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PROLOGUE

The distinctive sound of thrashing flesh slamming against steel was not one Alphonse had ever thought he could get used to. But as the goblin on the table strained against its restraints, the alchemist had to admit he’d come to find the predictably familiar noises of struggle . . . reassuring. They meant that this was just a normal monster, unlike one of the aberrations beyond the walls who talked.

More importantly, it meant that the experiment could carry on without any last-minute disruptions.

He carefully slid the wide-gauge needle beneath the creature’s green skin—only bothering to find a vein out of good practice—and depressed the plunger. The captive audience in their cages shrieked even louder in their warbling fury, having to watch helplessly while the Capstone Solution flooded into the restrained goblin’s arm.

Trading the empty syringe for a pencil and notepad, Alphonse stepped back and waited patiently as a network of spidering black veins quickly spread from the injection site.

Within less than five seconds, the goblin began to noisily seize. It made tight fists with its hands, scoring its palms bloody with its own claws. Its skull repeatedly cracked against the unyielding metal behind it and foam flecked from its too-large mouth; the alchemist was delighted to see that this subject managed to retain the contents of its bowels.

The sturdy chains securely bolted to the table rapidly alternated between being stretched taut and falling slack, while the monster continued to spasm on the flat surface of the bed. Its sickly green pallor stayed much the same, but as the alchemical solution worked its way through the creature’s small body, the resulting black veins contrasted so sharply with its natural tones that it made the goblin’s skin look significantly paler.

The creature’s almost palpable fear caused its heart to race, and that only spurred on the Captstone Solution’s rapid spread. Contaminated arteries swiftly carried the alchemical substance past the goblin’s thin neck, around rows upon rows of needle-like teeth, until it reached up towards what passed for the monster’s brain. The alchemist knew when it had happened as the moment the solution reached the brain—the goblin’s struggles immediately ceased. Its wide eyes retreated into sunken pits of shadowy darkness that almost seemed to draw in the light.

Perhaps if the creature had been less scared by the whole ordeal, the transformation might have taken longer, but that hypothesis would require further testing, as well as a lab large enough for more privacy. Alphonse made a quick note on his pad to request additional funding.

“The addition of harpy’s bile to the rendering process seems to have resulted in a significantly shorter bout of struggling. Remind me to thank Bilaris for the suggestion,” the alchemist muttered.

“Of course, Alph,” Everine said, uncoiling himself from his favoured perch in the corner of the room and slithering across the clean floor towards Alphonse. Then he began to worm his way up the alchemist’s trouser leg. “Although, now that this dreadful experiment is a roaring success, can we finally go out and feed me something more interesting than stunned mice?”

The man ignored the unpleasant sensation of his familiar’s scales rubbing against the coarse hairs of his leg. He then breathed an involuntary sigh of relief when the arcane creature found its way to a more comfortable spot wrapped around his forearm.

“For the last time, no. I will not feed you leftovers from the experiments. You’re not even a real snake. You don’t need to eat, so stop looking at me like that,” Alphonse chastised.

“But I hungersss . . .” Everine hissed emphatically.

“No you don’t, and quit trying to sound like a snake. It’s annoying and we have work to do.”

“Fine, but I’m going to hide my sheddings in your bed again if you don’t at least improve on mice. They’re too chewy,” the faux-snake threatened. The alchemist merely grunted his acknowledgement, deciding not to mention that real snakes don’t chew their food. Instead, he turned his attention towards the far-more-important creature who was currently lying supine on his table.

His petulant familiar’s imaginary appetite could wait—he had science to do.

The augmented goblin was conscious and totally silent as it stared vacantly up at the featureless ceiling. The self-inflicted wounds to its hands had already healed, and if there had ever been any bruising to its shaved skull, it was gone now. And yet, it lay perfectly still upon the table. If Alphonse didn’t know better, then he would suspect it had suffered some form of lingering damage from the seizure, but all the tests they could think of had yet to reveal any kind of cognitive deficiencies that arose from the process.

The goblin was just more docile now—waiting to be activated, he thought with a shudder.

“Are you ready for the next stage?” his familiar asked.

“Almost, just let me take a few measurements first,” he said, ignoring the frustrated hisses that arose in response.

“That’s not what I meant . . .” the snake started to say, but trailed off while Alphonse retrieved a separate notebook from a nearby desk.

The alchemist paced around the central table, enthusiastically jotting down the relevant measurements from the docile goblin—his theory on host mothers and goblin height wasn’t going to write itself!—before he reluctantly returned the notebook to his desk. With a sigh, he produced a second syringe and dosed the creature. Every point of data he had seen suggested that the sedative was entirely unnecessary. The Capstone Solution removed all initial aggression towards humans in every variation they had tested, but since Alphonse was the one who administered the trials, he wasn’t taking any unnecessary chances.

Once he was satisfied his subject was well and truly under, he unshackled the beast and carefully dragged it to the large pen at the end of the room, where five other feral goblins slumbered in a narcotically induced haze. Ignoring the increasingly loud cries of outrage from the cages that lined the walls, he secured the pen’s doors; then, after triple checking the arcane seals, he released the wake-up gas into the warded chamber.

The vents in the ceiling hissed and a yellow fog descended to blanket the small room before it dissipated into more vents in the floor. At first nothing happened, but the goblin with the Capstone Solution running through its veins was the first to awaken despite it being the most recent recipient of the sedatives. Like all the others that had come before it, the creature rose smoothly to its feet, without even a trace of a hangover, and there it waited. When its peers started to wake minutes later, groggy and uncertain, the first thing each one of them did was attack. In a staggered wave of green-skinned fury, the untreated goblins charged the alchemically augmented.

No matter how many times Alphonse watched goblins fight each other, he was always surprised by the depths of savagery the little monsters were capable of. Outnumbered five to one, the goblin who’d received the alchemical solution easily held its own. It was noticeably faster, stronger, and far more resilient than its peers. Given that all six creatures shared the same level, the increase in relative power from the solution was substantial.

It was this absurd improvement in combat potential, not to mention the Capstone Solution’s tendency to placate monsters, which had earned the alchemical concoction the attention of the Guild’s greatest patron: the current Queen of Terythia—Constancia Mantios, long may she reign.

There were still significant issues with the solution, and Alphonse dearly wished those were brought up with more frequency, but within the lofty halls of the Royal Alchemists’ Stables, the formula and its source were fast becoming their most prized asset.

When the augmented goblin was finally finished playing in the entrails of its kin, Alphonse realised that he was clutching his pencil with a white-knuckled grip and had failed to make any meaningful notes beyond the word ‘savagery’ which he had underlined three times.

“I don’t like it, Alph,” Everine commented.

“You don’t have to like it, you’re a snake,” Alphonse stated.

“I’m more than that and you know it—I’m a part of you,” his familiar replied. “We don’t like it. What we’re doing isn’t natural.”

“I’m an alchemist—nothing I do is natural,” he refuted, unable to tear his gaze away from the blood-splattered goblin in the pen, who was currently eating messy fistfuls of offal.

“This is different, Alph. You know they’re moving too fast with the project.”

“Given the circumstances, mass-production isn’t ‘too fast’; there’s an army of monsters camped out beyond our walls and they could attack any day now. Besides . . . it doesn’t matter what I think—the Queen’s orders are absolute.”

“Nothing is absolute. You’re the alchemist, remember? The monsters claim to want peace; if the rumours are true there are even humans living amongst them. Manufacturing the Capstone Solution in such quantities is reckless. We don’t even know what went wrong with it in Rhelea.”

“We don’t know that anything went wrong in Rhelea!” the alchemist snapped.

“You don’t believe that. The Inquisition was clear: the batch of Alchemic Knights who received it all went bad,” the snake hissed.

“One Inquisitor who has since been censured claimed that. Why are we talking about this anyway? You’re just a snake, now shut up!” Alphonse yelled.

“I’m your familiar. You know yelling at me is just a less-crazy way of arguing with yourself,” Everine pointed out. Correctly.

“I don’t want to talk about this anymore.” he said, finally stepping away from the pen to retrieve the crossbow.

“If that was true, I wouldn’t want to talk about it. I’m you, remember?” his familiar commented.

Alphonse ignored the frustrating little snake wrapped around his forearm and carefully loaded the crossbow instead. He returned to the pen’s door and quickly opened the metal slide in the viewing port. Then, he aimed at the goblin through the narrow opening and squeezed the trigger. The runes on the limbs flared with orange light as they drew on his mana, and with an audible crack of the string, the bolt whizzed through the air to strike the goblin through the eye.

Practice makes perfe—

With the quarrel poking out from its bleeding socket, the goblin lunged for him. Discordant warbling cries sounded out, while the tide of gore streaming from the wound slowed in real time. Before Alphonse could react, a scrawny green arm with elongated claws rammed its way through the open viewport.

Even with the tier difference in the alchemist’s favour, the crossbow was knocked out of his unsteady hands. It clattered noisily onto his polished floor while he fell to the ground, clutching at a nasty gash on his arm. The goblin in the pen continued to make its unnatural cries as it flailed an arm through the hole in the viewing port—its kin in their cages had fallen silent.

The pen doors held. Not that it was ever in any question. The goblin may have been freakishly strong for wood-rank, but it was still the wood-rank and the pen was rated up to a bronze. His heart still racing, Alphonse retrieved the crossbow, wincing as he overextended his injured arm. He slowly loaded a second bolt, aimed, and fired another quarrel through the green-skinned monster.




*Congratulations on defeating a level 4 Feral Goblin, experience is awarded.*




*Congratulations on defeating a tainted creature. For your service to the System, additional experience is awarded.*




“That was close,” the alchemist muttered, his arm starting to ache as his adrenaline quickly faded.

“Are we going to talk about it?” his familiar asked.

“That System message doesn’t mean anything.”

“I think, and therefore you think, that it means we’re messing with things we shouldn’t be.”

Alphonse hesitated, a denial on his lips, but with his aching arm and a mountain of paperwork ahead of him, he couldn’t bring himself to vocalise the lie. Silently, he brushed himself off, taking great pains not to get his blood on his clean floor, and left the cooling goblin corpses in the lab while he went to find a healer to take care of his wound.

Passing through the soundproofed doors and into the wide corridors of the Stables, he was always struck by how quiet the area was in comparison to the noise of his lab. Maybe listening to caged monsters screaming all day, while only having a talking snake for company, wasn’t the healthiest thing in Creation. Sighing, he walked down the hall, keeping a wide berth from any of the other alchemists who populated the shared space.

He exited another long hallway and entered the crowded atrium at the heart of the Royal Alchemists’ Stables. Alphonse pinched his nose with his good hand, grateful that the blood on his fingers masked the peppery odour that permeated the cavernous chamber. He swiftly walked past the teams of high-level butchers who were carving into the great hall’s sole permanent resident, and made sure to avoid eye contact with everyone present.

There were never any screams in the atrium, which somehow made it worse. If it screamed, then what the beast went through would be torture. Instead, it endured its daily torment in the same silence it had maintained for a century. The knowledge that its bestial mind had long since broken was a cold comfort for his ailing conscience.

