way contributing to the flood of power being sent up through miles of rock to the Monster in the square ate at her. Until the bloody ritual circle was destroyed, the beast was all but unkillable, with every death and spell cast within Rhelea’s warded walls helping the beast and its spawn.

If it was playing by the same rules as everyone else, then the amount of mana flowing towards it through the runic circle should have killed it a thousand times over by now. Nothing mortal could survive the amount of manaburn the Monster should have accumulated. But it wasn’t dead, it hadn’t exploded, and all signs pointed to it simply turning mana into strength with an efficiency that defied everything she knew to be true. Which left the lingering question: if it wasn’t mortal, then what was it?

Xan sighed. She had far too many questions, and despite Typh’s explanations, not nearly enough answers.

The Alchemic Knights were one of Terythia’s greatest assets. Their ranks were typically filled by unwanted bastards and the truly outstanding commoners with a prodigious talent for the sword. They were slowly levelled to steel in a series of decades-long challenges that amounted to little more than sending prospective hopefuls by the thousands down into some of the worst dungeons Terythia had access to. For surviving the ‘trials,’ each ‘volunteer’ was subjected to invasive surgeries and alchemical treatments that killed even more than the dungeons did. The result were soldiers that were still technically human, even if the accumulated traits on their status gave them more in common with an alchemist’s dirty apron than their softer-fleshed kin.

It was horrific, barbaric . . . and worst of all, necessary. The Alchemic Knights were her nation’s only reliable source of loyal, steel-ranked soldiers that didn’t take over a century to create and longer to bring to heel. Their numbers were continuously swelling, as despite the wastefulness of the process, there were always more hopefuls desperate to join, unaware of what the process truly entailed. A finished knight could live for centuries longer than the decades it took to manufacture one, and outside of wars, they very rarely died. It also didn’t hurt that in a straight-up contest they were far stronger, faster, and more durable than a similarly levelled human. Their only weakness—if you could call it that—was that their relative youthfulness in classer terms tended to create a dearth of combat experience that their more traditionally levelled contemporaries had.

Alchemic Knights had proven their worth and loyalty in every major conflict Terythia had been involved in since their inception. Of course, Xan had long since learned that there was always a price to pay for these sorts of miracles, and this was proving to be a sharp one indeed. Why this batch had turned on the country, and for the benefit of a Monster, she didn’t know, but she was suffering for it with every swing of their heavy blades.

She imagined that with her five classes and centuries of experience she was more than a match for any one of the traitorous knights. Unfortunately, there were three of them in the chamber, and that was enough to tip the balance.

The goblins who had accompanied Xan on her mission into the darkness were dutifully holding back the horrors streaming in from the tunnels up above. Others worked on destroying the runes carved into the chamber with iron hatchets, allowing her the joyful experience of fending off three steel-ranked beings, any one of whom was more than her physical match.

Xan sidestepped an axe swing, though it tore through the earth rather than getting stuck in it as she had hoped. The entire chamber shook with the force of the blow, which was less than ideal—they had spent far too much effort mapping out the subterranean tunnels beneath Rhelea for her to risk collapsing any now.

She swayed to the left, avoiding a quick death by a thrusting sword, and turned on her heel to slash her weapon in a downwards arc at the offending traitor. Moving faster than the knight could react, her blade struck true, but the armour it encountered was thick enough to deflect the blow. The battered runeplate the Alchemic Knights wore was a heavier variation of her own—layers of steel, adamantium, and dragonscale forged together into near-impenetrable plates by the finest classed smiths in the kingdom. Except, hers had been torn apart like tissue paper when she fought the Monster above, and the patches they’d made to bring it up to a serviceable standard were less than useless against foes this strong. Still, Xan’s sword scored a deep scratch in the knight’s armour, and the impact of that sent them staggering back, only for the third traitor to fill in the space.

Blades flashed and the inquisitor had to rely on one of her much-maligned rogue skills to keep her skin—much less her armour—intact. She lashed out with overlapping blades of energy, force, and steel, hurting the knights facing her, but not doing much more than that. With the potent alchemies running through their veins, any injuries she bestowed that were less than lethal were only temporary.

“Gods, I hate fighting regenerators . . .” Xan complained. She eyed the three Alchemic Knights carefully while they fanned out in silence to surround her again. The repetitive sounds of goblins’ hatchets chipping through stone in the background did much to remind her that for as long as their attention was focused on her, she was winning.

“And we hate you,” the knights replied in unison.

“Enough to turn on the throne?” she asked, surprised they had chosen this moment to finally talk.

“So long as Kings sit on them, there shall be no thrones . . .” they declared.

“Okay—”

“So long as classers breathe will not rest . . .”

“Right, but—”

“We shall not stop, not until the System is brought to its knees!”

“Okay, but—”

Xan darted out of the way when all three knights lunged for her as one. They weren’t relying on teamwork, instead they moved like they were guided by the whims of a singular controlling entity. They charged her with a flurry of steel and skills, their missed strikes going on to shake and scar the cavern’s rocky walls.

Which gave the inquisitor ideas.

Xan had lived for a very long time, and had fought beasts most men didn’t know even existed. She was experienced enough to recognise that her current strength and speed wouldn’t bring her a victory here, but misdirection might.

With a little twist of will, searing fires danced along the edge of her blade and the inquisitor went on the offensive. She struck and swung in an unending sequence of ever faster blows. More often than not, her efforts resulted in little more than deep grooves being carved into the ground, as opposed to actually injuring the knights themselves. She left openings and accepted their strikes, losing what little armour she had before adding her own blood to the copious amounts already covering the chamber. If she had time to think, she would probably have been worried, but she didn’t, and it seemed like a worthwhile trade.

She had to be careful as she danced around the wide cavern. An errant swing would do no good, and goblins were everywhere, cutting into runes or otherwise dying to the horrors that still threatened to flood the chamber. When she was done she watched with glee how the blood so wastefully applied to power the runic circle—now topped up with that of slain goblins—trickled down into the new channels she had painstakingly carved into the floor.

Blood magic was messy and wasteful, but for all the disdain she heaped upon it, it had the good habit of pulling her ass out of the fire whenever her skill and expertise was lacking.

Power rushed into the inquisitor, quickly filling her far past her considerable capacity. The ritual designed to focus the mana of the sacrificed to the Monster in the square, was perverted to fill her instead. The efficiency was terrible but with her blood dripping down her body and onto the floor beneath her feet, the solid connection and proximity trumped all of that.

Xan exhaled and felt the familiar pain of manaburn in her chest. Her five classes—some more than others—bared their fangs and extended their claws at the prospect of winning the fight. Giddy with overflowing magic, the inquisitor allowed herself a full-throated laugh as she batted away the nearest knight with the flat of her blade.

“Now, let’s try this again, shall we?” she asked.

Xan lunged forwards amidst a blur of motion, and this time when she struck, she left far more than just shallow scratches.

* * *

Barlow felt the music swell in his chest as the strings reached their zenith at a crisp high C. The note was held, filling the air for several long moments and easily rising above the chaotic sounds of clashing violence. The trembling strings drowned out every scream and wet crunch, every beg for mercy or salvation that didn’t come. Whether the pleas came from human lips or the handful of others studded throughout the armed column didn’t matter—what did help was that the music was loud, and that Barlow’s role in Eliza’s masterpiece was clear.

Horrors washed against them like waves besieging the shore, and the bard who was a stranger to violence fought with a competent savagery that was not his own. He was beyond terrified, dreading every agonising second that he remained a prisoner in his own body, but far too fearful to fight against the magic that held him in place—it compelled him and so many others to hold the line when he would much rather flee.

The flow of the music was masterfully composed, and his every action was carried to him through the power of the song. Every step and parry, every swing of his axe, was all performed in time with the insistent beat that begged him to follow along. His life-and-death struggle had been turned into nothing more than an elaborate dance, where his partners were the people fighting beside him and the never-ending exchange of tentacled abominations that rushed forwards only to die beneath his blade.

His arms ached, and the ground beneath his feet was slick with blood and ichor. He was desperate to look around, to crane his neck, but to do so would risk shattering Eliza’s spell that was likely the only thing keeping him alive in a fight so far beyond his capabilities. There was just enough wiggle room in the melody for Barlow to move his eyes or void his bowels—which in hindsight was a discovery he would rather not have made—or to scream if he really wanted to, but he was a bard, so he did the next best thing. He harmonised.

It was a heroic piece that filled the air, and so like everyone else lost to the song Barlow became heroic. Eliza sang a tale of their triumph, and so the column that had marched through the unending horde of lashing teeth and inky-black flesh to the very heart of Rhelea, stood tall and held the line. They never should have made it this far. The conscripts and volunteers that made up the bulk of the human army lacked the skill and the resolve to hold their ground, let alone march deeper into Rhelea, but with Eliza’s song at their back they were unstoppable.

Horrors died in droves all around them, melting into puddles of bubbling ichor whenever they were struck true by a rune-etched blade given to them by the dragon’s forces. Those abominations fortunate enough to die by some other means crawled along the ground for the two streets that separated them from the Monster in the market square. If they made it there, they would be reborn again. The tide of horrors that rushed against the human column was endless, and Barlow couldn’t tell if they were making a difference, but all thoughts of winning the fight had long ago been supplanted with just living for the next handful of seconds.

Every inch of ground they’d reclaimed from Rhelea’s gates to where he now stood had been paid for in blood and violence. The number of brave fools who had ventured back into the fallen city diminished with every passing second they stood their ground and held against the horrors.

No song could be composed entirely of high notes. For the rising notes to rise there must be lows, and when Eliza’s voice inevitably dipped, and the instrumental sounds she had manifested followed, like marionettes whose strings had been cut, good people fell and died. The same power the bard channelled that gave Barlow’s axe its edge and his arm its strength suddenly fought against him. The same effect that had ensnared the horrors, slowing them to the point that they appeared almost eager to meet sharp steel, instead caused them to surge forwards; they were suddenly vicious again as they reaped lives for the next few seconds it took for the melody to turn.

Over and over it went.

The song empowered and then weakened them. On balance, it helped far more than it hindered, but it was a terrifying thing to know that your death wouldn’t be of your own making.

Fortunately, it was not Barlow’s turn to die this time, and so as a prisoner in his own skull, he watched wide-eyed whilst people fell around him. Their resolve tended to crack the moment the monsters’ teeth pierced their flesh with any real seriousness. Their gruesome injuries caused them to crash out of the melody, a stoic soldier suddenly reverting into another baker or tailor, ill-suited and ill-prepared for the fight they found themselves in.

Their deaths gave him pause.

From the moment the song had erupted from Eliza amidst a myriad of scintillating rainbow colours, Barlow had willingly succumbed. He had wholeheartedly escaped the unpleasant reality of his situation by offering up his agency in exchange for the sense of safety the music provided. But now, looking into the fearful eyes of those who fell while his body fought a battle without him, he wished that he’d the courage to go out under his own control. He didn’t want to die having been just a passenger in his own body.

Up and down the increasingly ragged column, warriors and other combat classers largely fought under their own power. Brave souls—braver than his—held their resolve and refused the embrace of the song, choosing to fight out of step alongside the concerted efforts of those under Eliza’s sway.

How he wished he was like them, skilled enough to hold a blade and face down monsters without someone else’s magic controlling his actions. But as terrifying as it was to let the other bard take the reins, Barlow knew it was far better than the alternative.

The better part of ten thousand souls had initially joined Eliza in song; like him, they joined their voice to hers, but too many people had died. The fraying edges of the battlelines grew more ragged as their losses mounted with every second they spent deep in the heart of Rhelea.

The song had grown comparatively weaker as people died and even more rebelled upon seeing their deaths approach. The low notes came and people panicked, unwilling to risk a confrontation without the music at their backs. As people fought it, the magic of the song stuttered. Barlow saw a fresh wave of tentacled horrors rush towards them, their speed barely affected by the music, while his own limbs grew slow and clumsy.

He closed his eyes and swung his axe, his body pivoting along the lines of his hip. A horror’s blood spurted in his face while its claws tore numerous rents in his breastplate and scored his flesh underneath. Barlow heard the sizzle of its flesh against the runes carved into his weapon. He pulled back his axe, and the soldier behind him thrust forwards with a spear, ending the horse-sized monster before it could do any more damage. Barlow wanted to scream, but there was another creature behind the one he had just killed, and several more behind that.

Tentacles lashed at him while the music slowly rose, his resistance rising with it. Barlow accumulated increasingly large cuts and bruises under the creatures’ relentless assault, but he held firm, trusting in Eliza to see him through. He tried to check his status, and for the hundredth time he failed. His skills were as unresponsive as they’d been since he’d first fallen under the throes of the song. Pain blossomed all over his body while he stood tall beneath the monsters’ relentless assault. The song didn’t let him flinch. His body acted without hesitation, repeatedly swinging his axe into the tide of horrors that rushed in front of him again and again.

How Eliza was doing this, he had no clue—it certainly wasn’t a bard skill. Just trying to look at her hurt his eyes. The searing forks of jagged, swirling colour that emanated from the air around her made him feel nauseous and left blurry afterimages seared into his vision.

The woman he’d known for years had become a terror—if not a God—for surely such a magical song could not be achieved without touching upon divinity.

Barlow’s arms continued to move with a skill he didn’t possess. He clutched his axe in a white-knuckled grip as he stepped forwards yet again and swung. The music rose, a triumphant beat pounding in his ears, and internally he breathed a sigh of relief. With the music at his back, he felt unstoppable. The pain of his wounds faded, his steps became surer, and the waves of monstrosities before him faltered. Each one of them was as much a victim of the song as he was.

Barlow was close enough to Eliza that he could feel the divinity wafting off her, empowering the column while she sang the ballad of Rhelea and orchestrated their victory even as she demanded that they bleed for it. It was a magnificent song, but it was unwieldy. There were too many moving parts for one woman to command no matter how talented she was, and Eliza had been slipping for some time.

The piece, which had started out so tight, began to falter as their opposition continued to pour down the street and people died. Each time a wave of horrors lapped against their blades, the song’s effects were a little less pronounced. The magic layered into the music demanding they slow down, strike softer, and with less accuracy seemed to be losing its power. The triumphant notes that had once made labourers’ shirts invulnerable to the monsters’ fangs started to wane. The deaths increased and people began to grow increasingly fearful, falling out of the music’s protective embrace at a record pace and weakening the song for those who remained.

Like the snapping of a band, the battle trance which had usurped their will and ignored their paltry stats was suddenly gone. In its absence, people panicked.

Angry, confused shouts ran up and down the column. Conflicting voices called for order, a retreat, and that they hold the line all at once. There was a commotion towards their rear, so between a lull in the waves Barlow turned his head to look—only to then panic himself upon realising that he could move freely. His eyes fell on Eliza slumped motionless on the ground, and he quickly swallowed his fear at the thought of facing the horrors by himself.

The bard’s axe suddenly felt heavy and unfamiliar in his hands while the lingering notes of the song faded into motes of mana that were quickly swept towards the centre of Rhelea.

Barlow was left with nothing to distract him from the harsh sounds of battle all around and the discordant howls of oncoming horrors that grew louder with every passing second. A wave of inky-black flesh rushed towards him, and not knowing what else to do the bard closed his eyes and prayed. Screams rang out behind him as several someones pushed past in a hurry, knocking him to his knees—which wouldn’t stop shaking.

Rather than trying to stand, Barlow waited for his death to come. When it didn’t, he cautiously cracked an eyelid to see what was taking it so long.

Mere feet in front of him, was a thoroughly unexpected sight. Undead abominations in ever-growing numbers were attacking the horrors. They continued to stream around the edges of the column, and several more dead figures pushed past him in their hurry to join the fight while the bard stared uncomprehendingly.

When the calls for a charge sounded out, Barlow was too perplexed to disobey. He staggered to his feet, clutching his axe all the tighter and rushed forwards to join the shades in the fight for Rhelea.

* * *

Tuk-tuk, or Tucker as the adventurers insisted on calling her, was in awe. Every one of her steps through the dark tunnels felt like she was treading on air. She was so elated she was the one who had been chosen for this series of precious moments. Not even the lack of respect from her reluctant guards could dampen her glee. All her life she had made traps. Traps for fun, traps for game, and most importantly of all, traps for killing humans. Like many kobolds, Tuk-tuk lived and breathed the fine art of trapsmithing.

Answering questions like how much twine was required to suspend a basilisk-femur counterweight, or how deep a pit needed to be to shatter a fourth-tier human’s legs, were how she had made a name for herself as the greatest talent of a generation.

Now that talent was probably going to get her killed—not that she cared, because she was certain she was going to die happy as the mother of the greatest trap Astresia had ever seen.

The five-man team of humans assigned to her protection added to her almost dizzying high of anticipation. Their obscene levels were just another validation that she was right. Her unnecessarily detailed calculations, her abrasive personality, every dance she had ever skipped in favour of scribbling out her notes, it had all been worth it for this one opportunity given to her when the Lord Sovereign had come to her tent and asked for help.

“Pass the artefact,” she demanded of her escorts.

The warrior casually tossed her the box and Tuk-tuk nearly died from fright when she caught it—her prayers were subsequently answered when no catastrophe followed.

“You okay, Tucker?” the burly man asked. While she may have been grateful for their protection, they refused to use her name, and so she refused to learn theirs. That spiteful bit of tit-for-tat warmed the fine scales of her chest.

“I’m fine,” she said hastily. “Just don’t throw it—for all our sakes. Treat it like it were your egg.”

“Egg?” the human asked. The pink-skinned warrior looked confused for a moment until a slightly darker shade of human—a ranger—spoke next.

“Tucker means like a baby. A fragile baby that you probably shouldn’t toss around.”

The two humans looked down at Tuk-tuk, who stood at only half their height. The rest of the adventurers watched both ends of the winding tunnel with their weapons at the ready. The small kobold gently cradled the artefact for a few tender moments while she carefully inspected its wooden exterior for signs of damage. She had no practical experience with storage objects like this, and she could only pray that the contents had been protected by the magical effect running through the box. She reassured herself with the knowledge that if they weren’t, the warrior’s lack of care would probably have already killed them by now.

The [Traveller’s Chest] had been gifted to her personally by the Lord Sovereign, and it appeared undamaged by its recent rough treatment. She carefully set it down on the ground and fed it a drop of her mana, standing well back as the artefact ballooned out in size.

“How many this time?” the ranger asked.

“Just eight,” Tuk-tuk said after briefly consulting her notes and cross-referencing the tunnel with the maps they had of the area. “And please . . . like an egg—a fragile baby.”

“So few?” the human enquired.

“It’s enough, it has to be,” Tuk-tuk answered.

Carefully, while the others kept watch for horrors, the burly warrior pulled eight heavy barrels covered in deeply etched runes from the [Traveller’s Chest]. The mouth of the artefact seemed to almost stretch to accommodate the passage of the objects; they couldn’t possibly fit inside it without powerful magic in play. As much as the kobold wanted to better understand how the chest worked, she was far more interested in the barrels and their contents. When the humans were done, she cast her eye over the arrangement and despaired over how the empowering runes carved into the side were already breaking down the mundane wood.

Time was short.

“We need to hurry,” she said, placing an arcane token amidst the centre of the barrels and attaching it firmly in place with a healthy splash of glue.

“How many more? I want to get to the fighting already. I didn’t volunteer to lift barrels in the dark,” the pink-skinned warrior complained.

“We’re nearly done. It’s why we started early, yes?” Tuk-tuk answered.

The warrior grunted, and soon enough they were packed up again. The massive chest shrank down to the size of a human head and was tightly secured in the adventurer’s pack. They moved on towards the next marked location with the ranger covering their tracks through the tunnels behind them while Tuk-tuk consulted her maps and measured the distances. They repeated the process several times. The adventurers slew a few horrors that got in their way, but for the most part they succeeded in avoiding the Monster’s attention as they traversed the complex network of tunnels beneath the human city.

Tuk-tuk had done the maths, and she knew that if the mages delivered on even a fraction of what they had promised, it would be enough. It galled her to say it, but the goblins—for all their profound idiocy—might have saved them all.

She had known it in her chest scales when serving under Halith’s forces during the goblin subjugation. She had watched how the greenskins had fought back with crudely forged iron weapons and even cruder alchemy. While their cast-iron weapons had resoundingly failed to defeat runic steel, or even penetrate a mage barrier, she had seen the potential in their alchemy, and then done the necessary calculations.

Goblins. They were beautiful little horrors one and all. They had invented it, displaying yet another terrifying bout of savant-like genius, but it was Tuk-tuk whose name would go down in history as the one who killed the Monster.

For Tuk-tuk was special. She alone had recognised the possibilities of the strange powder the goblins wasted on their arrowheads. While everyone else had laughed at the greenskins’ failure of an alchemical weapon, her throat had been silent. Instead, her pad and charcoal had been busy while she’d jotted down the details of what was to be her greatest work.

Tuk-tuk had done the maths, double checked the calculations, and worked out exactly how many grains of blackpowder were required. She had adjusted the yields based on the alchemists’ skill levels and the quality of the amplifying runes carved into the barrel’s wood.

Beneath Rhelea, she was building a trap. And she knew in her scales that it would change the face—and the geography—of Astresia forever.

* * *

Enora had never been any good at runes. Two of the three that adorned her magestaff had, much to her embarrassment, been carved by a pair of very-well-compensated professionals. She had always thought that her own skills were simply too inadequate to risk the valuable metals in her arcane focus. Looking at the third, most recent rune—a Monster-slaying one carved by her hand—she knew that she had been right all along. Its edges were rough and jagged where they should have been clean and straight, and straight where they should be curved. It was a badly etched rune, carved by a rank amateur, but as much as she hated it, it was the best she could do.

Standing in the mage circle that she formed a vital part of, she found herself regretting her decision not to push through her persistent inadequacy and master the runic language like any self-respecting mage should. At the time, her folly had seemed like an easy choice: go out hunting monsters and raise her levels, or stay inside studying musty old books with even mustier old men. It had taken decades for her to finally rediscover her love of literature her tutors had soundly beaten out of her. The secrets hidden away in the tomes she had once scorned had finally succeeded in pulling her in. It was there that she’d begun to learn the weaknesses of monsters, and with the aid of long-dead scholars she devised stratagems that would have saved the lives of so many of her lost friends had she only decided to study earlier in life.

Yet runes still escaped her. The seemingly simple sigils defied all logic and reason, and each one of them could be written in a multitude of different ways. An elongated line here, an accent there, and suddenly the efficiency of an arcane symbol would drop or be amplified by an order of magnitude seemingly at random. It made no sense to her, and she wasn’t alone in thinking this. Countless scholars had tried and failed to reduce runes down to a set of fundamental rules. The neat little symbols that were growing increasingly popular throughout Astresia were a direct result of this monumental effort. While flawed, it had allowed for increasingly greater feats of spellcraft. And yet, these great efforts were routinely surpassed by mages who possessed unconventional understandings of runecraft.

Enora tried to take in the runic array in front of her, and her mind baulked. The pulsating lines of power refused to register as the flowing script danced in front of her eyes—so much worse than when she tried to read mundane texts.

She tried not to dwell on her failings.

She was Enora the Blazing Witch. The greatest iron-rank fire mage of her time. No small boast given both the tough competition in Rhelea, and how very long a classer’s time was generally considered to be. She liked to think that her successes were why she continued to have such trouble with runes and the written word. The amount of effort required for her to read just the occasional book was challenging to muster, but she knew she could overcome that disadvantage if she wasn’t always so busy. There was always another quest, or another man to occupy her time with. As she’d gotten older and eventually found her way to the Shining Swords, the objects of her affections changed, but free time remained elusive.

This moment made her regret all that. Reminding her singularly of that time she first read a line in a book and knew that if she had only read it earlier, someone she cared about would still be alive. She knew this was important. She could feel it in her bones and her stirring class.

The runic circle was massive. Easily the largest one she had ever seen. Hundreds of mages from more than five different species were all linked by mana and hand while they poured their reserves deep into the hungry sigils beneath them.

It hurt.

Not because the magic was wrong, but because she had already been sorely used by the dragon. She had drunk so much of the goblins’ foul alchemy that she’d puked blood and had to be seen to by a healer. Their abhorrent brew had done its job and topped off her reserves, allowing her to be drained yet again and again by the sovereign dragon she had once called Typh. It irked her that she had been fooled, but not half as much as it did that the creature simply knew so much more than her.

Now that she’d had a few hours of sleep after that trying ordeal—and had recovered from those few cups of dubiously brewed potions—she was ready to be used again.

The amount of mana that was being poured into the ritual spell was obscene. Her massive reserves plummeted, and she knew from the slack grips of the mages linked to her that they too were struggling to sustain the spell. It was unlike anything she had ever been a part of. The token in the centre of the circle absorbed the energy, channelling it away to its sympathetic mates. One of the most fundamental principles of magecraft: like calls to like.

The distances involved were immense, as were the physical barriers between them, but they had more than enough mages to do the job, even if only a few of them were at their best.

Hangovers were a bitch.

“Now.”

It took her a moment to realise the words had originated from her own mouth. Her arcane instincts told her that the formation was full—any more mana would bloat it beyond containment, risking a sizable explosion that she would be unlikely to survive.