Refusing to look, Alphonse kept his brown eyes fixed squarely on the healer’s quarters at the far side of the large room. He ignored the sound of sawblades tearing through living flesh, just like he ignored the sharp scent of pepper in the air as fresh blood ran downhill. Instead, the alchemist focused on the short queue in front of him and hoped that the healers inside would have enough mana left to treat his wound once everyone else had been seen.

“Maybe you’re right. Maybe we are doing something wrong. But orders are orders,” he said quietly as he joined the short queue of injured alchemists.

“Sure they are . . . but you’re thinking too small again. You know the potential applications being bandied about. What happens when the Queen orders us to dose that with the Capstone Solution,” Everine asked, his tail pointing towards the massive creature behind them. “A goblin is one thing, but we simply don’t have a big-enough crossbow to deal with that when it turns.”

Alphonse tried not to look, but his eyes betrayed his will.

Huge didn’t even begin to cover it. At a little over eight hundred feet long from tip to tail, the dragon was monstrously huge in every sense of the word. Even curled up as it was, large parts of the stables had needed to be built around it. Since its capture centuries ago, it had continued to grow at a perilous rate, and despite having large chunks carved out of it on a regular basis, its prodigious growth remained unaffected.

Thick scales larger than heater shields adorned its flesh, cast in a deep shade of ruby red which was also the namesake of the beast. Fangs longer than a man was tall, and claws at least twice that, made it a truly terrifying creature—or at least it would, if those same teeth and fangs weren’t ripped out on a routine basis in this very chamber. Blanketed in chains, and pierced through with countless lances layered in arcane script, the dragon was thoroughly immobilised.

And with butchers currently carving it open, Alphonse prayed it wouldn’t choose this moment to awake. It had been centuries since those restraints had been tested, and it had grown considerably since then. He was not the only alchemist to fear its awakening, though the docility offered by the Capstone Solution, not to mention how the potion halted the levelling process, was enough to make less cautious voices suggest dosing the dragon.




[Dragon level ???]




“She wouldn’t—it’s too risky,” Alphonse stated.

“You said exactly the same thing when they asked you to hypothetically integrate a mysterious ichor derived from a secret, regenerating severed hand into the Alchemic Knights’ treatment regime,” Everine sniped.

“I—I couldn’t have known they’d actually use it. I just did as I was told.”

“Liar. You knew they’d use it from the moment they asked about the possibility. Just as you know that once they read your reports, they’ll use it on the dragon.”

“What do we do?” the alchemist asked weakly.

“I think, and therefore you think, that we need to go talk to the other dragon,” the snake hissed.







CHAPTER 1

THE BALL

“It’s degrading.”

“Yes, it is, but it’s also the only way they’ll let you inside,” Arilla said, awkwardly clutching the offending piece of metal in her hands. “You don’t have to come. I can go by myself. Gods know there’s a thousand different things you could do to help instead.”

“With the rumours about me as wild as they are, my absence will only make your job even harder. Besides, what if something goes wrong and you need me? I’m coming. Once it’s all over, we’ll finally stop receiving gifts of pretty virgins and actually be able to start fixing things,” Typh stated.

The warrior let out a tired sigh, electing to run a hand through her thick hair rather than dispute the dragon’s wisdom.

“You’re right. You should come, but you do realise that the collar is going to be the least of it, don’t you?” Arilla asked.

“I know. But are we sure it’s me who is going to be the problem, Noble Slayer?” Typh teased, only half joking.

“I can control it.”

“You better. These aren’t border barons anymore. It’s Helion. The most powerful nobles in the realm will be there, so we can’t have you getting all twitchy just because your class wants to kill them all.”

“I keep myself in check around you, don’t I?” Arilla asked.

“Hardly,” Typh scoffed. “Now put it on me before I change my mind.”

The dragon raised her chin, extending her neck, and felt a pleasurable shiver run down her spine when her warrior took the opportunity to affectionately stroke her exposed skin. A stolen kiss later, it was over. Arilla had placed the ornate collar around her throat, and with an audible click the catch snapped shut.

Collared like a dog.

The dragon immediately felt profoundly lesser. She knew it was all in her head. Typh had checked and rechecked the runes carved into both sides of her unwanted accessory countless times—she knew the arcane symbols remaining were almost entirely for show. The elaborate limiting enchantment had been thoroughly defanged, with only enough of it left behind for it to pass a rudimentary check. In its current state, the runes meant to cripple her power were little more than some esoteric squiggles etched into the gilded silver.

Still, even with that little bit of trickery, just wearing it was a loss. It both reminded her of her brief stint in captivity, and it also served as an admission that she was nothing more than a tamed beast to be looked down upon.

Ordinarily, she would have refused to attend the ball because of the insulting way the invitation had been delivered. But it was their first real break since camping her forces outside Terythia’s capital over a month ago; if things didn’t go to plan it could all too easily be their last chance to resolve things without besieging the city.

They both knew that the only reason they had received an invitation at all was because the hosts—Lord and Lady Nauron—governed the province which happened to contain Rhelea.

Typh didn’t understand human politics enough to get the nuance, but she had come to understand that the shame of refusing Arilla an invitation was somehow worse for the Naurons than the insult of having them both attend. And so, a messenger had been sent from their noble estate to Typh’s camp in order to issue the lesser shame, but to ensure there were no misunderstandings, an iron collar wrapped in dragon-hide had accompanied the written invitation. It was a nice little touch that really drove home just how unwelcome the dragon’s presence would be at the ball.

Fortunately, she didn’t have to wear it. While Terythian law was clear that a collar was required for a tamed beast like her to enter Helion, it didn’t have to be the one provided by their reluctant hosts. The jewellers in the campgrounds had taken upon themselves the challenge of crafting something more fitting, and within hours a beautiful, forged choker of gold-plated silver had replaced the thick hunk of cast iron Typh’s messengers had initially received. It actually complemented Typh’s elaborate ball gown quite nicely, and if it hadn’t been an enforced condition for her admittance, she might not have actively hated it.

Yet for the first time in her life, the intoxicating scent of precious metal wrapped around her throat filled her stomach with nausea. It seemed that no matter how much things changed, they also stayed the same. She and Arilla were to be humiliated for poking their noses in where they didn’t belong.

She could tolerate it for one more night, but she was getting so very tired of biting her tongue when a bout of dragonfire would convey her sentiments far better than a polite letter of acceptance ever could.

The dragon looked at her lover and sighed.

“Come on, let’s go,” she said.

With her collar weighing heavy around her neck, the pair left their shared tent and boarded the carriage waiting outside. They had a party to attend, and only all of Creation was at stake.

* * *

The streets of Helion were very much unlike those of Rhelea. They were wider, for a start, and not just where the city made use of a branch of the ancient Old Roads that ran through it. The buildings were grander in design and had more green open spaces between them, reflective of the capital city’s vastly larger size. With the exception of government buildings and wealthy manors, few houses Typh and Arilla passed spanned more than two stories, with none reaching the lofty heights of the tenement blocks that were so common in Rhelea.

The lack of classed labourers no doubt made taller constructions far more challenging to create. Although whatever Helion may have lacked in terms of classers with their pseudo-mystical abilities, it made up for with human ingenuity and the sheer quantity of souls that were leveraged to each labour-intensive task. In Rhelea as well as the campgrounds outside of Helion, Typh had seen men rip trees out of the earth and sculpt the displaced soil into brick walls with their bare hands. Here, she saw the same things being done, but with pulleys, cranes, kilns, and an exponential increase in the number of workers assigned to every menial job.

As impressive as it was, it also seemed wasteful for a society with so many better options. Classers made everything easier, and in the month they had spent camped outside of Terythia’s capital, her tent city—filled with those sworn to her and the humans who’d taken up Arilla’s call to arms—had begun developing into something increasingly permanent. If the campgrounds had the same number of souls to put to work as Helion did, they could build a city to rival Terythia’s capital in a matter of weeks. As things stood, it would probably take them as little as a year.

The people who populated the streets were as varied in their tones, heights, and hair colours as their contemporaries from the west, but when Typh peered out of the carriage window, none of the pedestrians walking by dared to meet her gaze. She doubted her species and level tag helped, but it was obvious to her—even without smelling their fear—that this city of the unclassed was considerably more cowed by the presence of a fast-moving carriage than their classed counterparts ever would be.

Despite the small amount of trouble they’d had at Helion’s southern gate, they were making remarkable time, likely due to the more-monstrous nature of the beasts driving the vehicle. Everyone hurried to get out of their way, and while more than a few guard patrols looked twice at the carriage, thanks to the thick iron collars prominently displayed around the beasts’ necks they were never stopped.

Typh had access to horses she could have used instead, but the focused attention on the beasts was useful. What was the point of being feared as some kind of ‘monster queen’ if she never played the part?

After their first agonising delay, the carriage passed through the warded gates of the Nauron Dynasty’s Helion estate and began its slow crawl up the long gravel path. The distant sounds of raucous celebration steadily grew once the vehicle was inside the almost palatial grounds and the glowing privacy runes were at their back.

The music and laughter travelled clearly across the extensive and carefully manicured lawns that separated the large manor house from their vehicle at the gates. Ahead of them, a sparse line of ornate carriages queued along the path, and Typh watched as one after another they reached the house, only to be led around the back once their esteemed passengers had been safely deposited at the very front of the manor’s steps.

It was already a far cry from the last party Typh had attended. With her skill-enhanced sight, though, she could spy several noble-tagged guests recuperating outside in the cool night’s air, so perhaps it wasn’t all that different.

The men wore silks almost as grand as the womens’ dresses, yet on more than one occasion lines were blurred where women were in militaristic-styled suits like Arilla’s, and the men makeup and lacy frocks.

The line continued to creep forwards, but enraptured by the garments on display, Typh hardly noticed the slow passage of time. Their carriage in particular earned itself a very wide berth thanks to its more monstrous draft animals. When it was finally her turn to exit the vehicle, Typh watched with some amusement as a young stablehand backed away in abject terror from the train of six spidersnakes, all desperate to be led to water.

While the beasts thrashed their snake tails, and the driver tried to allay the stablehand’s fears, Typh let Arilla take her arm in hers. Together, they climbed the stone steps up to the ball.

Noble-tagged onlookers—predominantly high-clay and low-pewter—watched from the sides of the steps with a wide variety of expressions on their faces: confusion, disgust, horror, and excitement to name but a few. Typh couldn’t help but remark to Arilla that there was a time when this kind of attention would have terrified her, but Typh had grown a lot since then and was now far more comfortable in her skin.

With her sequined ball gown–in gold of course—holding her in, the dragon entered the estate with her warrior at her side. Their invitations got them past the sneering guard at the door, although she didn’t miss how the look of disdain quickly morphed into fearful surprise upon reading their respective class tags.

They passed through the entrance chamber and several corridors filled with bustling staff, then joined the queue to enter the main hall. More nobles joined behind them, and soon Typh and Arilla were sandwiched between couples on either side of them who pointedly pretended that they were not there.