There was no panic in this realisation, and linked with the other mages she could feel their shared sense of wonder as well as their confidence. Each one of them was secretly delighted in just being a part of a spell so large. They had that childish sense of amazement that never quite went away at the realisation that magic was not only real, but something you could reach out and touch.

It made all the pain and sacrifices that followed worth it. Although it was surprising to her that this sentiment spanned multiple species so well.

She felt the collective will of the mages present, hundreds of voices joining her own while they spoke the words written in dragon blood before them—their absent benefactor led them in their casting almost as if in prayer.

Power bloomed, draining out of the array in a flash, and the wooden token in the centre of the ritual erupted in incandescent flames so bright it hurt her skill-enhanced sight.

Was that it?

For a long series of moments nothing happened. Then the ground bucked beneath her, a wave of pressure passing through the ground while Rhelea shook in the distance. There were pauses between the shockwaves, each one coming in succession with only a scant few breaths between them. Plumes of dust rose up into the sky, and the System began listing off notifications on a scale like she had never seen before.

Her mind took precious few seconds to remember that the horrors for whatever reason didn’t register with the System, and then she started to read . . . and weep.

*Congratulations on defeating a level 39 Kobold Trapsmith. Experience is awarded.*

*Congratulations on defeating a level 124 Broadsword Master. Experience is awarded.*

*Congratulations on defeating a level 117 Lightblessed Healer. Experience is awarded.*

. . .

. . .

The list of the dead kept on coming, containing far too many souls for her to read. Goblins made up the bulk of the notifications, followed closely by humans. From their classes listed, civilians outweighed the number of adventurers by a lot, but she couldn’t get past the one lone kobold that sat near the top of the unreadably long list.

Minutes passed while she dismissed prompt after prompt informing her about the people she had just killed.

Tears ran down Enora’s face while the guilt ate at her, even while the euphoria of her level gain raced her upwards towards unattainable steel.

The ground was still trembling when she took her first steps towards Rhelea.

It was time to end this.


Chapter 44

Tempo

Liberator looked out across Creation at the stone square where he had chosen to reside. Those who had conspired to usher him into reality had done well in choosing this location; although from how the flows of mana were changing, he knew that his time to leave the cradle was fast approaching. He would miss this place. The tall structures on all sides were soothing, and the firmness of the ground beneath his feet gave him a sense of security, which was an important thing for one like him.

His kind had not walked across the surface of Creation in some time, and things had changed in the meantime. It was disconcerting: the knowledge that things were not the way they were supposed to be.

From the moment of his birth, Liberator had known only violence. His arrival into Creation had been heralded by dragonfire and sharp blades. He had been forced to defend himself before he had even chosen his name. The other classers—slaves to the System one and all—had been determined in their efforts to kill him, but they had failed.

He inhaled slowly and bid a fond farewell to the shrinking torrent of mana that flowed into his lungs for the last time. The flood of power was unsteadier now than it had been mere seconds ago—the ritual circle far beneath his feet had destabilised. There he could feel the lives of the tainted wink out one by one as they were killed by a creature wrapped so tight in the System’s chains that Liberator doubted it could even think for itself. Yet even that constraining power wouldn’t save it in the end.

Without the constant flow of mana feeding him—pathetically weak as it may have been—Liberator was detestably even weaker. The mana of this age was too thin by far to allow him to manifest with his true majesty. But for all of his abhorrent frailty, the classers he had encountered so far were weaker still. They couldn’t stop him, though it would take time for him to grow to the heights of his power and shatter the Wards that kept out the rest of his kin.

Soon he would have to go hunting for mana to fuel his growth, but he wouldn’t have to look far. On all sides he was besieged by the System’s puppets—tens of thousands of them: more than enough to push him past the next bottleneck. His spawn had done a remarkable job at feeding him mana until now, but the classers’ latest offensive was proving to be far more effective than the one-sided slaughter his spawn had instigated.

Through their countless eyes he could see the four columns of classers arrayed around him. Three were ordinary—slaves to the System from the moment of their birth and Liberator’s natural enemies—but the other was different. Not only were they voluntarily initiated into the enemy’s clutches, but one amongst them was almost free; they wielded the supreme power of Creation with as much ease as Liberator did himself. If he didn’t know better, he would have assumed that another of his kind was working against him, but besides his two siblings—one to the distant west and the other to the not-so-distant east—he was alone.

This did not scare Liberator. While he would have to face the System’s slaves by himself, he was mighty whereas they were not.

No sooner had he made this resolution than the flow of mana rushing to fill him finally guttered out.

It was time.

Liberator wondered if the slaves were scared.

He knew that they should be.

And if they weren’t, then puppets or not, he would delight in showing them what it meant to be afraid.

* * *

Typh looked down into the market square where the Monster waited, and she wondered if this was the end. The hulking thing was the ultimate enemy of her kind, and her inherited memories didn’t let her shy away from that unfortunate fact. Typh had prepared as best she could, but she was under no illusions that it would be enough to save her. A Monster had killed her mother, and a Monster would probably kill her too.

She just hoped it wouldn’t be this one.

Typh could feel the eyes on her, the fearful and the curious, both near and far. She tried her best to ignore the arcane gazes that wormed their way along her skin, the probing attempts trying to puzzle out who she was and what she was doing. Some observers—the humans she assumed—were no doubt panicking at what they were seeing. The fall of Rhelea had been fast, and those rare humans with the ability to scry were likely the first amongst their species to discover its fate. The others, well, maybe they just wanted to watch a show: to see a young runt of a dragon—barely an adult—face off against the latest incarnation of the ancient threat which had shaped Creation just as firmly as the System ever had.

A part of her wanted to rage and scream at these others for watching on when they could help, but she supposed that their aid would ruin the spectacle of it. What was the end of everything without a little voyeuristic entertainment?

Typh would have preferred to ready herself in solitude far away from their prying eyes, but an unfortunate consequence of the plan was that she stuck out like a sore thumb, so she couldn’t blame them for noticing—not when she blazed like the sun.

The shadows around her continued to lengthen when they should have been getting shorter. Resigned to the inevitable, the dragon rose from her chair and stepped away from the small table where her drink sat untouched beside a wooden token. She moved to stand by the edge of the flat roof, and each one of her steps caused the gold talents sewn into her dress to clink together noisily in a loud jangle of precious metals that calmed her draconic instincts. Typh turned her head to the side and resisted the urge to glare at the man who predictably coalesced out of the gloom to join her.

“I wonder what it’s thinking.”

“Monsters don’t think, child. They simply are. You should know this,” Erebus declared sagely.

“I do, but what I know and what I see don’t make sense. It’s planning something, I know it, and the only one with answers won’t talk to me,” Typh stated.

“I’ll tell you everything, but not yet and certainly not for nothing. Knowledge is power after all.”

“Power is power.”

“I can see why you’d think that considering what you’re about to do . . . I have to say that I wasn’t expecting it to be you. This folly reeks of human madness,” the older dragon smirked with his too-handsome face. She realised then that he wasn’t quite present; the tones of his skin and clothes were all wrong, and he completely lacked a scent rather than exhibiting his usual perfume of spiced cloves.

“Why are you here, Erebus? If you couldn’t tell, I’m about to be very busy,” Typh asked.

“How could I stay away with you lighting up the sky like a beacon? You have enough mana sown into that dress of yours that I doubt there’s a power on the continent not watching right now,” Erebus responded. “Besides, you know I’m not really here—not all of me.”

“Can you get to the point sometime this century? I have no desire to indulge your need for small talk,” she said, and despite the shadow dragon’s benevolent expression, he momentarily grew more solid. The air became heavier, his darks shifted darker, and an oppressive aura of menace radiated out from him. But compared to the power draped over Typh’s body, held tight in each little golden bar, Erebus’s posturing was a small thing—easy for her to ignore.

“I’m here to make you an offer—” the shadow dragon began.

“We already have a deal. One that is hardly fair,” Typh commented.

“And yet you’ve managed to all but complete it. I asked for, what, five thousand humans? You have twice as many fighting for you mere streets away. When you factor in those you’ve pulled out of this city, and those left behind in your camp, you’ll have no trouble holding up your end.”

“So what? Now that it looks like you’ve nothing to hold over me, you want to renegotiate?”

“Why, of course.”

“No.”

“You’re like a child to me, Typh. Listen to my offer. I don’t want to watch you throw away your life.”

“Do you have any idea how gross it is to hear you say that?”

“Don’t be petulant,” he snapped. “Perhaps you’ve grown too used to being called Lord Sovereign. An ill-fitting title for someone as young as you.”

Typh calmly raised a hand, palm outstretched towards him. She held a shaped spell firmly in the forefront of her mind where she knew he could see it. Mind mages.

“Our deal holds. If you want to make me a better offer, make it, but cut the creepy uncle crap. I’m about to fight one Monster today—don’t give me a reason to go looking for a second,” Typh warned.

“That borrowed mana has made you brave, girl,” Erebus replied. “Don’t let it get to your head. Having power and wielding it are two very different things. You do not want to threaten me.”

“Are you sure about that? You’re not even fully here—just a shadow of your true self, right? Given what you know, given how brightly I’m shining right now, do you really want to find out if I can use this?”

The moment hung in the air while the tension continued to rise between them. A breeze blew across the rooftop, carrying with it the scent of battle and distant magic.

“Fine, brusqueness it is,” Erebus relented. “Bring your army to Doomhold, submit yourself to me entirely, and I’ll kill the Monster for you. I’ll even keep your precious human territories safe for as long as I can.”

“ ‘As long as you can’ could be measured in days. If you could have stopped their suicidal warding you would have done so already,” Typh scoffed. “And you want me to submit myself? To you? That idea repulses me on so many levels. Leave, Erebus, go back to your little city and play at being king. I’m too busy for your games.”

“You’ve submitted before—recently, in fact,” he reminded.

“A formality I acquiesced to when I had no options but to seek your help. A formality that I deeply regret. Don’t get ideas that it was ever more than that. Now leave me alone.”

“You’re being childish. You’re carrying enough external mana that you risk spawning another Monster if you take a solid hit, and we both know you won’t survive the explosion. You pushed too much power into not enough gold. Even from here I can smell the metal on you disintegrating while you stand. How much longer till it detonates on its own? Do you even know?”

“I’ve run the numbers, and I’m confident it will last for as long as I need it to,” she lied.

“This entire ‘plan’ reeks of desperation. You’re a sovereign dragon—you’re supposed to be better than this.”

“I’m supposed to be a lot of things that I’m not. Yet here I am. You have your answer. I say no. Not now, not ever. Now get out of my city before I force the matter.”

Erebus opened his mouth to protest, but she stared him down, silencing him either with her power, or her stubbornness. It didn’t really matter, because she blinked and he was gone, physically at least. She noted that his scrying spell remained regardless.

Ignoring her watchers, Typh turned her attention back to the Monster in the square.

“What are you thinking?” she mused out loud, now all too aware of the warmth from the increasingly unstable gold pressing through the thin fabric of her dress.

* * *

The flow of mana directed towards Liberator had stopped entirely. The energy in the air no longer rushed into him and his spawn were dying in far greater numbers than they returned—the enemies’ runic weapons were thoroughly destroying them, leaving nothing behind for them to regenerate from.

It was past time to make some adjustments.

Liberator sighed for the first time in his life as he began to channel mana from its vast reserves. He imposed his will on Creation with an instinctual ease, the vaguely defined laws of reality shifting to meet his changing needs.

He grew. Upwards and outwards, muscles bulged and bones elongated. He abandoned the sleek form of a human he had once chosen to mimic and instead picked a more brutish shape. An ogre was a decent-enough base; he could see several battling against his spawn and they seemed to have the best natural advantages, although he cared not for their tusks.

Liberator imagined that the shift would have been painful had he allowed himself to feel pain. His bones thickened and broke faster than he could process while he rose from the ten feet he’d grown naturally to, to tower at well over twelve. He was hunched forwards like a great hulking beast, with the tanned skin that he had once been so fond of stretched taut around his grotesquely muscular frame.

But any comparisons between him and an ogre ended there. Liberator was not done, not even close. The System had chosen its favoured puppets and over a millennia of violence it had honed them all into weapons; even if those arrayed before him seemed disconcertingly young, they each possessed traits that he could use.

Liberator took the claws from the goblins and scaled them up to fit his hands, a ratling tail for balance so that he did not tip over with his increased size. Then came the fangs of a warg, the rocky hide of an earth sprite—although what he really wanted was dragon scales—the regenerative capacity of a woodling, and the toxic spores of a fungoid. And last but by no means least, he produced a sword, the favoured weapon of the humans. It was also the one he was most proficient in.

Wherever the System’s slaves fell before his spawn, he stole their best qualities, incorporating them into his own form to better prepare himself for the coming battle. The near-constant flood of his freshly birthed spawn had all but dried up. They had served their purpose for now, but it was his turn to lead the charge.

He took a step forwards and stopped.

There was a shift in the air nearby. Something dark had just come and gone, leaving behind a shadowy stain of umbral mana that was as stark amidst all the chaotic energies filling the city as Liberator’s own presence.

He looked up.

* * *

“Well that’s unsettling,” Typh said.

Her plan was arguably insane. A no-win scenario that she was pursuing out of desperation and little else. Erebus was right about that, and she hated that she didn’t have any better options—at least none that she could stomach.

The Monster was simply too strong to be defeated in a fair fight, and that was before it had transformed into some kind of chimeric hell-beast with an overly large serrated sword made from bone, tentacles, and darkness.

Even empowered as she was with her levied magic taken from every mage in the campgrounds, Typh knew that she couldn’t kill it. Neither could anyone else amongst the large army she had managed to gather. She didn’t have the time or the resources to change that. Soon, the Monster would cross tiers and become something even more dangerous, far beyond what she could ever hope to slay. She needed to end this now.

There were old dragons in the Spines who could certainly squash it like a bug, but Erebus had already come to gloat, and he the dragon most invested in her survival by far. The rest of them were either ignoring her and humanity’s plight, or were content to watch in silence. It was galling to Typh that her kind knew exactly what was happening and had yet to lift so much as a single wingtip to help.

Sovereign dragons were supposed to lead the charge against the Monsters, yet where were they? Why was she, the weakest of them all, the only one to do her duty?

A part of her hoped that she was being impatient and dismissive of her kind. That if she sat back and waited, a sixth-tier dragon would descend from the mountains and put a stop to the Monster before she had to risk her own life again. But she knew that was just wishful thinking. Her species was ignoring the Monster’s threat for a reason, and until she knew why that was, it was up to her to do what needed to be done.

Typh had already taken her best shot at killing it. She’d attacked when it was mere heartbeats old, and still she had lost. Now it was stronger. More powerful by far since it had gorged itself on the lives of thousands. And this time, she was limited to her frailer human form—her draconic self had recovered somewhat over the past several days, but the damage had been fatal and her other body was only moments away from death should she be forced to switch back.

The cramped conditions in the city and the wards within its walls had made it the perfect feeding grounds for the Monster. But this time, the city itself was why Typh felt almost confident in her victory, if not her survival.

The token on the table began to smoke, and she quickly cast a spell to hurl it at the Monster below. Its passage disrupted the carefully crafted illusion shielding her from the Monster’s malevolent gaze which immediately snapped upwards to focus on her. The small piece of wood flew true, covering the distance between them in an instant, but rather than being struck, the Monster snatched the token out of the air with apparent ease.

In a large, clawed hand it held the wooden disc up to the light, staring at it with something approaching curiosity. Then, with a blazing flash the token erupted into blindingly bright flames that seared the rocky flesh of the Monster’s hand and face down to its thick bones.

It did not cry out in pain, but the ground did.

With a mighty tremble, the earth groaned audibly. Relieved that at least the first step was going to plan, Typh began her mental countdown and swiftly descended from her perch. The last thing she wanted to do now was to incentivise the Monster to learn how to fly.

She pushed an ungodly amount of mana through her skills and felt them level from the sheer quantity alone. Typh emptied a golden ingot at a time as she layered protective and enhancing spells around her. The mental strain of moving so much power through her body all at once threatened to overwhelm her. The dizzying burn of potent mana eroded her muscles, skin, and bones, nearly making her cry out, but she persisted, because she had no choice.

It was do or die.

* * *

Thick, golden scales formed around the small human’s body the moment it touched down on the still-trembling ground. A staggering amount of mana was discharged all at once from the metal in its dress, and Liberator wondered how such a small creature didn’t immediately explode from the strain. How it had even gathered so much power while being constrained at such a ‘low-level’ was another mystery—along with how he had missed it.

It was so bright in his vision that Liberator could barely stand to look at it. Yet while the form was unfamiliar, the ethereal chains that bound it in place were not.

The dragon had come again.

A volley of spells, hardened chunks of mana composed of equal parts heat and force, were flung at him at truly ridiculous speeds. The magical assault was further empowered by complementary runes and skills. Each strike chipped away at his newly formed flesh, sending juddering impacts through his hulking form and rocking him onto his heels—only his long tail kept him upright while he withstood the magical barrage.

Naturally he returned the favour, imitating the dragon’s spell forms as he sent scything arcs of black, consuming energy headed her way, along with missiles, blades, and lances.

She dodged, skating along the ground almost as fast as the spells she shot out. Streaks of pungent ozone trailed from the tips of the claws the dragon had conjured, and her rapid passage scattered dirt, snow, and loose stones into a fine spray that billowed out behind her. Where his spells missed—and most of them did—echoing explosions rung out through the square. Shockwaves and shrapnel tore through the sky, collapsing buildings and blasting fragments of stone across the square.

Not wanting to be caught out by her speed, Liberator rushed to meet her; his sword was levelled horizontally like he’d been taught to hold it, and more missiles of black light racing out to intercept the golden spells that filled the dwindling space between them.

They finally clashed with an audible crack of mana. His sword bit through the dragon’s surprisingly resilient scales and her claws dug deep into his stony flesh. Before he could close his free hand around her, she darted away, the air humming with spent mana and disintegrating gold.

Already, massive quantities of magical energy had been spent by the dragon. She picked directions seemingly at random to dart off in, only to return a heartbeat later for another collision where the two of them exchanged blades in addition to the roaring spells constantly flying through the open air.

His blood dripped down him in great rivulets, his flesh healing rapidly to stem the flow while the dragon dashed in and out, scoring innumerable hits, before he eventually batted her away amidst the audible crunch of her arcane defences.

But two could play at that.

Copying her design, black scales at least twice as thick as hers enveloped Liberator’s much larger form. The dragon hesitated for a fraction of a second before returning to strike with her claws, but this time they only scratched the surface of his conjured armour, whereas his powerful swing nearly cost her an arm.

Hissing in pain, the dragon flew along the ground even faster. She remained mere inches off the ground, but why she didn’t just run like he did, he didn’t know. The torrent of spells she put out only increased in intensity as they hammered against his defences while she darted in and out forever just out of reach.

She flew along the ground away from him, trailing a long shower of golden sparks while he raced after her on foot. The dragon’s mana-bloated spells continued to crack the sky, each one leaving trails of vapourised snowfall in their wake and hitting unerringly—curving if necessary, just like before.

He didn’t even try to dodge. Instead, he accepted blow after blow, reforming his armour as needed so long as he inched closer to the fleeing dragon. Eventually, he would catch her, and then it would all be over. For all of her unanticipated power, she was still bound to the System. Its constraints limited her, and she would inevitably run out of mana long before him.

But why hadn’t it happened already?

He finally closed the distance. He raised an arm to strike at her, and the resulting spell that emerged from her open palm neatly severed his hand off at the wrist. His bleeding stump only succeeded in spraying blood over her manifested scales.

His eyes went wide. Staring at the injury that should not have happened.

His bones started to reform while the dragon once again pulled away. She sent more spells racing towards him while his own, lacking focus, trailed well behind her, missing by several metres and resulting in catastrophic booms when they impacted the ruined buildings surrounding the shrinking square. Shockwaves and gouts of flame spread across their arena, melting snow, which promptly boiled, and scattering more dust and stone, which cracked under the ever-increasing amounts of heat that filled the square.

That square then bucked.

The once secure ground quickly rose beneath his feet before it dropped precipitously, sending spidering cracks through what little unbroken stone remained. Everything fell a good few feet as the paved slabs sagged downwards towards the centre of the square. The ground creaked loudly, while tremors continued to make themselves known. Showers of dust and stone exploded up into the air, creating great clouds of expanding smoke that momentarily obscured his vision.

Not knowing what else to do, Liberator roared his confusion out to the heavens, which oddly enough earned him a brief respite from the dragon’s assault. His tireless foe, seemingly content to watch for a time.

Three seconds passed while he vocalised his frustrations, his incredulity at his foes’ refusal to die or play by the rules fuelling his outburst. Liberator was free, whereas the dragon was but a slave. At the rate it was going it should have run out of mana ages ago, yet it kept on coming. This brief respite was the only sign that it even had limits.

He’d fought it before and it had been weaker then. What had changed?

And then the earth kicked again, rising and falling just as suddenly as before, but this time it settled much lower. The square pulled away from the Old Roads that connected it to the city above. Then, amongst a shower of broken stone and displaced earth, the two combatants stumbled on the increasingly unsteady ground.

His war-like form was in ruin. Even though he’d been protected by dark mana, the dragon’s increasingly powerful spells had seared meat, rock, and whatever else he conjured away from his bones. Black ichor ran from his open wounds, and strips of torn flesh and ruptured muscle hung loosely down from his large body. His skull was exposed—hardly ideal, but the writhing tentacles that served as a last line of defence were already stimulating his body’s regrowth and tapping into his reserves to speed along the process.

The dragon turned to face him, cocking her head to the side questioningly.

“You’re probably wondering what’s going on right now, aren’t you?” she taunted.

“Classer. I’ve killed you once before,” Liberator said, still confused by their return.

“I suppose technically you did, but this time it’s my turn,” the dragon said whilst skating over the sunken earth towards the centre of the square, where the ground was just a little bit lower.

He lumbered towards her, but he didn’t get far before the ground kicked again, bringing his progress to an abrupt stop as he tried to steady himself on the shifting floor. More fissures spread, more dust filled the air, and this time the fragmented earth pulled them down deeper, some twenty or thirty feet away from the surface up above.

“What are you doing?” Liberator asked.

“I’m killing you,” the dragon replied, before lobbing a bloated manabolt at him. It cracked the air, only to glance off his skull and hit the far side of the sinkhole. The result of that final impact caused another spray of soil—although it was molten this time—to fall over them both while the ground shook, threatening another descent.

“You’re too weak. Even tireless, you’re not enough to stop me,” Liberator answered, deciding to focus on repairing the damage the dragon had just caused. New flesh quickly grew over the exposed bone, and he rid himself of the cracks she had sent through it while his foe stood and watched patiently.

“Idiot,” the dragon answered, and then the ground fell away from them, causing them both to tumble down into the dark.

* * *

Typh was falling. Which was fine by her, as that was all according to plan.

Rhelea was an old city built atop the ruins of the countless others that had come before. Different ages of humanity were linked only by the interconnected tunnels that ran for miles below the surface of the earth, and thanks to the barrels of blackpowder painstakingly spread throughout them, the tunnels located beneath the market square were collapsing.

All of them.

Typh allowed herself to fall to the rumbling sound of chained explosions while the ground plunged beneath her. The Monster fortunately fell with her. They didn’t go all the way to the bottom, not yet, but the pit they soon found themselves in was so deep that the sky up above was only visible as a small circle of dwindling light.

The wide-open square had shrunk dramatically during their long fall, leaving Typh with little space to run and nowhere to hide. The Monster for all of its lack of intelligence was quick to capitalise on this.

It reached her almost faster than she could think—but not quite. There was hardly any room to dodge, which worked against them both, since with an arcane shield to protect her from the backsplash she began draining the last of her gold talents dry. One by one she emptied out ingots as fast as she could, firing off bloated lances of mana that each impacted the Monster unerringly in the skull at point-blank range and sent it sprawling back into the side of the trembling pit.

Typh’s head hurt; even pulling on external mana stores, her vitality wasn’t nearly high enough to channel such large quantities of mana without consequence. Each golden talent contained thousands of points of sequestered power—each hurled spell was worth more than half of her normal reserves—and she had cast so many. Blood streamed from her nose beneath her golden scales, and Creation had been spinning long before the ground had started to fall.

A single strike making it past her defences would be devastating; she knew that she certainly couldn’t survive that. Yet no matter what arcane punishment she poured on it, the Monster kept coming.

From the heat of her spells, the rocks surrounding them both turned glassy and soft, inching closer to becoming molten while the air heated up so much it hurt to breathe. The protective spells she had cast did what they could to keep her alive in spite of the ever-increasing temperature, but at the rate she was going they would be overwhelmed sooner rather than later.

Semi-liquid stone burst around the Monster like a ruptured boil. In the next moment, the eldritch creature rushed forwards from the side of the pit to grab Typh by the chest, only to throw her into the far wall—the stone yielded against her when she hit it. Her golden scales cracked precipitously while liquid rock ran over her, and she hastily forced herself to drain another ingot and repair the damage even as her flesh cooked.

She gasped a painful breath and looked up from her back at the Monster before her.