It was amusing until it wasn’t.

Eventually, it was time for the short man hovering about the entrance to the main hall to announce their arrival.

“Lady Arilla Traylan, Governor of Rhelea, and her tamed beast.”

The voice boomed and the party stilled. Typh stood awkwardly in the doorway, glaring daggers at the announcer while she imagined what would happen if she bit his throat out. Their invitation card had been far more detailed than that, and nowhere on it did it say those last two words.

While they had waited in the short line for their turn to enter the hall, the officious little man had unironically read every title and meagre accomplishment of every noble to pass through the archway. Men who’d won foot races against their peers, women who’d utilised a simple spell in mock-combat, they had all had their time in the sun. Their exaggerated—and likely self-described—titles had all been politely applauded by the noble occupants within the busy hall and a surprisingly large part of her wanted it too.

Typh wanted their recognition. Not a lazy slur.

She didn’t know why she cared, but Typh’s pride wouldn’t let her move from her spot before she’d received some form of acknowledgment beyond the words ‘tamed beast.’

“Tamed beast? Read the rest of it,” the dragon snapped, while a particularly detailed fantasy of biting through the man’s throat played out in her head on repeat.

“Lady Traylan, others are waiting in line. You should be grateful that you’ve been allowed to attend with your beast at all, especially given the nature of your relationship. Why don’t you avoid creating a scene and move inside?” he asked, pointedly ignoring Typh’s withering glare, as he looked only to the warrior by her side.

“Read the rest of the words,” Arilla replied coldly, manifesting an air of menace that Typh couldn’t quite match in the moment. They made eye contact, and the announcer flinched.

“Of course, Lady Trayl—”

“I prefer Lord. She’s the Lady here,” the warrior clarified.

“Of course,” he began, before taking a deep inhalation. “The court welcomes, Lord Arilla Traylan, first of her name, the current sitting governor of Rhelea, the Dragonrider, and her partner, Lady Typh, the Lord Sovereign of the non-humans, the Sovereign Dragon of Rhelea, and the slayer of Monsters.”

The man took a shuddering breath to recover, and the pair moved on, accompanied by the sounds of pained silence, which was only broken by muted applause moments later when another couple with equally grand—albeit hollow-sounding—titles were loudly proclaimed to the rest of the room.

Arm in arm, they walked forwards through a whispering crowd that watched but never approached. Typh couldn’t even claim to be surprised by this, she had a charisma score in the triple digits, and while the nobles in the room all had the noble class, this was not Rhelea. Magical beasts and non-humans simply didn’t come this far east with the same numbers or levels as they did back home. Kill experience was much harder to come by, and passive levelling was far slower. Noble classes may have usually been charisma heavy, but with the pronounced tier gap between them and her, it wasn’t like they had much choice in staring.

It also didn’t help that she looked stunning and was proudly displaying her true tag in all of its draconic majesty. Even Arilla’s much-more-humble warrior one stuck out like a sore thumb since she was more than triple the room’s average level, and the only warrior present to boot.

The main hall itself made the Adventurer’s Guild Hall back in Rhelea look like a pauper’s hovel, although it paled in comparison to Erebus’s palatial chambers. The portraits lining the walls were artfully done and housed in elaborately carved frames that moved with palpable pulses of arcane magic. The grand chandelier cast the hall in a brilliant white magelight, and it floated high above the heads of the dancers, who flitted about the central floor like bits of multi-coloured ribbon in the breeze. Everywhere Typh looked, she saw signs of opulent wealth that set her draconic instincts screaming.

It wasn’t just abundant—it was poorly guarded. She could take it, and she doubted that anyone could stop her.

The dragon inhaled the stench of money and shuddered with undisguised pleasure. The liberal quantities of gold, silver, and well-cut gemstones draped about the predominantly young nobles present was enough to set her appetite racing. She felt light and giddy, and above all else hungry.

“Are you okay? I know there’s a lot of eyes on you . . .” Arilla trailed off.

“I’m fine. I just lost control of myself for a moment,” Typh explained.

“Lost?” the warrior asked.

“There’s a lot of wealth in this room. I was surprised by the quantity of it,” the dragon replied with a shrug.

“Right, well we can’t have that. We need to be on our best behaviour.”

“I know, I know . . . Do we even know what Lord Nauron looks like?”

“I’ve heard that he has a full beard, dark hair, and is considered to be quite attractive,” Arilla offered, and Typh merely gave the warrior a strong look in response. “Not nearly as attractive as you, of course.”

“Of course not,” the dragon replied, smiling, and from the way Arilla’s breath caught in her chest, Typh knew it was a good one. Squeezing her lover’s arm, Typh looked over to the crowd of dancing couples moving in complex patterns on the dance floor while a troupe of musicians—unclassed one and all—played an equally elaborate tune. “Regardless of what he looks like, we still have hours to kill. We should at least try to enjoy ourselves before the hard part starts.”

“What are you thinking?”

“Do you want to dance?”

Arilla chuckled loudly, earning them both a series of puzzled looks from the nobles standing nearby.

“You know that I don’t know how,” the warrior explained.

“So what? Neither do I.”

* * *

The rhythm grew faster, and they moved their bodies to match its increasingly frantic beat. With Arilla’s tall frame pressed up against her cheek, Typh breathed in the familiar scents of her lover as she allowed her chosen human to lead her through the steps of a dance neither of them knew.

With their physical stats far surpassing those of their dancing peers, and limited to music produced by mere mundane musicians, muddling their way through the elaborate dance steps was a surprisingly easy challenge. While Typh would never have described herself or Arilla as particularly graceful, they were both dextrous. Their steps never fumbled, no toes were stepped upon, and every elegant lift and twirl was performed with ease. For while they had both grown increasingly heavy along with their rising strength scores, Arilla’s physical might far outpaced Typh’s increased density and the warrior showcased that fact to dramatic effect.

The dragon found herself enjoying the dance far more than she’d thought she would. Arilla’s hands held her close when Typh wasn’t otherwise being swung, or twirled through the air, and their fingers were constantly intertwined in a surprisingly intimate show of public affection. She could feel the rough calluses on her warrior’s palms pressing against her own pristine skin—a surprisingly pleasurable side-effect from Arilla’s near-obsessive training with her sword.

Wrapped up in her warrior’s arms, the dragon felt more than just safe: she felt wanted.

Their constant partnered motion to the uplifting beat, along with Arilla’s reassuring presence, provided her with a much-needed escape from the hostile looks that otherwise filled the room. She didn’t have to focus on the glares and wonder who would try to hurt her next; instead, she gazed into her lover’s hazel eyes and let the moment carry them.

It was beautiful, magical in the more mundanely poetic sense of the word, but she knew it could not last forever.

All too soon, the song was over, and Creation firmly reasserted itself. Her heart rate slowed, the room stopped spinning—or rather she stopped twirling—and Typh was faced with the stark reality of them standing alone in the centre of an otherwise empty dance floor.

“Care to go again?” Arilla asked, beaming a wide and carefree smile, like their obvious ostracisation didn’t bother her in the slightest.

“I’m not sure we should . . .” Typh trailed off. She didn’t need to turn her head to see the stares. To know that she wasn’t wanted in the city, let alone in the room or on the dance floor. She was a dragon, and as much as the wealth on display called to her, the nobles who owned it would never let her be welcome. “We’re here to work, not dance. I enjoyed it—I really did—but perhaps this was a mistake.”

“No, it wasn’t. It was our first dance, not a mistake, and Gods help me but I won’t let it be our last.” The warrior gestured with her head towards the watching-but-not-quite-silent crowd—and at their scandalised stage whispers from behind half-covered mouths that Typh couldn’t help but overhear. “Let them stare, Typh. We’re never going to fit in, so let’s not play their games. Until our hosts show themselves, we have nothing better to do. With that in mind, would you do me the honour of this next dance?”

The dragon stared at the woman she had chosen almost a year ago, then smiled. She offered Arilla her hand, and when the music didn’t immediately start, she sent a hostile pulse of her aura at the musicians waiting on the stage. They startled, but quickly found their places, and within moments the music started again.

Arilla took Typh’s hand, and together they swayed to the ever-swelling slow throb of the beat. She rested her head against Arilla’s chest once again, and upon seeing that they could not be cowed, other couples eventually joined them on the floor.

Although they never did stray close.

“You were right: we needed this. It’s nice to have a break from all the needless killing,” Typh said.

“I often am,” Arilla replied smugly. “It’s good for it to be just us for a change. No ‘Lord Sovereign,’ or ‘Lord Traylan.’ Just us. Like the old days.”

“The old days weren’t that long ago,” the dragon stated.

“No, they weren’t . . . Would you go back if you could?” the warrior asked.

“In this hypothetical of yours, is Creation still in dire peril while we frolic naked in the wilderness?”

“Same peril—same everything, really. Do you regret choosing this?” Choosing me?

The last part was unsaid, but Arilla didn’t have to say the words for Typh to know what was on her human’s mind. The dragon looked at her partner and understood that the warrior felt guilty for pushing their shared crusade onto her. For not running away together back when they’d still been able to, before their responsibilities had come for them and tried to drown the women they were beneath its crushing weight.

“No. Even with all the pressure . . . this is better. I wouldn’t change it,” Typh said, not sure if it was the truth, but certain that it was what Arilla needed to hear.

The music carried on, giving them something slow to sway to while the soft notes let them talk and relax. It was an opportunity for them to hold each other close, and neither of them were fool enough to let it pass them by.

They were already so tired, and they needed the respite.

“May I cut in.”

It wasn’t a question.

Typh turned to face the unanticipated voice, mentally kicking herself for not paying attention to her surroundings. The noble’s path had been clear and easy to predict in hindsight, the woman having made a beeline towards them the moment the current song had stopped.

She was conventionally attractive and possessed an exaggerated hourglass figure. Typh couldn’t tell if it was the result of a discreet corset, or more invasive body-alteration magic. A low-cut bodice and tastefully applied make-up made the noble look, well—like Typh. When the dragon finally realised, she did a double take, something the woman clearly didn’t approve of. The noble’s hair had been cut and curled to look similar. Everything down to the metallic ball gown made the stranger a near doppelganger. The noble was only let down in her imitation by the shade of her skin, and a few extra inches in height.

Typh realised she was staring. She wasn’t sure she cared.

“Who are you?” the dragon asked before she could stop herself.

“I’m Lady Sennia of House Nauron, dragon,” the noble announced, before turning to face—and actually curtsying before—Arilla. “Lord Traylan, you neglected to pass around your dance card. Given the unique circumstances of your ascension, I will let this insult slide, but only if you give me this next dance. You can play with your pet later.”

“Typh isn’t—”

“Arilla. It’s okay,” the dragon lied. “Remember why we are here.”

The warrior eventually nodded her assent to the newcomer, but Typh had already retreated to the side of the room, trying not to look while the beautiful young woman took her lover’s hand and placed it squarely on her wide hips.