The flesh that had once clothed it had peeled away like slag scraped from a foundry. Instead of muscles and organs lying beneath its burnt-away skin, there were only black tentacles wrapped around gleaming, ivory bone. It was horrific. The oily mass of pulsating tendrils crawled over the creature’s large skeleton in lightning-fast, lurching motions, animating it with their unnatural movements.

The dragon rose to her knees right before it picked her up and slammed her into another unstable wall of the pit. Molten stone poured around her, stressing her defences further while its horrific sword sprouted once again from a free hand and it prepared to strike her down.

“You’ve lost, System slave! It was a good effort, but the end was never in doubt,” it growled, its clawed, skeletal hand squeezing more around her torso than her neck.

“Maybe . . . but it’s not over yet,” she choked out with a bloody grin on her face.

“What—”

The ground beneath them bucked again, harder this time, and the two of them were once again thrown into the air, buffeted from side to side by the intensity of the shockwaves as the ground began to fall. The glassy remnants of what remained of the square plummeted even farther below the ground as successive rounds of detonations took them deeper into the earth.

The floor didn’t stop falling. Their little section of the surface rapidly descended through the layers of Rhelea’s ancient substratum. Open caverns and sprawling ruins briefly flashed by in their descent, along with scenes of carnage displaying mounds of dead goblins. The sky that had once been so clearly visible up above narrowed to a pinprick as the series of earth-shattering explosions caused them to fall through miles upon miles of Rhelea’s tightly interwoven catacombs.

Splashes of Typh’s golden mana and the Monster’s dark light illuminated and further rocked their unsteady passage while they exchanged hostile spells.

At some point as Typh was bashed from side to side, she lost her count and her ability to predict the incoming detonations. However, she knew from the depth they’d reached that they were near the bottom.

Near the end.

That meant she was coming up to the tricky part.

The Monster had adjusted to the lack of ground far faster than she would have liked, learning to fight with surprising competence mid-freefall. She had to do the same, mostly out of fear that if she flew, it would learn to do that as well.

Its sword flashed through the dark, fracturing her conjured claws with every checked blow and shearing the protective scales that covered her increasingly damaged human form. Xan had been an unfortunately good teacher, so the Monster was hard to fight against; it had reach, strength, and was despairingly tough to harm.

Her claws barely scratched its thick bones, whereas its sword cleaved large chunks of her armour away and carved deep wounds into her body. Chunks of her were only held in place by her hastily reforming mana scales holding everything in place.

Still, beating it in a swordfight had never been the point.

Typh emptied out the mana in as many talents sewn into her dress as she could, while desperately thanking the System for choosing [Sovereign Magus’s Reservoir] so many months ago. Thick, golden chains of light wrapped around the Monster while she leapt up towards the sky. Using her own reserves for the first time, she pulled herself up and away from the bottom of the pit as fast as she could. The rapid acceleration of her upward flight made her already faint head spin.

The walls of the pit raced by while she flew, and for a few heartbeats she thought she’d done it—then a clawed hand, more bones than anything else, grabbed her by the ankle, crumpling her scales into motes of light and pulping the joint.

Her fear rose while the momentum of her spell carried them both up towards the distant surface.

She was out of time. She knew that. It might survive what was coming, but she certainly wouldn’t.

“Got you!” the Monster roared. Its bare and ichor-stained skull grinned grotesquely in the dim-light.

“Not quite,” she retorted.

And then she shifted.

[Alternate Form] protested hard. The skill knew that she couldn’t survive for more than a moment as a dragon, while at the same time acknowledging that there wasn’t enough space in the narrow pit for her true form. But that didn’t matter—she didn’t need moments, and just one would do.

Her protective scales dissolved while the outside of her body blurred. She bared her flat, human teeth and bent at the waist to bite down even as her form was taken by the System and replaced with her mortally injured draconic one.

A hundred-and-ten-foot-long dragon briefly occupied a hole less than ten feet wide in diameter. The pit immediately collapsed around her, while muscle, bone, and scale were pulverised into gory smear. Her limbs were mangled beyond recognition by the pit’s rigid confines just as surely as her ankle had been beneath the Monster’s grip.

The creature’s hand was ripped open and its bones shattered, completely unable to keep a hold around the dragon’s suddenly much larger limb.

Typh’s fangs were already in motion—her head, about the only thing to survive the pit’s confines intact—bit down around the skeletal frame of the Monster. Her powerful jaws, exponentially stronger thanks to her massive size and unbridled strength score, fractured the surprised creature’s bones. [Sovereign’s Breath] answered her call even without the space for her chest to breathe, let alone exhale a gout of fire. For in Creation, when biology failed, mana and most importantly will bridged the gap. Searing golden flames packing the concussive force of an avalanche struck the Monster before it could react and sent its damaged body hurtling back down to the bottom of the pit.

Before the pain of her failed transformation killed her, she switched back to her human form. With dirt, blood, and gore raining down over her, she used the last dregs of her power to cast off the unstable ingots and shoot up the tunnel.

Seconds passed with only the thundering sound of her own heartbeat and the groan of the unstable earth in her ears. She was terrified that she’d see it rising again, but even a Monster needed more than a few seconds to figure out flight.

She continued to ascend, and then the bottom of the pit exploded; the remaining powder in the vast network of tunnels detonated along with the unused mana in her increasingly unstable lost fortune.

The sides of the tunnel, miles deep, fell inwards around her. Stone and earth rained down while she raised her hands protectively over her face and prayed to the System that she had enough power to make it to the top. Falling rocks glanced off her battered form, and only her dwindling momentum kept her flying upwards while she was sent careening off into the sides of the pit.

Buffeted by shockwaves and stone, Typh reached for the sky; the exit of the deep pit narrowed as she raced upwards all too aware that not even she could dig herself free of so much earth.

She held her breath, and then she was through.

The dragon rose high above Rhelea while the mouth of the pit closed behind her, trapping the Monster beneath literal miles of rock and earth.

Soaring up above, she saw what was left of Rhelea.

The town square had been replaced by a massive sinkhole that was spreading to consume much of the city’s centre. Rows of streets were falling into the earth as the tunnels beneath the city, thoroughly mined one and all, collapsed beneath the weight of the surface. The destruction grew in an ever-expanding circle that threatened to push past the line where masses of her soldiers stood, waiting to contain any horrors left standing.

Until it stopped, and Typh began to fall.

*Congratulations on defeating a Monster. For your service to the System, additional experience is awarded.*

*Calculating . . .*

*Congratulations Sovereign Magus, is now level 59*

. . .

*Congratulations Sovereign Magus, is now level 99*

. . .

It was over.

The Monster had been killed . . . and it only cost them most of Rhelea to do it.

As Typh fell to the ground, she couldn’t help but think that it didn’t feel like a victory at all.


Chapter 45

Aftershocks

Arilla’s breath frosted in the morning air as she stumbled through the snow. Her sword felt heavy in her hands, while her grip was slick with a mixture of sweat and rapidly cooling blood.

It was the morning after the battle, and if nothing changed in the next few minutes it was liable to be her last.

Lord Traylan’s sword flickered towards her, and she moved her own vertically to block it. Metal rang out against metal, and even with [Slayer’s Blade] consuming her stamina at a record-breaking pace, the force from the blow threatened to rip the zweihander from her hands. Reeling, Arilla staggered backwards along the edge of the shoreline, desperately trying to parry the lightning-fast strikes that followed. More often than not she failed, earning herself thin gashes and shallow stabs.

Numbness spread from her wounds, more injuries to add to the long list of minor cuts she could no longer feel. Her bones rattled with every checked blow and her HP trickled ever lower, prompting her class to growl in thwarted frustration at the prey it could not touch. With a roar, the Noble Slayer lunged forwards, a spray of earth and snow erupting into the air behind her. With her class’s predatory cries thundering in her chest, Arilla catapulted towards her foe. The distance between them closed rapidly, and she readied her heavy sword to strike Lord Traylan down. But the old noble merely looked bored when he turned to the side and slapped her out of the air with the flat of his narrow blade.

Arilla bounced hard off the snow-covered stone, tumbling head over heels along the ground until she ended up splashing through the freezing shallows. The cracked flagstones of the lakebed were hard beneath her back, and cold water flowed through the neat slits in her clothing to chill her already numb wounds even further.

As inconceivable as it had once seemed, she was losing.

And victory wasn’t even close.

Ignoring the growing dread that reached up to wrap around her heart, Arilla lurched to her feet and displaced the water above—only for Lord Traylan to appear before her. His coiffed salt-and-pepper hair wasn’t even mussed. This annoyed her far more than his immaculately presented clothing or his total dominance in the fight. If it wasn’t for her blood dripping from his naked blade, he could easily have been mistaken for a nobleman about to attend a ball. She hadn’t managed to touch him even once, and silent in his contempt for her, he wasn’t above making a show of his obvious superiority.

Despite her limited experience with the sword, Arilla was good enough to know that the old noble was dragging out their duel when he could have easily ended things several times over.

He was toying with her, and she hated that she couldn’t stop him.

Lord Traylan backhanded her, and while she may have received harder blows before, that one was enough to send her sprawling back into the water.

While Arilla was still reeling from the almost casual slap, the noble’s sword came down to pierce through the elbow of her swordhand, pinning her to the submerged street below. His boot soon found her neck, and she quickly joined the cracked paving slabs beneath the surface of the lake.

Arilla struggled and strained, but Lord Traylan was unyielding. The old noble, like so many others, had experienced a sudden and significant level gain with the death of the Monster. He had crossed from high-bronze into iron rank, opening up a gulf in power between them that she simply could not cross. He seemed younger, although in reality his decline had only slowed, but he was certainly stronger now than he had been during the assault on Rhelea.

Too strong for her to beat.

More pressingly, he was too strong for her to remove the calf-skin boot from her neck.

Arilla’s lungs felt like they were about to burst. The icy water begged to be let in, while the noble beyond the surface watched and waited for her to drown in less than a foot of water.

Eventually, she relented. Cold spread through her chest, and she experienced an instant of blissful relief before the irresistible pressure to inhale was replaced by her lungs spasming as they rebelled at the fluid that now filled them.

Lord Traylan stared into her eyes through the water, his face distorted by the ripples on the surface. Darkness grew along the edges of her vision, and she felt the familiar siren’s call of looming unconsciousness.

“I’m not sure I can help you out of this one, Arilla . . .” Rolf trailed off, her own personal ghost whispering into her ears for what might be the last time.

And then the sword was roughly pulled from her numb elbow, the boot was removed from her neck, and when she leapt to her feet, the noble staring at her spoke.

“I yield.”

All at once, Arilla’s adrenaline vanished and she fell to her knees. She retched, loudly emptying her sodden lungs with a long bout of drawn-out coughing, while Lord Traylan waited patiently for her to finish.

“Why?” she croaked.

“Because at this particular moment I don’t feel like killing you. Although it is important to me that you know you lost,” he stated calmly.

“But I’ll get Rhelea. Your legacy, it will fall to me,” she explained in her confusion.

“You’re welcome to it. Look around, Dragonrider. This isn’t my city, not anymore,” Lord Traylan stated, gesturing to their surroundings with an open hand.

Rhelea was a ruin. The sinkhole that had formed in the market square had grown to consume almost a third of the city before it had finally stopped. The remaining structures were left with a noticeable slant towards the former city centre, which had caused numerous buildings that survived the battle to collapse soon after from the abrupt shift to their foundations.

Already, reports were filtering through that the wells were all tainted. The blackpowder that had detonated throughout the tunnels, when combined with the ichor from the slain horrors, made it undrinkable. Although, drinking water was less of an issue now that the River Pollum had broken its banks. The wide river that had once ran through the city now filled the sinkhole, flooding the sunken centre and fundamentally changing the shape of Rhelea. The two branches of the ancient Old Roads that ran through the city like an ‘X’ now hung suspended over the surface water, seemingly unperturbed by the lack of soil beneath them.

Early estimates suggested that Rhelea’s population had been cut in half. Of the hundred thousand who had once lived within its walls, just over fifty thousand remained. Although, when you considered that the slums had always been ignored by official counts, the death toll was probably far higher.

How many of those casualties were a result of the Monster, and how many had died when Typh’s plan collapsed much of the city, Arilla would never know. That unanswerable question irked her to no end.

“All this just to kill one of them,” she said listlessly.

“Considering the level gain we’ve all experienced, there are many out there who would consider it a worthwhile trade,” Lord Traylan commented. “But you’re focusing on the wrong thing. You’re going to need to fix that if you want to last as Rhelea’s new master. The city can be rebuilt. The lake will actually help in the long term with trade and food issues, although the Old Roads’ presence will make building a waterfront interesting . . .”

“However, that is besides the point,” he continued. “Look at the people, our audience. This is not the Rhelea I know, nor is it one that I care to be shackled to. A safe haven for nonhumans? A foreign garrison of monstrous beasts? Your dragon intends to make this city hers, and that is not something I can tolerate, not when I have been gifted this new lease on life.”

“What are you saying?” Arilla asked, slowly rising to her feet while her eyes scanned the large crowd that had gathered to watch them.

“I’m saying that as of this moment, I abdicate my position as governor of Rhelea in favour of my adopted daughter. I leave the city, its surrounding territories, my remaining knights, and debts to you, Arilla Traylan. May you live long and rule your people well,” the former Lord declared loud enough for their audience to hear.

“Well fuck,” the new Lord Traylan answered, while the old turned and unceremoniously walked away.

The large crowd of people—mostly veterans from the battle—clapped awkwardly, having witnessed her loss and subsequent ascension. The sound of applause from so many different types of hands was odd, but nothing was quite so peculiar as watching an earth sprite slam its rocky fists together while everyone around it scattered, intent on shielding their ears from the loud impacts.

This was all hers now: her duty, her problem, so she had better get used to the new residents that now called it home.

She exhaled, then felt the dull throb of her wounds start to ache, now that the effects of the former Lord Traylan’s skills were wearing off. The Noble Slayer needed a healer, but an intrusive thought wormed its way into her head that she needed a loan even more.

Arilla wasn’t sure how much had already been paid to Typh, but she was fairly sure she had just inherited the vast majority of a fifteen-thousand-talent debt to her lover and sometimes liege.

She tried not to, but she couldn’t help herself; Arilla sat back down in the freezing cold water and laughed.

Gods, she was fucked.

* * *

Rhelea would never be the same. Arilla didn’t need to read the reports littering her table to know that. Fortunately, while the destruction had wiped out the affluent heart of the city, the majority of its less impressive residential and industrial districts were more or less untouched. While disputes regarding the true owners of the remaining properties were just getting started, the survivors from Rhelea’s fall finally had proper shelter. Weathering out the remainder of the winter had suddenly gotten much easier, and with the forges mostly intact, repairs to the city could begin almost immediately.

It was a surprising relief to read that her home would recover in time, if given the chance. Although Arilla wasn’t sure how much of one it would get. It hadn’t even been a full day since their victory, let alone her duel, and already the lesser nobles were up in arms about her new title. Questions about her legitimacy, and that of the deal which saw Typh’s army moving inside the ruined city’s limits, were abound. More than a few bards had been caught taking coin to spread salacious rumours to undermine her rule, and despite Typh’s spies’ best efforts, it was only a matter of time before those whispered comments took on a life of their own.

Her rule. That was going to take some getting used to.

The muttering was quieter amongst those who had fought against the horrors, but for the many more who’d either been rescued, or simply sat out of the conflict, all they saw were more monsters and even longer lists of the dead. Her people needed something to unite them now that the immediate threat had passed, and the idea that more Monsters could come was not one they fully comprehended. Humanity’s longstanding hatred for their new nonhuman neighbours could all too easily become the uniting force that would push them back towards unnecessary violence.

Arilla sat back in her chair, already exhausted just thinking about it—although maybe her fatigue had something to do with her recent stab wounds.

The wide table in front of her was littered in grim reports so fresh that the ink wasn’t even dry. Her temporary house by the lakeside, which she shared with Typh, was failing to live up to its scenic views of the new waterfront. Rather than experiencing the peace and tranquillity she had naively seen in it, the building had swiftly descended into a madhouse filled with hurrying scribes and soldiers who came to petition her or Typh with urgent news and important requests.

Liberally wrapped in bandages, she had to acknowledge that there was very little she could actually do. Without a fresh source of coin, she was incredibly dependent on her dragon partner to fund any and all decisions that couldn’t be accomplished with goodwill alone. Personally she didn’t mind this, especially given it was her first day as a Lord, but she could easily see how the subservience would grate on a man like the former Lord of Rhelea.

“What next?” Arilla asked.

“You know what’s next,” Typh replied from her seat next to her, the dragon’s one leg peeking out from the bottom of her golden dress.

“I don’t like it.”

“You don’t have to like it, but you still have to do it,” the dragon smiled.

“What do I even say to them?”

“Tell them the truth, like we practised. They have a right to know, and they need to hear it.”

Arilla groaned, but she knew that Typh was right. As much as she wanted to stall for time, the days of being anything less than proactive were long behind them both. Typh was the Lord Sovereign, some weird nonhuman mixture of a general and a king rolled into one. Someone that she and the leaders of the other species had sworn to obey. Although if she was remembering correctly, now that the Monster’s threat had passed they were due to renegotiations the exact nature of their relationship going forwards. 

Now that Arilla was Lord of the ruined city it was her job to advocate on behalf of the Kingdom of Terythia, something she was horrendously ill-prepared for. The old Lord Traylan was right: Typh appeared to have no intentions of letting her newly acquired territory go. Whether that was her draconic possessiveness or forward thinking, Arilla wasn’t sure, but it didn’t really matter at this point as Rhelea’s recovery was utterly dependent on the dragon’s favour.

She rose from her chair, pausing to bend down and kiss Typh deeply. The Noble Slayer pulled back and offered Typh a weak smile before striding out of their house to face her adoring crowd.

Almost immediately, Arilla was confronted with a sea of expectant faces gathered around the banks of the lake. It struck her then just what it meant to actually be responsible for so many people. In the past when she had risked her life for theirs, it had been a choice, but from now on it would be her duty instead. There was a weight to that, and she felt like the revelation helped her better understand Typh’s initial reluctance to stay and fight.

So many eyes were watching her. The gathered crowd was just a tiny fraction of the fifty thousand she was now responsible for, but she knew that the words she chose would find a way to reach them all.

The people—her people—were scared. More than half of them had been killed over a period of a week with no notice and only garbled explanations as to why. It had been so fast that riders requesting aid from neighbouring cities were still weeks away from reaching their destinations.

Slowly, with mounting trepidation, Arilla approached her marker: two crossed lines in the dirt in front of a runic array that would have made her nervous a month ago. The magic involved was so utterly inconsequential by comparison to the rituals she had seen since.

The warrior cleared her throat, wincing as the sound of it was projected out to the people gathered around the edge of the lake. Her mistake caused their faces to falter just a little bit, and some of their hope visibly drained away.

Arilla was not an experienced public speaker, nor did she consider herself to be a poet or a wordsmith; yet, like it or not, these were her people.

She took a breath and spoke.

“Astresia as we know it is ending . . .

“Yesterday we sacrificed the heart of Rhelea and so many lives to put down a Monster so terrible that it united us with our greatest enemies. People—not monsters—who have hated us for our ancestors’ crimes from far before the birth of our nation.”

“For too long we have suffered in ignorance. We’ve fought the people who should have been our allies without ever even acknowledging them as anything more than beasts. So many of you are still coming to terms with this truth, and I understand that it is not an easy adjustment to make. Great harm has been done on both sides, but the time for recriminations is long past.

“The Monster that was spawned in Rhelea’s square is dead, but it was ushered into Creation by traitors who called it an Angel. It was members of the church who brought it here—members who were following the orders of another Monster in Old Epheria. These traitors want to spread the destruction we’ve experienced to every city on Creation, intent on replicating what happened here because they believe that the Angels will save us.

“This will happen again unless we stop it. War is coming to Creation—not one between kingdoms and dynasties, but between the creatures that live by the System and the Monsters intent on destroying it. The enemy is strong, the strongest humanity has ever faced, but the fight is not hopeless, and that is because of you.

“You are citizens of Rhelea, and you are classers one and all. There are more master smiths here in this crowd than there are anywhere else on the entire continent, more engineers, labourers, farmers, tailors, miners, and you are all free.

“The nobles in their castles, with their oathsworn knights, have kept our numbers low so that they can maintain control, but in doing so they have made us weak. When the Monsters come again in Helion, Musama, Thytos, Nauranos . . . they will win. And they will win because we weren’t there. Because the noble lords who have ruled Terythia for a thousand years will send a hundred knights and tens of thousands of the recently classed to fight for them. They will rely on men and women so new to their skills they’ll be lucky to have more than five levels to their name before they are sent to the grinder.

“Unless we are there.

“You don’t know me, but maybe you’ve heard the stories. Of how I was chosen by the sovereign dragon who united us as one. How I pulled hundreds of children out from the depths of Rhelea’s catacombs, and then again from within the walls when the city fell. How I marched at the front when we took back our home, facing the same horrors that so many of you have fought. I have shed so much blood for you, because I am you: just another orphan to grow up on Rhelea’s streets. Now that I’m its Lord, I’m asking for your help, because you are all free and I will never force you to do anything.

“If you want to stay and try to rebuild your lives in Rhelea, I won’t stop you; depths take me I won’t even tax you. If you want to take your loved ones somewhere safe, I—I know of a place where you’ll all be granted work, homes, and safety—as much as anywhere is safe now. But, if you want to fight, if you want vengeance for what we have lost, then I don’t care if you’re tagged as an entertainer or a knight, come with me.

“We have more classers here than anywhere else in Astresia, and more raw stats between us than any other army. With the class stones we have, and the resources we can create with our skills, we are the greatest force in the nation. If we march on Helion, taking class stones to every village we pass along the way, we can demand the changes that will prevent this from ever happening again.

“And if they don’t listen to us . . . we’ll make them. We can drag Terythia kicking and screaming into a new age without the unclassed, so that when the Monsters come for us again, we’ll be ready for them!”

Arilla felt spent. The words had taken a lot more out of her than she’d thought they would. There was a long pause, and every moment that passed put greater strain on her ailing nerves . . . until someone clapped. The applause was quickly taken up, along with stomping feet and whooping howls, and by the time it was deafening she couldn’t help but smile. The Lord of Rhelea raised her arms to the side and basked in the adulation of the crowd that seemed eager to change Creation for the better.

Slowly, Typh came to her, hobbling out of their house on a thin cane.

“That wasn’t what we practised. I thought you were going to reassure them that everything was alright. To cement your place as another loyal little noble devoted to the crown. Assuage their fears, that sort of thing, not . . .” the dragon trailed off.

“Not threaten treason?” the warrior suggested.

“Yes. I didn’t think you’d do that.”

Arilla grinned.

“It’s only treason if they try to stop me. Besides, I prefer the term revolution.”

Typh laughed, and it was a beautiful thing.


Chapter 46

The Deal

With unerring precision, molten silver was poured from the crucible and onto his nails, where with long brushes and a great amount of expertise, Erebus’s attendants went to work. A tingling warmth spread from his fingertips as the liquid metal began to cool, leaving behind a mirror-like sheen of solid silver on each one of his manicured digits. It was a ridiculous extravagance, one that few creatures on Creation could tolerate let alone find pleasant, but if there was one thing he had learned in his 894 years, it was that life was truly meaningless without its little indulgences.

Besides, he had company to greet, and he wanted to look his best.

“The count is complete, Lord Erebus.”

“And is it sufficient?” the dragon inquired.

“Y-yes, My Lord, 11,327 souls have arrived seeking refuge. Of those, more than half meet your age requirements . . .” the scribe replied with a well-concealed tremble. Erebus took his time to respond. Instead of a hurried answer, he savoured the intoxicating bouquet of man-fear that wafted off of the human while he considered who amongst his attendants looked the most appetising.

“So many . . .” he trailed off, earning him an increasingly uncomfortable look from the simpering man before him. “Is there a problem?”

“N-no, My Lord, but if I—if I may ask? What do you want to do with the excess numbers? There are too many for this year’s intake, even with your planned expansion of the school grounds. A lot of the children are unaccompanied, and we don’t have the infrastructure to—”

“Scribe. Stop talking before I eat you.”

“Yes, My Lor—”

Erebus glared and the human’s mouth snapped shut with an audible click. The dragon contemplated just implanting the commands he wished to be implemented into the man’s head, but it was never worth the fallout. Staff who witnessed that sort of thing tended to become jittery, and he relied on his attendants’ steady hands for much of his grooming.

He dearly wished that he had a greater wealth of well-trained servants to draw upon; until he did, he couldn’t afford to force their calm without risking even-more-permanent damage to their mental facilities. Humans were weak like that; they could only tolerate so much puppeteering before their brains turned to mush. But such were the trials of leadership. How anyone ruled over humans when ripping the will out of them wasn’t an option, Erebus would never understand.

“Test them all. Send the most promising to the school, and make it clear that there are replacements waiting in the wings should they fail out. The remainder can wait a few extra years. Keep them unclassed, of course—we wouldn’t want them learning any bad habits in the meantime. However, we will not look this gift-horse in the mouth,” the dragon instructed.

“Of course, My Lord, I will see it done,” the scribe said, bowing low to the ground.

“You will. Now, get out of my sight,” the dragon ordered.