They danced while the dragon tried to find a place to hide in the room. She flitted past numerous conversations that steadily grew in substance the farther away she got from the dance floor. Talk of shipping disruptions in the far east, and the sharply rising price on Aberian whiskey seemed to be all the rage amongst the local nobility, which reminded Typh that she had yet to indulge in that particular vice.

With a crystal glass in hand, and the pleasant burn of alcohol in the back of her throat, she allowed herself to stop pacing and brood.

“You’re a braver woman than most—you do identify as a woman, right? Not a she-dragon or something else?” a surprisingly soft-spoken man asked.

Typh turned to face the noble who’d approached her. He was low-bronze, which made him a rarity in this particular crowd. He was also significantly older than the majority of the nobles in the hall, with the first signs of grey sprouting from his temples. Most of his contemporaries present looked to be in their late teens if not their early twenties, and even with the life-extending properties of their classes factored in, she doubted there were many nobles over 40, which made this grey-haired man, old, in both senses.

“Why do you say that? And yes I do, Lord . . . ?” Typh asked.

“Lord Drusus of House Prieligon,” the noble answered. “And I say that because Lady Nauron, who is currently dancing with your paramour, has very recently ended her engagement to Lord Cassius of House Tronasal.”

“And what does that have to do with me?”

“Very little, but for the young Lord Traylan over there? Quite a lot.”

She followed his eyes to where Arilla danced with Sennia at the opposite end of the hall, and she felt her possessive nature strain against her desire not to make a scene. They both watched as Sennia pressed herself luridly close to Arilla, and it took the dragon a great amount of effort to unclench her jaw.

“Can you please explain what you mean?” Typh asked, emptying her whiskey glass, and yanking another from a nearby servant’s tray with a pulse of golden mana.

“Neat trick,” Lord Drusus commented, waving over a refreshment of his own. “Lord Traylan is unwed, with no heir or real family beyond the previous Lord, who has publicly abdicated in her favour. Yes, there are a handful of bastard nieces and nephews whom we won’t see independently contesting her claim for at least another decade, but they don’t really count. The Naurons are her liege lords, and they suddenly have a low-born stranger without any political ties in charge of a city within their domain. A city which has been destroyed—”

“Not destroyed, just damaged. The rebuilding effort is going surprisingly well,” Typh interrupted.

“Be that as it may, the city has been damaged and reports indicate the ruins are overrun by monsters—non-humans,” he said, correctly anticipating her nascent response. “They’ll want to bring her into the fold before anyone else does. Better a pliable ally than an enemy puppet in their garden. Hence, Lady Sennia’s recently broken betrothal.”

“And I take it this Lord Cassius of Tronasal is going to be upset by this,” Typh muttered, barely resisting the urge to hold her head in her hands.

“You could say that,” Lord Drusus replied with a shrug, gesturing with his half-empty glass to a clearly furious young man, who practically stomped over to where Arilla and Sennia continued to dance scandalously close.

The unmistakable sound of a resounding slap soon followed, followed by a sharp collective inhalation—it was the final nail in the coffin that signalled things had gone from the unpleasant to the bad.

“I will not stand for this dishonour. I challenge you to a duel, Lord Foundling!” Lord Cassius yelled in a surprisingly shrill voice. Typh’s lingering hopes for the evening plunged like a rock.

“Is there any other way that we can resolve this?” she heard Arilla ask calmly.

“Short of you cutting off your hands for daring to touch Lady Nauron, and subsequently handing over the dragon to me, no,” the irate noble declared.

“Fine. In that case, I accept,” the Noble Slayer said, and damn her if Typh couldn’t hear the woman’s smile.






CHAPTER 2

THE UPSET

“She’ll need a second,” Lord Drusus explained.

“I can be a ‘second’ . . . whatever that is,” Typh hastily responded.

“I’m afraid that you can’t,” he said, raising up a pale hand to stifle her protests. “Legally speaking, you have about the same rights as a draft-animal, whereas a sanctioned duel is a thing between nobles. I don’t say this to be rude, but until the King rules on your petition—which could be months away—there’s nothing you can do to interfere.”

“You know about my petition?” she asked, more than a little surprised by the nobleman’s admission.

“Yes. I even read the original one. It was quite sensational stuff before it got—”

“Gutted. Watered-down. Pissed on. Stripped of any actual substance and pared down to the barest of what I asked for?” the dragon said, feeling her anger rise even more as she recalled her recent disappointments with Terythian nobility.

“Ahem. Yes, I’d say that’s a . . . fair way of putting it. Still, the King will consider formally recognising the sapience of your species and those that serve you. You should be proud of what you’ve achieved. Greater changes like outlawing focusing wards will require patience, allies, and years of carefully planned diplomacy,” Lord Drusus explained sagely.

“We don’t have years.”

“For all our sakes, I hope that we do. That, or both you and the Inquisition are wrong and this Monsters business is nothing but a fever dream.”

“If only we were . . .” the dragon muttered. She slowly inhaled through her nose and tried to let her anger go on the exhale, but Typh found that while she had managed to calm her racing heart, her fury remained simmering just below the surface. “I need to go deal with this duelling nonsense before it spirals.”

Clenching her hands into tight fists, she made her way through the preening crowd that had gathered around Cassius and Arilla. Fortunately, she did not need to elbow her way through and risk making even more enemies—there would certainly be enough of those later. The whole point of subjecting themselves to this series of humiliations was to avoid as much unnecessary violence as possible. Starting pointless blood feuds over women neither of them wanted did not fall under that goal.

Typh felt like she was performing a part in a play she hadn’t been told about as the nobles parted in anticipation of her. From the moment she had started walking, the crowd had opened up, giving her a clear line of sight—not that she needed it—to the growing confrontation.

She felt her eyes narrow when she saw how tightly Sennia was clutching onto her warrior’s long jacket while Cassius continued to glare jealous daggers at Arilla.

Why wasn’t anyone trying to stop him? Was it a trap?




[Warrior level 89], [Noble level 34].




Something was going on that she didn’t understand, and that made her very nervous. Simply too much was at stake for her to accept any kind of unknowns. She refused to believe that anyone—besides Arilla—was stupid enough to try and fight against someone their superior in both level and tier. Nobles were supposed to be well-educated, and the idea that Cassius could ever think he would win the duel was farcical to her.

Someone was playing someone, and she desperately hoped that she wasn’t the one being manipulated.

Surprisingly, her concerns about the one-sidedness of the duel didn’t appear to be shared by the crowd, who muttered and gasped almost theatrically. It was like they honestly believed that the situation was tense rather than patently ridiculous.

Do they not know what a warrior can do?

With [Sovereign’s Perception] enabling her to watch without turning her head, she surveyed the crowd as best she could. Typh studied their levels and tried to guess at the nobles’ true ages hidden beneath all the make-up, illusions, and skewed attribute scores.

I wonder if any of these nobles have even killed for their levels? Has every drop of experience they’ve received been passive?

She wanted to say no, but her spies had already given her an approximation of the intensity of the mana-focusing wards in Helion’s outer and inner walls, and what they had told her made her sick with dread. The city was just one good massacre away from spawning another Monster, and while she was even stronger than before, she had no desire to face another one so soon.

Studded throughout the crowd of young faces with low levels was the occasional older noble, with an increased level to match their greater life experience. Much like Lord Drusus, who stood behind her, the older generation all watched the proceedings with the same look of schooled impassivity. It was a stark contrast from the almost gossiping nature of their younger peers.

They seemed far less surprised by this turn of events.

Is this all just a test?

“I demand we settle this at once! I believe our hosts have suitable duelling grounds we can use,” Lord Cassius declared.

“We won’t need that. I can’t imagine this will take long. You’re mid-pewter, I’m high-bronze. The crowd doesn’t need protective wards to watch me beat you,” Arilla stated.

“Know your place, Foundling! You’re talking to Lord Cassius of House Tronasal. You may have a rank on me, but I know that you came to your class late. This time last year you were nothing more than an unclassed street-rat,” the young man gloated.

“Which is why you shouldn’t do this. I’ve killed a lot of people this past year,” Arilla warned with the beginnings of a predatory smile on her lips.

“You don’t scare me. Power-levelling grants weak classes and even weaker skills. I don’t care how many monsters your dragon held down for you to finish off. You’re weak. You haven’t had the time to earn your levels, much less to learn how to actually use a sword. You may think you look impressive with your warrior tag, but we all know it for the empty boast that it is.”

The crowd slowly murmured their general agreement, the youthful members seeming to unanimously side with Cassius over Arilla. Not that it really mattered. If the nobles wanted to believe that the warrior was projecting hollow power, it didn’t particularly hurt to let them.

“I can provide a barrier if you’re worried about the audience’s safety. So long as we move this along quickly, I don’t particularly mind. I was hoping to get the next dance with Lord Traylan,” Typh offered.

“Like we would be foolish enough to trust a tamed dragon with our safety. It may talk and look passably pretty, but I am not dumb enough to agree to remove its limiting collar,” the young Lord Tronasal scoffed.

“There’s no need to be so rude, Cassius. It’s a good offer,” Arilla said, taking a step away from Sennia to stand between Typh and the offended nobleman.

The young Lord looked like he was about to say something terminally stupid—the dragon’s anger could only be suppressed so much—when an objectively handsome man in his middle years emerged from the thick of the crowd.

He had dark hair, a full beard, and was one of the few nobles in the room to have crossed into high-bronze.

“There appears to have been a challenge!” the older man declared, his painfully obvious words prompting a bout of muted applause that left Typh feeling even more confused.

“There has, Father,” Sennia replied, taking a polite half-step forwards towards Lord Nauron before falling into a deep curtsy.

“Very well,” the nobleman began. “And I take it that neither combatant wishes to stand down.”

“No,” Cassius quickly answered, only for Arilla to repeat the refusal a heartbeat or so later.

“Well, then, let’s make this quick. There’s a party you’re interrupting,” their host chastised. “Choose your seconds.”

Cassius was quickly inundated with enthusiastic offers for the vaunted position. Noble sons and daughters from every major house in the country hastily proffered their allegiance to the youth, whereas Arilla had exactly no one to call upon.

“What exactly does a ‘second’ do?” Typh asked Lord Drusus.

“If everything goes right, nothing. But in the case that one of the combatants refuses to fight, or is otherwise unable to participate, then the second takes the place of the duellist they sponsor. Such a thing rarely happens, as the dishonour involved in trying to escape an official duel is usually far worse than suffering any kind of loss—so long as it isn’t a duel to the death of course—but the practice remains. It is now primarily used as a way of publicly stating your loyalty towards one of the duellists.” the older noble explained.

“What would it cost me for you to do it?”

The nobleman smiled wide.

“That’s very blunt of you. I could be moved to do such a thing, but—”

“I’ll be your second, Lord Traylan!” Sennia announced, causing a sharp inhalation of breath from the watchful crowd.

“Lady Sennia, you can’t!” Cassius cried, the man visibly paling at the thought.