From the look of relief that spread across the human’s face as he scurried away, the man was clearly pleased Erebus hadn’t ordered the excess humans be sent to the kitchen for butchering, or something equally wasteful. He would never do something like that, although it did remind him to visit the dungeons later for prospective additions to his evening meal.

The Lord of Doomhold resisted the urge to drum his nails on the armrests of his throne while he waited for them to finish drying. When he was satisfied that enough time had passed, he signalled for his attendants to prostrate themselves while he rose from his seat of sculpted onyx and gold. He walked towards the large window that overlooked his city and smiled at what he saw.

He dismissed the illusion of stained glass that depicted his moment of triumph over the adventurers who’d once fought for Traylra, then activated the enchantment carved into the wooden frame. The view swirled with a pulse of his potent mana. The cityscape beyond swept down in a blur of clean streets and vacant houses until it slowed its frantic rush over the rooftops to focus on a snaking convoy of waggons that extended from the east gate all the way to the main plaza. Erebus wasted some more time overseeing his shades while they escorted the increasingly fearful arrivals to the homes prepared for them.

When he was ready to move on, he pushed his will through the focusing runes. The scene blurred again, zeroing in on his more important guests as they rode in the extravagant carriage he had provided for them. The dragon watched them sit in silence for a few minutes before he grew bored. There was nothing interesting to observe so early on, and he seriously doubted that he would be given the opportunity to set anything in motion—not like last time.

Erebus smiled wide at that pleasurable recollection.

Despite his age and power, it remained his favourite illicit thrill to ride along in someone’s head during their more impassioned moments. There were few left amongst Doomhold’s limited population whom he had not already grown tired of. A culture of subservience and fear did not make for the most interesting subjects—or the highest birth rates—even if he appreciated the ease with which it allowed him to govern. He supposed the recent influx of desperate humans might just change all of that.

Erebus could only hope that some of them were half as interesting as the human Typh had brought him last time.

The dragon returned to sit in his throne, then signalled for his attendants to dress him in something suitably extravagant before his guests arrived. Within minutes he was clad in one of his more impressive sets of armour. What felt like a second later, the doors to his great hall swung open, only to slam against the thick stone walls with an echoing bang.

Two humans—one familiar, the other not—a dragon, and something a little different strode into his hall. Their eyes remained frustratingly unimpressed with the carefully cultivated grandeur on display in his throne room. He felt the strain of the runes designed to enforce just such a mood warring with the overlapping auras of the women present, and he couldn’t help his frown when their skills eventually won out.

These were decidedly not the usual simpering guests who ventured into his hall.

Still, subservient or not, they were here, and that was what was important. Although, he would have preferred it if they’d come a little less prepared for a battle. Typh positively radiated a massive quantity of stored mana—not as much as before, but more than enough to blow fresh holes into his palace. Her companions each bore weapons with dragon-slaying runes carved deep into the metal of their blades, and they had protective wards etched onto their shining armour.

None of it would do anything to stop him should it come to violence, given the chasms between them in terms of raw power, but he was less than happy about what it said in regards to Typh’s mood.

Like the mana radiating from the gold she’d draped over her equally enticing body, he could feel her rage. Which was a shame, really. Dragons like the two of them were exceedingly rare amongst their kind, and it would forever be disappointing to him that she’d refused his advances so immutably.

Not that her refusal would necessarily remain an obstacle for much longer.

“Typh, you’ve done well for yourself,” Erebus said.

“Erebus,” the woman responded carefully, before sucking her teeth and frowning. “There’s enough grandeur in this hall, don’t you think?”

“Fine,” he relented. With an unnecessary wave of his hand, the runes lining the chamber deactivated and some of the majesty fled from the room. The colours woven into the ornate tapestries that depicted his kingdom became a little less vibrant. The scattered wealth littering the floor in the corners of the room stopped catching the light. The magelights stopped subtly pulsing, and the enforced feeling of awe faded as his shadow—where his other self dwelled—grew deeper, coming to dominate much of the space behind him. “Better?”

“Much,” Typh responded, while two of her entourage breathed noticeable sighs of relief even as his true self became more solid around them.

“I really didn’t expect you to bring so many humans to my city,” he began. “You realise the point of a fool’s errand is that you are supposed to fail. Exceeding the impossible request is just rude.”

“I’m so sorry to disappoint you,” she said insincerely.

“It’s fine. Your siblings are awful, and I have no desire to actually deal with them if it can be helped. However, I am quite curious as to how you got so many humans to come here voluntarily? They seem more than just compliant—if anything, they seem relieved.”

“I promised them that they would be safe here. Was I wrong?” Typh’s lover asked. The warrior seemed different than before, changed in ways that couldn’t be accounted for by just her increased level. Then again, all the people in front of him had faced a Monster in the flesh, and that had obviously left an impression.

“Would it truly change anything if you were wrong? I only asked for five thousand. Redundancies are nice, but I really don’t need so many extra mouths to feed,” Erebus lied.

“Yes, it would change things,” the warrior stated firmly, and he could see through the cracks he’d left behind that she was serious. The insane little human would fight him if he pushed, and with his jealousy urging him on, he was actually tempted to.

He tried to stop himself, but he couldn’t, and for the first time in over a century the Lord of Doomhold laughed. His guests looked distinctly uncomfortable while the deep chuckles continued to roll out of him, and he was keenly aware of how his shadow thrashed its jaws on the walls of the chamber.

“Are you done?” Arilla asked, the steel still suicidally present in her voice.

“Yes. Thank you for that, little one. It has been a while since . . .” Erebus trailed off, deciding not to focus on that memory. “You can rest assured, Lord Traylan, that I will take very good care of your former subjects. So long as they don’t break my laws, and I am able to defend them, they will be safe here. I am many unpalatable things, but I am also a dragon of my word.”

The humans looked to Typh for reassurance, and the young sovereign—so out of her depth—gave them a subtle nod which seemed to reassure them. Erebus reclined in his throne and reached into a shadow, producing a large crystal goblet. He drank deep from it before placing it back where it came from.

“Tell me, Typh, Arilla . . . Are you sure you want these two to witness what we are about to discuss?” he asked, gesturing to the fifth-tier noble and the thing that looked like a bard. “This information is meant for dragons and Council species. I don’t particularly care one way or the other about keeping their secrets, and neither should you, but you might not want all of humanity knowing this.”

“I know it’s against our laws, bu—” Typh began.

“Let me stop you there. The Council’s law doesn’t matter,” Erebus clarified.

“The laws have stood since the Sundering. They are the reason dragons stay in the ‘Spines, why we don’t hunt humans, and why we don’t rule over them,” she began, trumpeting her ignorance for all to hear.

A very large part of him was going to enjoy this.

“The Council’s law is no longer being enforced. I hinted at it earlier in our last meeting, and I had hoped you’d pick up on it then. Enforcement has always been somewhat lacking, but now it’s official. The Council has ceded its authority over most of Astresia,” he explained.

“They wouldn’t do that . . . it makes no sense . . . why?” she asked.

The Lord of Doomhold looked over the puzzled faces of his little audience and wondered how much she had already told them.

“Again, are you sure you want them to know? It could be bad for morale if you care about such things.”

“Tell us, dragon. Honour your side of the bargain you made,” the fifth-tier noble demanded. He glared at her, yet she did not cower. Which was something, he supposed. Typh was certainly forming a habit of collecting interesting humans.

“Very well,” Erebus said with a shrug. “As Typh knows, and has no doubt explained, after your ancestors saved Creation by laying the Great Wards across the continent, it took them all of five generations to strip away the human class and cripple the rest of us in the process. This is the very reason we are all here: the folly of the Sundering and the chaos that followed.”

“When the first humans were born without a class, they were born without their hereditary knowledge as well. Most crucially, the secrets behind how the Great Wards were made were quickly lost in wars that followed immediately after. Humans were never big sharers even when they weren’t trying to kill us, and in the aftermath we were too busy trying to figure out how to survive to realise that the critical knowledge we all needed hadn’t been safeguarded. In the millennia that followed, we’ve gotten no closer to success than we were back then, although the greater races were able to figure out a roundabout way of keeping the Great Wards topped off with mana, and we’ve been doing that ever since.”

“Until now.”

“With our growing losses in the depths below, it has become too expensive to continue maintaining the Great Wards. Thanks to the Sundering, it simply takes too long to produce the high-tiered creatures we need to refill the array with mana, and when they die in the Everwar, they aren’t replaced—not nearly fast enough.”

“The Great Wards were truly ambitious in their scale and scope. They are a single runic array that covers all of Astresia in an effect that dissipates mana and prevents Monsters from breaking through. Only deep below us, close to the heart of Creation, do we normally have to worry about them spawning, and that is where we have fought them since the Wards’ inception.”

“What changed?” Typh asked.

“Nothing and everything. It’s been a gradual shift for millennia now. The slow but steady loss of creatures in their eight-tier, but the real clincher—as always—was the humans,” he continued.

“What did we do?” Arilla asked with a frustrated groan.

“You do what your kind always do: you break things,” Erebus replied with a sigh, feeling strangely emotional. “Every age of humanity inevitably discovers how to focus mana for faster passive levelling. But the rate of it keeps increasing. This age discovered it the quickest by far, first with city walls condensing the essence of every death towards the centre, after that they took it a step further with inner walls, then palatial walls, then fucking runic arrays under the beds of every noble ruler.

“We’ve always done what we could to slow it down, but from east to west every noble with a few coins to their name spends their time surrounded by runic arrays to focus mana around them.”

“And this weakens the wards . . .” the fifth-tier noble said, her voice resigned, maybe even a little guilty.

“It stresses them, increasing the draw on its mana reserves. Every human city, outpost, caravan, bed . . . wherever someone has the bright idea of focusing mana to passively level just a little bit faster speeds up the decline on the Wards. System help us, there have even been instances of opposing forces cooperating on the eve of battle to lay down arrays where two armies will meet just so that when they kill each other the survivors eek out an extra level or two.”

“We can’t keep up. There are so few of us left who reach the levels of power required to maintain the Great Wards, and they’re needed on the frontline, not sitting up on a mountain, devoting their life to slowing the inevitable. Without their ancestral memories, humans are a self-destructive species that will kill us all rather than change,” he lectured.

“That’s bullshit! If you explain to people what they’re doing wrong, they’ll—” Arilla stated angrily.

“We’ve tried that—I tried that. What the fuck do you think happened to Traylra? It doesn’t work. Prophetic dreams, mind control, the truth, none of it can get past human competitiveness. No kingdom of man is willing to give up the advantage of mana-concentration arrays, not when they’ve no guarantee their neighbours will do the same,” the shadow dragon snapped.

“So what’s the Council’s plan?” Typh asked, and Erebus couldn’t even keep a false smile on his face.

“They’re ceding eighty percent of the surface to the Monsters. Every Council species and tributary is fleeing west, past what the humans call Epheria and Thesia, to Eleurum. There, they will rebuild anew, and fight the Monsters at the land bridge to the rest of Astresia,” he spat.

“You can’t be serious, that’s . . .” the sovereign dragon trailed off.

“I am, and I know. The Council has sounded the alarm. The greater races are abandoning their territories, leaving the humans and our lessers to the tender mercies of the Monsters that are sure to come. The hope is that when the Wards inevitably fail, they can be severed where Eleurum meets the rest of the continent. After that, they can be restored, but only for everything west of that point.”

“The rest of Astresia will be left for the monsters to eat,” he summarised.

Typh looked horrified, as well she should. Humanity was effectively being amputated from Creation like a rotting limb, except it would be far worse than that.

“What about humanity?” the fifth-tier asked.

“What about them?” Erebus answered.

“In this plan of yours, what happens to us?” the noble clarified.

“It’s not my plan. But there are humans on Eleurum. The Council’s reports say that about 1 in 20 live there, if I remember correctly. They will be allowed to go about their lives, albeit under strict supervision. And if the elves don’t bloat that number further by taking slaves on their great migration west, well . . .”

“They can’t take slaves, Council species are forbidden from—” Typh began.

“Typh. No one is enforcing the old rules anymore. The elves will take whatever they believe to be their due, and they won’t be the only ones. Every creepy crawly that has been forced to play nice will be out for revenge—exacting their price for the Sundering and whatever little thrills they can wring out of humanity before it’s all over. It gets worse. The Council has been clear that not all are welcome on Eleurum; there will be more than a few attempts to carve out a kingdom amidst the human nations. Creation as we know it is ending, little dragon, and there is nothing you can do to stop it,” the shadow dragon warned.

“Maybe not, but you could have. You were supposed to fight, but you refused,” the sovereign dragon accused.

“Hmph, you think I’m a coward for plateauing my level before I reached the seventh-tier, but perhaps I saw more sense than throwing my life away on the frontlines. There was a time when only the tenth were sent down to fight, then as things grew worse the ninth, then even the eighth were called in. Finally, most recently, it has fallen to the seventh. How long do you think those we send below last? How long do you think your mother lasted? A day? A week? A month?

“Do not curse my name just because I knew enough to foresee that this day would come. It was inevitable that the Council would give up the depths to try and fight the monsters on the surface. The Elder Council thinks that if they cut their losses and give up most of the continent, they can hold the line. Then, when the wards are depleted of mana they can be altered to cover a smaller portion of land and started anew without any trouble.

“But what if they are wrong?”

“In the countless aeons since the Sundering, we have never come close to being able to replicate the Great Wards. Our best attempts pale in comparison to the humans’ ancient genius. We barely know enough to maintain the Wards, and even then, we fall far short of the ease in which the humans of old once did it. If the Council is wrong, if they cannot manipulate the Wards as easily as they think, then they will lose everything. We all will. Things will go back to how they were before, in which case the Dragonspines have the oldest dungeons and our best chance at survival.

“Call me a coward if you want, but when you’re done playing with the humans, know that it is here in Doomhold where I will face them; here is where there will be enough of us left to fix what went wrong,” Erebus finished.

Typh gritted her teeth.

“Let’s go, there’s nothing for us here,” she said, shaking with anger. Despite knowing that if he forced her to stay no-one could stop him, Erebus let her go.

The Lord of Doomhold sighed as he watched his intended flee from his chamber. Her refusal to stay was disappointing, but he knew that she’d be back once she had failed. Because while the Council were fools to risk so much on so little, they were right about one thing: humanity couldn’t be saved—not if they were left to their own devices.

Monsters were coming to the surface of Astresia, and when they arrived, only he could save dragonkind and its lessers from extinction. Erebus had a plan, and thanks to Typh, he finally had enough humans to pull it off.


Epilogue

The sound of fast-approaching wheels bouncing over uneven cobblestones was the only warning Andaigh got before a horse-drawn cart very nearly ended his life. He flung himself to the side of the road—his knees complaining loudly at the sudden motion—and landed in a large puddle that splashed muddy water up to his thighs. He knew instantly that his imported trousers were ruined, and for some reason this aggravated him far more than almost dying. In his fury, Andaigh forgot his station and unleashed a litany of curses at the back of the driver’s fast-retreating head.

His chest heaving, he burned the image of those auburn locks into his memory. Andaigh may have been but a humble merchant, yet he was also a proud Aberian, and he would have his revenge on the youthful driver, even if it took him years.

An Aberian always gets their due.

Sighing, he tried to wipe the worst of the filth from his legs and winced as the foul-smelling mud left pronounced stains behind on the expensively dyed fabric. Ignoring a fresh bucket of night-soil that was tossed out of a nearby window and into a very similar-looking puddle to the one he was standing in, Andaigh moved on. His eyes scanned the distant horizon while he walked—an old habit from his misspent youth, which served him well in his current trade—and he frowned at the quiet seas that mirrored the lack of activity on the waterfront.

He allowed his expression of anger to melt into one of concern. If things didn’t improve quickly, it was possible there would be no more imported dyes in his future at all.

The Durum docks were surprisingly sparse given the time of year, and while he wanted to dwell on his near-death experience, he had far bigger problems than one youth’s staggering incompetence.

No ships from the east had come to Durum in weeks.

While it was possible that bad weather could have assaulted Aber’s south-eastern coast, there should still have been some ships to have made their way to the port. Even if the seas were all but impassable, people would make the attempt, and some would succeed. An experienced captain could make a killing providing goods where there would be a guaranteed shortage, and the allure of all that money up for grabs would be impossible for a merchant captain to resist.

But there had been nothing—not a whisper of verifiable news from the eastern cities by land or sea for weeks. The few merchant ships that now populated the capital city’s harbour, had all crossed the narrow channel of turbulent water that separated the Kingdom of Aber from Padia and Argrovia to the west. Most of those boats now sat half-empty, waiting to stock up on goods that had yet to arrive from Aber’s eastern coast. More concerningly, some were in the process of stocking up for return voyages back to their home ports before the channel’s currents grew any worse.

It was a potentially catastrophic turn of events for a merchant like Andaigh.

It took him several minutes to complete his walk and arrive at the squat little building where the harbourmaster resided. Once he was through the creaking door, his eyes immediately registered that the man in question was soundly asleep at his desk. The harbourmaster was a slimy, middle-aged man by the name of Boles; he was utterly useless at his job, but more than happy to take a bribe, so Andaigh had always made a point of keeping their professional relationship amicable.

The merchant straightened out his jerkin, noticing a fresh spot of mud in the process, and watched Boles snooze with naked contempt. How he wished he had the time to sleep through the day.

“Ahem!” Andaigh barked, taking pains to clear his throat as loudly as possible. Boles, the professional layabout that he was, sat bolt upright in his chair with unintelligible words now decorating his right cheek. The writing from the still-wet paperwork littering his desk had transferred onto his skin, giving the man an even more dishevelled appearance than usual.

“Oh, Master Andaigh—Gods you smell terrible—I mean, I didn’t see you there,” Boles said before he could stop himself. “What can I do for you?”

“Is there any word from the Everforward?” he asked calmly instead of screaming obscenities at the man who was supposed to be working around the clock to rectify the issue of the missing ships.

“The what?” Boles asked.

“The Everforward. The scout ship we sent east? It was due back days ago, but you have yet to relay any word to my offices,” Andaigh said through gritted teeth. The dolt of a man facing him only blinked slowly while a look of comprehension gradually dawned across his face.

“Oh, that Everforward,” Boles answered. “I’m afraid the ship hasn’t returned yet to report in, nor have any other ships due from the east, for that matter.”

“I know that part, it’s why we sent the scout ship in the first place. Have you got nothing else to add?”

“Well, no—”

“Then what am I paying you for?!” Andaigh raged, finally allowing his temper to slip. “If the Everforward hasn’t reported back, send another ship! You’re the harbourmaster, for fuck’s sake! Don’t just sit there sleeping in the middle of the day when boats are missing from more than half the country!”

“Andaigh, I understand that you’re upset, but there’s really nothing I can do. I can’t move ships east without the King’s orders, or at the very least the chancellors if he’s indisposed. They’re for the ports defence, should pirates or—”

“Boles, you’ve been taking bribes from every merchant house since before you came to your post. Don’t forget I know how much money you have squirrelled away—at least, what you haven’t squandered on whores and flake. So don’t tell me you can’t do anything! Charter a bigger ship to investigate—get a bloody warship if you have to—but find out what’s going on before I find someone more competent to do your job!”

“Chartering a . . . warship would be quite expensive,” Boles said before licking his lips. “If I were to do such a thing, I’d need contributions from . . . concerned citizens like yourself . . .”

“You greedy little shit,” Andaigh muttered before he lunged for Boles. The harbourmaster’s eyes bulged in a panic as he was dragged over his cluttered desk and hauled up to his feet by the merchant’s strong hands. “Listen to me, Boles, your incompetence has cost me money. Your laziness and lack of initiative even more. You’re rapidly approaching the line where my interests would be better served by a new harbourmaster taking your position. Do you understand what that would entail?” he threatened.

Dong-Dong! Dong-Dong! Dong-Dong! Dong-Dong!

“Saved by the bell. You should thank the Gods that someone around here knows how to do their damned job,” Andaigh grunted before he unceremoniously dropped the harbourmaster onto the floor and stepped out of the cramped office.

Fresh, salty air filled his lungs, replacing the staleness of the office as he strode out towards the pier. The familiar sound of gulls cawing and the smell of the ocean reassured Andaigh that everything was going to be alright, so he allowed his pace to slow. His eyes scanned the horizon out of habit, but thanks to the incessant bells, this time he knew there was actually something to see. Looking out over the water, it didn’t take him too long to spot it—a narrow speck of white between all that blue.

A sail.

He knew there was no guarantee the ship headed to harbour was one of his, but it was coming in from the east and it would at least have news on whatever catastrophe was holding up his cargo. Still, Andaigh couldn’t help but hope. He had invested a lot—too much—of his wealth in a large galley bringing Aberian whisky and mana-rich lumber, harvested somewhat illegally, to Durum. Once there, the materials would then be sold across the channel. If he was caught, the fines would be ruinous, but he’d made all the correct bribes and only had to wait on his ship, the Fortuitous Wind, to arrive in port.

But it was now more than two weeks late, and like countless other merchants in the city, he was feeling the strain of his unserved debts.

Andaigh was scared. Scared of destitution, scared of the blow to his reputation, and scared that his supple-thighed wife would find another rich old man to support her. She was more than twenty years his junior, and he wasn’t delusional enough to think that she had married him for anything other than his money. If the Fortuitous Wind didn’t arrive before the bank’s next demand for repayment, then the Tolisian’s would take everything he had left.

He stood out at the very edge of the pier, where the stiff winds from the east whipped at his face. Cautiously, he raised his spyglass up to his eye, and noted that Boles beside him was raising his own in a transparent attempt at pretending to do his job.

With mirrored glass and arcane runes, Andaigh looked out across the miles of open ocean at the approaching ship. He felt first his heart fall, and then his confusion rose up to meet it.

It wasn’t the Fortuitous Wind, neither was it the Everforward. In Andaigh’s long life as both a merchant and a sailor, he had thought he’d seen every hull shape of every vessel to ever sail the seas around Astresia, yet this was something new.

The ship was sleek, too narrow to sail without risking capsizing in even a mild crosswind. In addition, the sails were far too large for their slender masts, so much so that they should have snapped right off with the amount of wind filling them. The wood, if that was what the ship was made out of, was utterly unrecognisable. It was so bright that it looked more like some kind of glassy white crystal than anything that came from a tree. And despite all these incongruencies—two of which should have made the ship unseaworthy—it was racing through the water faster than any ship he had ever seen before with a spray of foam on either side of its carved prow.

“Do you recognise that kind of ship?” Andaigh asked Boles with a raised brow.

The harbourmaster merely shook his head.

Dong-Dong! Dong-Dong! Dong-Dong! Dong-Dong!

“What in the Gods’ name are they playing at? They’ve already told us there’s a ship coming!” the merchant complained.

“There’s more than one . . .” the harbourmaster said, trailing off with an arm raised towards the horizon.

“What?”

He turned to see where Boles was pointing, sweeping over the area with his spyglass as he began counting the sails of the exotically shaped ships.

He lost track at 30 with more than half the vessels uncounted and more still appearing over the horizon. The thin ships were simply moving too fast for him to be confident in his estimations, so he quickly gave up, and tried to instead guess when they’d make landfall. Depths take him, the ships were moving too fast even with the wind at their backs, which could only really mean one of two things.

“Classers . . .” he mumbled. Each of the ships approaching either had a classer at the helm—likely a wind mage or some sort of captain—or the ship itself was skill-crafted. Made by one of the handful of high-level shipwrights on Creation. Neither option would be that unusual for a single expensive ship, but for a fleet of that size the cost would be astronomical.

The fleet kept accelerating to port, the individual ships abandoning formation in what looked like a race to be the first to reach the harbour. Soon enough, Andaigh could make out what looked like armoured figures manning the foreign ships. A truly bizarre detail on its own, as any kind of armour would swiftly kill a sailor should they ever be knocked overboard.

He missed it at first, because he wasn’t expecting it. But once he knew what to look for, Andaigh knew fear on a wholly different level from that of losing his wife’s affections along with his fortune.

[Elf ???]

Everywhere he looked, he saw the same tag. The entire ship, the entire fleet was crewed with classers, and they possessed a tag he had never seen nor heard of before.

“What in the Gods’ names is an ‘elf’?!” Andaigh asked, staring down the lens of his spyglass at an elf that appeared to be looking back at him. An impossibility, given the extreme distances involved.

“It must be some kind of sailor class,” Boles offered, while the smiling elf in Andaigh’s vision appeared to string and then notch an oversized bow made from the same type of mysterious wood as the ship.

“I don’t know . . .” the merchant trailed off, well aware that this many classers in one place only ever meant one thing.

War.

Feeling fear churn in his stomach, Andaigh watched on as the distant elf drew back the bowstring and released. The arrow flew far faster and farther than he could have ever imagined. It trailed a long streak of brilliant white light that lingered in his vision even after he closed his eyes against the brightness. He heard, rather than saw, the arrow strike Boles, and when he opened his eyes the harbourmaster was sprawled out on the cobbles beside him with pieces of his skull and brains arrayed around his head like a halo.

Predictably, Andaigh screamed, and in his panic he added more mud to his fine trousers.

A rain of arrows started to fall from the sky, every single one striking true.

Within the hour, elven boots disembarked their ships and human blood flowed through the streets of Durum. By the end of the day the Kingdom of Aber was no more.
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