“I can, and I will. Our engagement is over Lord Tronosal, and I do not appreciate your transparent attempt to win me back. I can dance with whomever I please, be they scions of old-nobility, or low-born-usurpers.”

“Well said, Daughter. Although given my child’s participation, I will not condone anything more severe than a duel to fourth-fifths health,” Lord Nauron announced, while Cassius continued to deflate.

“I can accept those terms,” Arilla stated without qualification, and after much pontificating, so too did Cassius.

The crowd swiftly moved back to give them space, while a small team of unclassed scribes working under the direction of a single mage hurried forwards and began to paint an insipidly weak barrier around the edge of the dancefloor. Arilla was not given her zweihander, instead an identical pair of swords were produced and then handed out to each combatant. The narrow-bladed longswords were far lighter than anything Arilla was used to and seemed to be the weapon only available, though Typh wasn’t worried.

In the months it had taken her army to make the march from Rhelea to Helion, they had detoured to every settlement along the Old Road and offered classes to any and all comers. Thanks to Arilla’s title, the move was not technically illegal, but it was certainly unpopular with the petty barons and minor nobles they had met along the way.

Suffice to say, the Noble Slayer had fought a lot of duels over the past six months, although none were nearly so choreographed or formalised as this one was shaping up to be.

Lady Sennia and a broad-chested noble due to inherit the city of Colis stood at opposite sides of the dancefloor, while Arilla and Cassius met within the warded boundary.

“This is your last chance to back out, Cassius,” the warrior warned.

“You sound desperate, Foundling. You should be grateful our host saw fit to limit the health loss to a fifth. You aren’t welcome here, and I will take great pleasure in showing you exactly how much contempt true nobility has for usurpers like yourself!”

“Begin!” Lord Nauron announced, cutting their conversation short.

Cassius immediately fell into an elegant duelling stance. With his body turned side on to Arilla’s, he formed a narrow profile with his sword point held forwards in one slightly bent arm.

Ignoring the noble, Arilla stood stock-still while she examined her loaned blade, a prominent frown on her face. The weapon bowed dramatically as she casually tested the weapon’s strength, and it was not a surprise to Typh when the ailing steel faltered. With a loud snap the sword abruptly broke in half, leaving the Noble Slayer with a length of blade about two feet long in one hand and just over a foot of jagged steel extending out from the crossguard in the other.

Before anyone—least of all Cassius—could react, the warrior threw the broken length of blade.

Two feet of fast-moving steel zipped through the air, noisily ripping a large hole through her opponent’s throat before it travelled through to embed itself in the barrier opposite her, which splintered and cracked from the force of the impact.

The murmuring stopped all at once—Lord Tronosal fell to the floor and clutched at his neck with both hands while his lifeblood spurted through the gaps between his fingers.

All at once several voices called out for a healer, and once Cassius had bled enough, the duel was conclusively called in Arilla’s favour, although Typh strongly doubted that was the end of local nobility’s animosity towards them.

“Well . . . that was anticlimactic,” Lord Drusus commented.

“It usually is,” the dragon shrugged.

* * *

“Are you sure you don’t want a drink?”

“I’m certain,” Arilla stated firmly.

“And you?” Lord Nauron asked.

“I’m partial to whiskey, but I understand that Aberian products are becoming increasingly hard to get a hold of,” Typh said, offering the man an easy out.

“They are . . . but filling one glass still remains a trifling matter. My estate has deep reserves, even here in the capital. Whatever is causing a delay in goods from the east will doubtlessly be cleared up long before it becomes an issue. Sennia, could you be a dear and fetch a servant to attend to us while we talk?”

“Of course, Father,” the young woman acquiesced, with only a hint of frustration in her voice to show her distaste for being so casually dismissed.

Following the duel, the partygoers had filed out to other rooms in the large manor while Cassius was tended to by Lord Nauron’s personal classed healer. Before the blood pooling on the dance floor had even cooled, Typh and Arilla had been whisked away by their host to a large private study to have an important ‘talk,’ while Lady Nauron made her appearances to the rest of the ball’s attendees.

The room they found themselves in was suitably grand, with mana-rich wood panelling and fine paintings tastefully scattered throughout. In terms of majesty the study fell far short of the ballroom—being lit by mere sconces bearing bright magelights, rather than another floating chandelier. Still, Typh found it more comfortable than the hall by far. Although, how much of that was due to the well-worn armchair she was sat in while the fireplace crackled nearby, she didn’t know.

“So . . . dragons are sapient. You realise the commotion you’ve caused just by wearing a dress tonight?” Lord Nauron.

“No, I don’t. Why, did they really expect me to show up naked?” Typh asked.

“Yes.”

“That’s . . . unsettling,” she commented.

“I’m sure many attendees are very disappointed by your choice of attire, even if their wives are suitably relieved,” the nobleman commented. “Which neatly brings me to my first question: what do you think of her, Lord Traylan?”

“Who?” Arilla asked.

“My daughter, of course. Sennia is only a handful of years your senior—not that it really matters. She is trained in all the things you are not, is low-pewter, and has a sizable dowry. I know you will need that to rebuild Rhelea, not least to deal with the debts your father accrued before his abdication.”

“I’m sure she’s fine, but I’m not looking for a wife,” the warrior responded.

“I don’t care. You need one,” he stated.

“No, she doesn’t,” Typh snapped.

Lord Nauron gave them both a serious look, and some of his good cheer seemed to fade with it. Typh felt something austere press up against the bounds of her aura, but she easily pushed it aside, earning herself a look of quiet irritation from the noble seated opposite her.

“I’m not trying to come between whatever kind of relationship you two have. My daughter is very open minded, and I do have sons if you prefer the sword to the sheathe. But I need to make this clear—there are no neutral parties in Terythia. You are either an ally to my house, or an enemy, and lacking any backers, you can’t afford to be my enemy.”

“I’m doing just fine, I have Typh. I don’t need your help, and I don’t want to marry into your dynasty, or anyone else’s for that matter,” Arilla said calmly.

“You’re being petulant. You have no legitimacy, no backing—a horde of peasants and talking monsters hardly counts. I could have you killed, and the King would probably reward me for it. The only reason I’m extending this offer to you is because you have made peace with the beasts that plague our borders, and you have the potential to personally reach iron, if not steel. I can use a woman like you to great effect, but only if you know your place and tie your line to mine. If you insist on this obstinate course of independent action, I will simply have to withdraw my support and add my voice to those calling for both of you to be immediately executed,” he threatened.

Typh could feel the aggression wafting off from the human, and for a moment she wondered if he’d rehearsed his speech. It would doubtlessly have been frightening to most people in their position, but after seeing the things they both had, it was hard to take the well-groomed man’s threats seriously.

Especially considering the circumstances.

“That’s nice,” the dragon offered. “But if that’s your price, we’ll have to decline. It’s like Arilla said, we want your help, but we don’t really need it.”

“I am the governor of Terythia’s wealthiest western province, and I rule over six cities, including your own—”

“You’re just a man. One who sleeps, breathes, eats, and shits. If you want to carry on doing those fine things, as and when you please, I strongly advise you to reconsider your ultimatum,” Typh interrupted.

“You’re—you’re threatening me?! Get out of my manor! I’m calling for my guards,” the noble declared, before proceeding to do just that.

“They’re not coming,” Arilla said some time later when no-one arrived to force them from the room.

“What did you do?” Lord Nauron asked, for the first time seeming to realise exactly who he was alone in his study with.

“What we had to. It took us the best part of six months to get here, and then another just to get invited in through the gates. Do you really think we’d wait for you to come around to our way of looking at things? Do we look stupid?” the dragon asked.

“We sent letters, we invited you all to Rhelea to see for yourselves. The Inquisition even warned you, and what did you do? You played politics,” Typh spat. “You stalled and delayed. Watered down the petitions that actually made it to court, and now, when you finally see us, you try to force us into a corner so you can play even more politics. What was that duel outside? What was it supposed to prove?”

“I . . . w-what?” the noble spluttered.

“Yeah . . . that’s what I thought,” Typh sighed. “Nightshade, how are we doing?”

The rogue blinked into existence, perched cross-legged on the edge of Lord Nauron’s large desk with an apple in one hand, which she promptly bit into. Clear fruit juices spilled from the corners of her mouth while the iron-rank woman in a very black coat chewed noisily.

“Whatever she’s paying you I’ll double it,” Lord Nauron offered without missing a beat, although Typh could smell the burst of fear that accompanied the iron-ranker’s sudden arrival.

“Naw. It’s a nice offer, but the dragon pays well, and no offence, but she is saving the country while your lot would see us all eaten by Monsters long before you give up power,” Nightshade said around the pulped apple in her mouth. She swallowed loudly, as the noble continued to shrink behind his desk. “We’re about done, Boss. We got them all, just a few servants left to round up.”

Typh coughed.

“Lord Sovereign,” Nightshade amended, before taking another large bite from her apple and then flickering out of sight.

“What is it with rogues and dramatically eating fruit?” Typh mused out loud.

“I don’t know, but we’d best get started. We have a long night ahead of us,” Arilla said, rising from her seat.

“You—you won’t get away with this!” the nobleman protested, finding his voice again once the assassin had presumably left the room.

“I pretty much already have,” Typh explained.

“I have guards—knights! They’ll stop you!”

“You do, but they won’t help. Not if they don’t want to watch me eat you,” she threatened.

“Typh . . .” Arilla said with a disapproving tone.

“What? I’m hungry.”

“This is treason. You know that, right? You know what they’ll do to you when they stop you?” Lord Nauron warned.

“No, you stupid little man. This isn’t treason—it’s a coup,” the dragon said with a smile, and then she finally let her anger go.






CHAPTER 3

CRASHING

In the grim darkness of the sewers, he waited. Surrounded by rivers of shit, with only goblins and the dead for company, Tamlin felt oddly serene. The smell was profoundly unpleasant, but for a boy who was so familiar with the rancid stench of decaying flesh, the watered-down faeces wasn’t all that bad. The steady drip-drip of condensation falling from the ceiling and the rapid breathing of so many creatures packed in together were the only sounds interrupting his near-silent contemplation.

The arcane fires that burned in the sockets of his shades’ eyes cast everything in hues of green, something his still-living allies seemed to appreciate even if they didn’t need the dim light to see. The necromancer had realised some time ago that he quite liked goblins. The feral little creatures—even if they unironically claimed to be civilised—were surprisingly pleasant company. They were quiet, respectful, and, if he ignored their tendency to occasionally try and eat his minions, far more agreeable than their human counterparts.

The goblins hadn’t spat on him once.

A spasm of pain shot through his stomach; feeling weak in the knees, Tamlin staggered to one side. He reached out for support, only to find that he had misjudged. His hand missed the dank wall and floundered instead through the humid air as he began to topple from the paved walkway. The channel of slow-moving sewage that ran through the tunnel beckoned unappealingly while it rapidly grew larger in his vision.

A small hand shot out and grabbed Tamlin by the belt. Their grip wasn’t perfect—he felt sharp claws dig into his skin and he heard the fabric of his trousers tear—but his saviour’s hold on him was as steady as it was deceptively strong. The necromancer hung suspended over the river of shit while he tried and failed to will his tired legs to move one last time. Fortunately, while his body was too pain-riddled and exhausted to respond to his desperate urgings, the goblin who’d grabbed him was perfectly capable of hauling one small boy back to safety.

“Thanks,” Tamlin gasped, his breathing rapid and heavy.

“It is nothing,” Glorious replied.

He wanted to say something more, to get to know the horrifically scarred goblin better, but between the waves of searing pain that had yet to subside and the taciturn creature literally turning her back on him, the moment had well and truly passed.

“Someone comes,” she announced a moment later, and every goblin crowding the narrow tunnel drew their blades. Following their lead, Tamlin instructed his shades to do the same. He felt his order go out a heartbeat before long blades—too long to be used effectively in the sewer—were drawn from rasping sheathes.

The thick iron grate in the ceiling shifted, casting thin rays of brilliant torchlight down from above. The light grew and Arilla Foundling, or Traylan if you wanted to annoy her, peered in over the edge. Her customary look of concern rapidly shifted to relief when she saw the goblins’—and likely his—filth-stained faces.

“Did everything go okay?” the warrior asked.

“Go fine,” Glorious answered.

Arilla nodded once, then stepped back from the opening while the goblin leader gestured for her troops to move. Their light mail and leather jerkins did not slow them down in the slightest as they swiftly clambered up the walls of the tunnel. The green-skinned creatures crawled through the narrow opening four at a time in their rush to enter the basement above.

Summoning the last dredges of his stamina, Tamlin stiffly followed after them, having to accept an embarrassingly large amount of help from his raised corpses just to ascend the Gods-forsaken ladder built into the side of the sewer wall.

He emerged into the fresher air of what turned out to be an expansive wine cellar. While he recovered from his exertions, hundreds of goblins and fifty of his veteran shades clad in thick runic steel continued to stream through the opening behind him.

All those bodies clambering out of the filth was more than a little bit noisy, and the previously reserved goblins whooped and laughed with excited glee. Personally, Tamlin thought it was far too early for celebrations, although he was more than a little bit relieved the first part of the plan had gone well. Having crawled through the narrow opening, he was decidedly glad he didn’t have to fight his way up and out of the basement.

“Where’s your cane?” Arilla asked with a pronounced frown.

“I don’t need it,” Tamlin said.

He attempted to push past the concerned warrior before she could protest any further, only for his body to betray him and force him to stumble forwards instead. His legs were still weak from the long walk, and his most recent episode had only made him more fatigued.

She easily caught him before he could slam head-first into the ground, and while he was grateful, he hated that he needed to be saved almost as much as he despised the patronising look of pity that crossed her face. Seeing the obvious concern present in her too-expressive eyes, he had to agree with Typh: it was a good thing they had decided to take the city—Arilla would have made a terrible politician.

He struggled out of her gentle grasp, or more accurately: he pulled back and she let him go once he was steady on his feet.

“You’ve exhausted yourself walking through miles of tunnels without it. Go get some rest, and I’ll tell Typh we’ll have to proceed without you,” Arilla said, unaware that she was the second woman to help him stand in recent memory.

“I’m fine,” Tamlin lied. “I can do this. Just show me to my room.”

“I’m worried about you, Tamlin. This is too much for you,” she said predictably.

“You’re not my mother, Arilla. I decide what is too much for me. Besides, we both know that you need my help.”

“You’re just a child . . .” the warrior stated.

“And you’re just a teenager,” he spat, feeling angry at his own weakness and choosing to take it out on her.

There was an awkward pause while she clearly tried to think of something smart to say to that, but he knew there was nothing she could say. They were both right: Tamlin was far too young to do what the dragon had asked of him, but so too was Arilla. Depths take him, even Typh herself was barely an adult in dragon years, and most of the goblins who would die tonight had only been born in the past few months.

They were an army of children whose parents had failed them. Worse, the Elder Council—pretentiously named as they were—had abandoned their duty and left them all to die without even the hope of salvation. Arilla drawing a line beneath the age of eighteen was idiotic, especially when they both knew that him sitting out of the fight would only lead to more deaths. Tamlin had proven that much in Rhelea, even if it had cost him dearly.

“It’s this way,” the warrior finally assented.

Arilla led him across the wide basement and through rows upon rows of glass bottles held horizontally in expansive shelves. He limped past more than just a healthy reserve of grain and other non-perishables, which were stacked high against a wall by the stairs. The steps to the ground floor loomed above him, and still weak from his hike through the sewers, Tamlin struggled to climb them.

His legs trembled and his lungs heaved with every step. Blood pounded in his ears while he fought through the strain to move upwards. He knew he should ask for help, or at least rely on the corpses he had to command, but his pride refused to allow it. He was fifteen and he wouldn’t let himself be a cripple.

They were just stairs, whereas he was probably the most powerful necromancer in the country. By the time he’d made his way to the top of them, though, Tamlin wanted nothing more than to lie down and rest for a year.

Gods be damned, he did need his cane.

Arilla politely ignored his suffering and pretended to inspect a painting on a nearby wall while he recovered. Once he was ready, they resumed their walk through the wide marble hallways that ran through the estate, while increasingly large numbers of knife-wielding goblins scurried about, joyously trailing filth through the almost palatial home.

The warrior slowed to allow the necromancer to hobble by her side on their walk through a large ballroom where scores of nobles sat bound and gagged in their ostentatious finery. They were watched over by at least half a dozen rogues, although it was hard to get an exact count as they were all dressed the same in black leather and had a tendency to flicker in and out of sight.

The hostages looked increasingly fearful whenever a shit-covered goblin came close to them, but despite their vulnerable position they easily saved the worst of their contempt for him.

Tamlin could feel their hateful eyes boring into him and heard the stifled gasps, audible even through the cloth gags in their mouths. He could practically hear the word necromancer whispered on their lips. It didn’t matter that they couldn’t talk—his imagination and all-too-recent memories of rejection were more than capable of making up for that deficiency.

Like many things that bothered him, he tried not to let it affect him.

After the hall there were more stairs, and another even longer period of recovery before Tamlin entered what was to be his room. It was grand in all the ways that Typh cared about, but the necromancer only had eyes for the large four-poster bed.

He immediately flopped onto it and closed his eyes.

“Are you okay?” Arilla asked.

“I’ll be fine . . . but have someone bring me bread, water . . . and my cane. I’ll need it later,” the boy asked, too tired to even lift his head from the silk sheets.

Tamlin took a few moments to steady himself, then checked his status out of perverse curiosity.




Name: Tamlin Stroud

Species: Human

Age: 15

HP: 150/150

SP: 3/150

MP: 849/860

Strength: 0

Dexterity: 0

Vitality: 15

Intelligence: 45

Willpower: 45

Charisma: 5

Class: Fell Caller - Level 47

Fell Caller’s Arcana - Level 47

Fell Caller’s Empowerment - Level 43

Fell Caller’s Preparation - Level 40

Fell Caller’s Projection - Level 47

Trait: Mana Scarred




Fell Caller - You call twisted souls back from where they should not return. As a result, you are given the option of further strengthening your ability to call and command the dead you raise.

+1 Vit, +4 Int, +3 Wil, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Necromancer] tagged.




Fell Caller’s Arcana - You may directly expend mana to create magical effects. You may add this skill’s level to your effective intelligence and willpower for determining the efficacy of your necromantic and death-aspected magical effects, the size of your mana pool, and the rates of regeneration. Additionally, you may choose to temporarily forgo all benefits from this skill to instead hide your class tag.




Fell Caller’s Empowerment - Undead creatures you control gain flat damage mitigation and a bonus to their effective strength scores equal to half this skill’s level. Additionally, you may spend mana at a rate of 3 per second, per creature, to double this bonus and include dexterity and vitality scores for the duration.




Fell Caller’s Preparation - You may imbue mana to repair and modify a corpse. Modifications are limited to 1 pound of organic material per skill level, which may be added or removed without detriment to the efficacy of the reanimation. Additionally, you may also inscribe spells into an inert corpse.




Fell Caller’s Projection - You may house your soul in a suitably prepared corpse. When housed, you may cast spells with the prepared corpse as your point of origin. Additionally, you may split yourself into a number of corpses equal to 10 x the rank of this skill.




Trait - Mana Scarred

Your body has been permanently damaged by the effects of manaburn. Your base stamina expenditure increases by one order of magnitude, and you receive a slight increase in mana density.




Mana Scarred.

It was his shitty reward for saving Rhelea. That and the levels, which while nice, didn’t really make up for the random and severe bouts of pain periodically running through him.

Eating anything richer than a thin broth or plain bread usually brought on another agonising episode, and while his restricted diet seemed to successfully minimise his pain, it only exacerbated his stamina issues. In the six months since the trait had appeared on his status, what little muscle Tamlin had once possessed had rapidly withered. making him grow as gaunt and skeletal as the shades he commanded.

Typh claimed that it was the death-aspected mana leaking from his inefficient spells that were making his nutrition issues worse. The only solutions available to him, short of simply mastering necromancy—something which should only take a century or two—was to either stop animating the dead or to simply tolerate the pain of eating more substantial food.

Giving up his magic was completely out of the question, and after a little experimentation had left him vomiting up every meal, so too was stomaching the pain.

Tamlin would accept a depressing diet that barely sustained his ailing body long before he’d ever put up with being normal. He was a prodigy, his level and his age proved that a thousand times over, and he wasn’t about to stop now just because things were getting a little hard.

Sprawled out on the bed, the boy tried to relax and put the unpleasant thoughts to one side. He searched for a position where his aches and pains were less pronounced, before eventually giving up. Ultimately, he chose to flee his body in favour of the refuge provided by the dead.

With a steady trickle of mana running through [Fell Caller’s Projection], Tamlin followed the lines of power that extended from where his class resided and headed towards the corpses he had prepared earlier.

He felt his soul leave his inadequate body behind. His persistent hunger and pain were replaced by an intoxicating rush of invigorating energy and the quiet urgings of his new forms’ other occupants. The necromancer opened his eyes and fires sparked in fifteen sets of sockets. The unnatural flames burned away the surrounding flesh that was no longer needed as Tamlin was treated to sights and sounds of a flock of newly arisen crows.

Each avian body was pristine and perfect—he’d seen to that. Although, the once one-and-a-half-pound birds were now considerably larger after having spent some time being altered by the fledgling necromancer.

Tamlin took confident steps in the darkness of the basement, threading between goblin stragglers who’d fallen behind and his other shades, who stood motionless in their runeplate.

The necromancer delighted in the sensation of pain-free movement, even if he wasn’t in his real body. The boy cocked his heads to multiple sides and ruffled his feathers in unison before taking to his wings and flying out from the basement amidst a flurry of black feathers.

His crows, now more powerful in death than they had ever been in life, wanted to caw out their triumph, and so he let them. He loosened the reins of control just enough for their twisted spirits to announce their unliving joy to any and all who listened. Echoing, ethereal caws filled the large building while his flock of oversized birds flew through the halls of the manor. He stopped for a time to cause chaos in the ballroom, where the bound nobles cowered beneath his flapping wings and haunting cries.

When Tamlin was done terrorizing them, he sent his flock one by one through a shuttered window. There, the crows’ modified skulls proved their worth as the first was able to easily punch through the wood and sheet glass, allowing the rest to follow. The birds climbed up into the warm night’s sky while a summery breeze blew beneath his many wings.

He soared through the air just shy of the cloud cover, enjoying the thrill of flight, which even when felt through nerves of deadened flesh was exhilarating to Tamlin. Hiding within the powerful forms of the undead had become far more alluring to him ever since his body had started its decline. Where before he’d loathed the perpetual cold of the grave, and chafed under his twisted spirits’ endless anger towards the living, now he didn’t mind it so much.

It wasn’t like he wasn’t already angry.

He tried not to think about what would happen to his real body if he stayed as a bird forever, and instead directed his creations to fly in large, expanding circles high above the Nauron estate.

With an aerial view of the grounds, Tamlin watched patiently through his crows’ eyes while a mass of goblins crept from the edges of the property and spilled out onto Helion’s wide, open streets. The green-skinned creatures quickly climbed up onto rooftops, where they began to traverse the city far out of reach from the few citizens travelling the roads so late at night.

Every sign suggested that no alarms had been raised, and so Tamlin left the birds circling and split his focus yet again, this time issuing orders to his shades waiting patiently in the basement.

The change in perspectives was sudden and unpleasant. His human puppets were a lot more present than the crows were, and they were far less satisfied by the mundane tasks of simply moving. They weren’t tortured souls, but they weren’t happy either—they were, however, hungry. Tamlin wrapped his will around them and felt their anticipation rise at the promise of impending violence.

It was time to feed them.

His fifty were all Rhelean dead, unclaimed corpses he had personally saved from the bonfires. Tamlin had done everything in his power to make them as dangerous as they could be, with thickened bone plating courtesy of [Fell Caller’s Preparation] doing much to improve the traditionally inadequate defences of the undead. He’d wanted to carve runic spells deep into their bodies, but that had proven to be quite problematic.

Instead, he had settled for equipping them as best he could with some of the finest runeplate from the ratlings’ forges. They wielded swords, because that was the most readily available weapon in the dragon’s camp, and if it wasn’t for them being betrayed by their shade tag, from a distance they could have almost passed for knights.

Following far behind the goblins, Tamlin’s dead exited the manor and marched down the long gravel path leading onto the Helion’s streets. Then, he divided them into parties of five and gave each group a separate route through the sleeping city. It was hard to manage their individual paths, even with his crows flying overhead, but it was far less conspicuous than a column of fifty corpses marching through the streets.

He had to split himself to his limit to observe and personally control so many differing bodies. Tamlin was both the birds above and he was also one-in-five of the soldiers on the ground. The rest merely followed his mental commands while the necromancer did his best to manage. His mental stats helped a great deal with the constant influx of jarring information, but he was still overextended far more than he would have liked to be. His concentration periodically slipped, and things were certainly missed, but he managed to get his shades where they needed to be without having to kill any late-night wanderers travelling the city.

The curtain walls protecting Helion were immense, massive constructions that defied human comprehension. If Typh’s army outside attempted to besiege the city, they would almost certainly fail. Helion had fallen exactly once since its founding, and not at all in the last thousand years thanks to those near-impenetrable walls.

Located deep in Terythian territory, the capital had never faced an Epherian siege, and the kingdom’s neighbours to the south and east had known better than to try and take the country’s capital in any of their previous conflicts. In a way, this history made things easier, for while the soldiers on the wall were no doubt told to keep a keen eye on the Typh’s tent city beyond, they weren’t really prepared for the possibility that their walls could fail.

Once he was in position, Tamlin sacrificed more than half his flock to take out the visible sentries on duty. While his crows were ordinarily not that dangerous, the necromancer spent the additional mana to activate [Fell Caller’s Empowerment] on eight of the fifteen birds. Their dexterity rose, along with their already enhanced strength scores, and the forty-eight-and-a-half pound crows suddenly picked up an enormous amount of speed as they dive-bombed—beak first—into the heads of the sentries on the wall.

Men died as already dead birds smashed skulls and speared through brains. While the fresh and the less-fresh bodies slumped to the ground, ten teams of five shades converged on the steps leading up to the gatehouse and goblins readied themselves on nearby rooftops.

“Halt! Who goes there?” an armoured soldier called out into the dark; fifty heavily armoured forms raced towards him with weapons bared. “Oh, Gods! Sound the—”

The two soldiers on watch by the bottom of the stairs were low-pewter, whereas Tamlin’s shades were high. It was not a contest, and in a handful of seconds runic swords had parted the men’s leather jerkins and splashed their guts onto the ground. More voices called out in alarm, but no bells rang yet.

The necromancer felt his shades’ joy at shedding fresh blood as they climbed the steps two at a time in their hurry to repeat the experience. Men and women sallied out of the gatehouse to meet them on the stairs, weapons at the ready, but whenever someone showed any signs of rallying the surprised defenders, Tamlin promptly sacrificed another crow to ensure their quick death.

With the guards unprepared and lacking meaningful leadership, the battle for the gatehouse proceeded swiftly. While his shades were fighting their way room by room through the massive fortifications, goblins scaled the walls, picking off anyone who tried to run and taking ownership of the alarm bells before they could be sounded.

Given the sheer size of the walls, which had to be a hundred feet thick at the thinnest point, there were a lot of defenders to kill. But Tamlin’s dead were hungry for violence, and the soldiers manning the gatehouse had been ill-prepared for a surprise attack from the inside. The necromancer watched through his shades’ flaming eyes while they butchered guards in their beds or killed soldiers before they could even put on their armour. He kept them in check, adjusting formations and preventing them from wandering off and alerting different sections of the walls.

Minutes later when it was done and Tamlin felt sick to his stomach, he flew with his last remaining bird away from the city. He didn’t have to try very hard to reconcile the deaths he had just caused, even if he knew he’d remember the humans’ desperate begging for quite a while. The guards’ lives had been spent to prevent a siege, which would save countless more—besides, he’d already saved thousands in Rhelea, so he could afford to bloody his hands a little bit.

After crossing several fields and gently sloping hills, he flew above the campgrounds. The tent-city was dizzying in size, having swelled dramatically since its establishment only a month ago. Peasants and travellers from all over had joined up after receiving their first and in some cases second or third classes. While few of the new arrivals would be joining in tonight’s assault, there were far more volunteers than anyone had anticipated.

Tamlin flew low over the large camp, smiling internally at the archers who tracked his passage with nocked arrows pointed at his avian skull.

Ignoring them for now, the boy-necromancer instead looked down at the sea of canvas while he searched for his quarry. Predictably, towards the front of the camp, he found her.

Halith.

She was waiting for him, dressed for war in her ornate suit of heavy armour and standing alongside a squadron of her finest. When she noticed his bird land beside her, the woman looked down and smiled, revealing a predatory mouth full of razor-sharp teeth.

Tap, Tap, Tap.

Tap, Tap, Tap.

“All’s good, then?” Halith grinned.

Tap, Tap.

“Excellent! Come, Tamlin, there’s a space for you on my rat-ogre. Let’s take ourselves a country, shall we?” she chuckled, and to the pealing sound of her laughter, messengers fled the ratling’s presence. Within minutes, the dragon’s camp marched on Helion.






CHAPTER 4

STORM

The warrior peered down at the sprawling city below her from the relative safety of the dragon’s back. Nestled at the base of Typh’s serpentine neck, just in front of her powerful wings, Arilla had a perfect view of the attack as it unfolded miles below. Together they watched from on high while a horde of tiny figures in the distance left the campgrounds to the south and made a mad dash across the five miles of open ground separating them from Helion’s looming city walls.

With what passed for their cavalry out front—mainly wargs running on all fours, along with a smattering of classers riding exotic beasts—they rapidly ate up the distance between the two settlements. As fast as they were, it wasn’t enough for them to escape unscathed. Alarm bells quickly rang out all along the southern walls, and moments later glowing arrows and vibrant spellfire started to light up the night.

Uneven volleys of skill-empowered attacks rained down from the battlements and thundered into the mass of charging classers. From her vantage point just below the clouds, Arilla could see the bodies being thrown high into the air as well as sprays of displaced earth, from where the defenders’ strikes hit and missed respectively. The sheer quantity of missiles—mundane and otherwise—that descended upon them in those first few minutes was staggering. If it was any other force on Creation, Arilla would have expected them to buckle or at least falter beneath that onslaught, but Typh’s army had faced a Monster and won.

The nonhumans and adventurers amongst the dragon’s still-growing horde had certainly been no strangers to violence before that triumph. But the battle for Rhelea had taken their steel and honed it into something else—something unflinching. Helion’s defenders did their best, and her allies certainly died in droves, but the same soldiers who had once charged willingly into the endless waves of tentacled horrors were not about to be stopped by mere men.

Fire rained from the sky, the ground shook with successive impacts, and steel, stone, and lightning ripped their way through the cavalry’s charge. And yet the men and women who raced towards the city didn’t even slow. With a song on their lips ringing out through the night, the people of Rhelea traded subtlety for valour, and trusted in their leaders that when they reached Helion’s southern gate, the doors would open for them.

Arilla’s heart swelled at the sight and sound of it, and from the approving tones emanating from the dragon she rode, she knew that Typh felt the same way.

They had done this. Win or lose, the two of them had changed Terythia forever. Just the precedent of humans fighting side by side with dozens of other species would never be forgotten. At least, for as long as there were people left alive on the continent to remember it.

Of course, they weren’t going to lose. If everyone on the wall was working in concert to repel the dragon’s invading army, things might have been different. With Tamlin’s reanimated dead ‘manning’ the most important section of the fortifications, those in the best position to turn the charge were only feigning a defence. The arrows and siege bolts that descended from the gate Typh’s army was assaulting fired noticeably wider and slower than their allies. There was no accompanying spellfire or the tell-tale glow of offensive skills that outlined the whizzing bolts in the darkness of the night.

In hindsight, it was obvious that the ruse wasn’t going to last for long.

Someone must have made the discovery, because all at once, the halting attacks originating from the gatehouse stopped, and the siege weapon emplacements turned on their nearby ‘allies.’ Then they resumed firing with a vengeance. Ballista bolts, boulders, and barrels of alchemical fire were launched from the building’s flat roof, down the lengths of the walls surrounding the gate and into the packed ranks of the city’s defenders manning the walls. After the initial shock, chaotic fighting broke out all around when Tamlin’s dead rushed out of the gatehouse to take advantage of their opponents’ surprise.

The fighting was fierce, but even with everything going in his favour, the necromancer’s forces were hopelessly outnumbered. Fortunately, Tamlin didn’t need to win—all the boy had to do was hold his ground for a handful of minutes and the outer city would fall.

Arilla and Typh, both watched in anxious silence while the fighting carried on and their cavalry inched closer to the gates. The warrior in her yearned to take her place on the walls where the necromancer’s minions were steadily being pushed back. She knew that her presence would almost guarantee that early success, but Arilla had an entirely more important—and more dangerous—role to play in the battle for her country’s capital.

She tried to relax and enjoy the comforting heat that radiated off of Typh’s massive body while she watched the scenes of violence play out. Her skill-enhanced eyes narrowed behind the slit in her helmet, and she worried her lip incessantly. If her nails hadn’t been protected by her gauntlets, she knew she’d have already bitten them down to the quick. She hated that it was all occurring without her, that everything was ultimately coming down to Tamlin’s prowess and will.

For all the virtues of the plan, there was far too much responsibility and death heaped onto one unstable boy for her to ever be comfortable with.

“He’s actually doing it,” Arilla muttered, unsure whether she was supposed to feel awe or terror at the necromancer’s imminent success.

“Was it ever in doubt?” Typh rumbled.

“It should have been. He’s already a terror and he’s not even bronze,” the warrior stated.

“He’s hardly a terror. The boy is weak. Even weaker since he nearly killed himself,” the dragon argued.

“He’s taken and is now holding a fortified position by himself. I couldn’t do that. Not now, and definitely not when I was still at pewter.”

“You’ve spent so much time having your ass handed to you by Caeber that you’ve forgotten how strong you are. You could do it too, although I’ll admit you’d have a little more trouble keeping the gates open seeing as you have just the one body.”

“That isn’t the point, Typh. He’s too young to be so powerful, not to mention how isolated and angry he is. It isn’t healthy.”

“Being alone and angry didn’t do me any harm.”

“You sure about that? Besides, you’re a dragon, and Tamlin is a human. It’s different, he needs people around him.”

The dragon paused, choosing to climb higher into the cloud cover before issuing her response. With wisps of water hanging suspended in the air around them, the carnage below seemed to take on more ethereal qualities. The blue glow of the arcane shield that surrounded the palace looked haunting and beautiful, while the multicoloured lights pouring down from the Helion’s walls appeared decorative, rather than being an instrumental part of the city’s defence.

It felt wrong how pretty it all looked from between the clouds.

“Maybe you’re right. I’ll concede that I’m not the expert when it comes to humans, but what do you expect me to do about it?” Typh asked.

“You’re the closest thing he has to a mother,” Arilla said quickly, ignoring the unease in her stomach when she gave her answer.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” the dragon scoffed.

“Typh, you took an orphaned child with a class so universally hated that literally anyone else would have killed him on sight just for having it. You promised to teach and protect him, and you’ve been doing just that ever since. Food, clothes, company, he gets it all from you. You’re the only person he interacts with who doesn’t hate or fear him.”

“Anyone?” the dragon asked, quickly homing in on the part Arilla least wanted to talk about. She knew that she would have killed Tamlin—or at least tried to—if it hadn’t been for the dragon’s presence in her life softening her once absolutist sense of morality. The warrior was too ashamed of her answer to give it voice . . . even if she still wasn’t sure she was entirely wrong. How many levels had the necromancer gained tonight? How many lives had he personally ended? Had he enjoyed it? With the levelling high undoubtedly singing in his veins, would he be able to stop by himself when the battle was done, or would he need to be stopped?

“Anyway, you’re wrong. He doesn’t see me as a mother figure—he has a crush on me,” Typh stated, interrupting Arilla’s spiralling concerns.

“Those two things aren’t mutually exclusive,” the warrior commented.

The dragon shuddered, forcing Arilla to rapidly adjust her grip on Typh’s ridged scales to avoid being dislodged.

“Humans . . .” Typh muttered. The whole thing was a very surreal experience for the warrior. There were times she forgot what the woman she loved really was. Dragons in the stories rarely shuddered, muttered, or sighed, and they never moaned, thrust their hips, or professed their undying love for lemon cakes and whiskey. They were usually a lot bigger on razing villages to the ground and kidnapping innocent princesses . . . which admittedly wasn’t too far from what they had planned for tonight.

Typh looked down at the city below, her eyes penetrating the cloud cover that had grown thick between them and Helion. She paused for another long moment, and Arilla used the time to wonder if there was anything she could say to get the dragon to take Tamlin’s issues seriously.

“They’ve made it through the gate. There’s fighting in the streets, but Helion is as good as ours. Are you ready for what comes next?” Typh asked.

“One moment,” Arilla answered, quickly bringing up her status.




Name: Arilla Foundling

Species: Human

Age: 19

HP 2490/2490

SP 2489/2490

MP 1790/1790

Strength 80

Dexterity 40

Vitality 75

Intelligence 5

Willpower 5

Charisma 30




Class: Noble Slayer - Level 89

Slayer’s Strength - Level 88

Slayer’s Promise - Level 87

Slayer’s Steel Level - 85

Slayer’s Resilience - Level 89

Slayer’s Sight Level - 81




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 above your level.

+4 Str, +2 Dex, +3 Vit, +1 Cha, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Warrior] tagged.




Slayer’s Strength - You may spend stamina to temporarily increase your effective strength score. This increase is determined by (stamina spent * 3) + this skill’s level, with the maximum stamina spent per second capped by this skill’s level.

Additionally, while in its active state, you may treat noble defensive skills as having their effective level reduced by half this skill’s level.




Slayer’s Promise - You may add this skill’s level to your attributes’ effective scores, providing that the bonus does not exceed your charisma score * 3. Additionally, you may treat this bonus as doubled for the purpose of determining the size and regeneration rates for your health, stamina, and mana pools. When facing a noble, you may temporarily triple this bonus for determining your resource pools’ regeneration rates.




Slayer’s Steel - You may add this skill’s level to your effective strength score and gain damage mitigation to match. Additionally, your body will gradually incorporate metals to reinforce itself, and grant wielded equipment that matches the metals in your body the benefits of your strength score.




Slayer’s Resilience - You may add twice this skill’s level to your effective vitality, willpower, and charisma scores for determining your resistance to bleeding, curses, diseases, hostile magical effects, noble skills, pain, and trauma shock.




Slayer’s Sight - You can see perfectly in non-magical darkness, and 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. Additionally, you may spend stamina to perceive the future actions of nobles and those sworn to them, at a rate of 1 stamina for 0.1 seconds of foresight; stamina spent in a single second cannot exceed this skill’s level.




“I’m ready,” Arilla said, confident that everything was as it should be. She belatedly checked that her sword was still slung over her back, then hunkered down, pressing her armoured body firmly against the dragon’s smooth scales.

“Good. Now hold on tight, this is going to get bumpy,” Typh warned. A moment later, the dragon pulled her wings in close, wrapping them protectively around them both.

Predictably, they then fell from the sky like a large, scaly rock.

Typh activated a skill as they plummeted, and Arilla immediately felt it try to draw on her mana. Her class recognised the ability as noble in origin, and she had to force [Slayer’s Resilience] to back down so that the dragon could take her due. The rushing air thrummed with a vibrant energy while Typh began to glow brightly. Thick streams of golden light—mana now visible thanks to its growing intensity—rose up from her people in the streets miles below, doubtlessly drawing the eyes of the city to the falling dragon above them.

Any lingering wisps of clouds quickly burnt away beneath the halo of Typh’s building power, and with all that light so high up in the sky it was thoroughly unsurprising when Helion’s defenders decided to respond.

Ritual spells and siege weapons were turned away from the army entering the city, and for the first time attacks originating from the inner walls that surrounded the palace raced up to meet them.

Typh unfurled her wings, abruptly arresting their fall and banking hard to one side to evade the oncoming storm of skill-empowered missiles.

The wind rushed over Arilla’s armour and she hugged her body close to her draconic partner’s while Typh dodged and weaved erratically in her descent. Every inch of downward movement put them closer to the King’s palace and the myriad of weapons and classers that protected it. The raised scales on the dragon’s back suddenly seemed like massively inadequate handholds when the warrior found herself repeatedly flipped upside down and spun around each time Typh contorted her massive body between streaming lances of fire, ice and ghostly projectiles that refused to obey Creation’s laws.

With Typh’s dexterity score pushing her ever downwards at increasingly terrifying speeds, the air resistance hammered into Arilla whenever she tried to lift her head up from the dragon’s scales. The warrior held on for dear life, and she had to pray that every near-miss that wooshed past her ears, was just that, a miss, and not a spell or spear impacting the woman she loved.

Typh was not above suffering in silence, and with her body vibrating so strongly with all the mana she was accumulating, the warrior genuinely couldn’t tell if the dragon was taking any hits. Looking out at the multi-hued chaos of hundreds of whizzing manabolts, some passing mere feet beyond the thin slit in her helmet, Arilla had to wonder when exactly she’d joined Typh in her insanity.

They had gotten close enough to the ground that the air was now filled with whistling arrows and glowing spellfire. Even with Typh’s wings carrying them around the palace at fantastical speeds, the sheer quantity of attacks targeting them was impossible to completely avoid. Arilla heard, rather than felt, countless arrows and manabolts bounce off her thick runeplate. She was shocked by how the majority of these low-levelled strikes failed to even scratch the armour’s paint, let alone touch the deep mana reserves that empowered her runic gear. She didn’t remember when it had happened, but at some point along the way, she’d become truly dangerous.

Arilla craned her neck to one side and saw panicked figures racing along the fortification’s battlements. Weapons and spells were readied and loosed in her direction without any real hope of them making a difference. It had only been a few minutes since the attack on Helion had been announced by the ringing of alarm bells to the south, so the heavy hitters were undoubtedly still putting on their armour, not manning the walls.

Typh came to a stop directly in front of the palace’s main entrance. She hovered in the air above its mageshield, maintaining her place with thunderous beats of her large wings. No longer crushed by the rushing wind, Arilla sat up and wondered how many mages it took to power such a colossal defensive spell. The translucent blue bubble surrounded the entirety of the palace along with the city’s barracks—a large blockish building—and another irregularly shaped complex, which she knew housed the Royal Alchemical Stables.

It was strange to think that there was another dragon like Typh in there. One that would hopefully be free and on their side after tonight.

The draw of mana from Typh’s noble skill spiked once again, jolting Arilla from her thoughts. The bright halo of light surrounding the dragon winked out as she opened her mouth and exhaled.

Arilla had seen Typh breathe fire before. In the months they had spent on the road she had even helped Typh practice, raising the skill towards its cap, but this time was different.

Instead of a long stream of golden flames that hammered home with the force of an avalanche, concentric rings of spiralling runes hung suspended in the air in front of her open mouth. Shining with an intensity unfamiliar to the warrior, the arcane symbols pulsed like a racing heartbeat. In time with that accelerating tempo, a small sphere grew from the centre amidst an audible crackle of golden mana.

The noise of Typh’s building spell sounded above the din of hostile magic and fearful yells directed at them both. Spears and arrows clattered off of her scales like rain, while spellfire splashed harmlessly off the dragon’s broad chest. Typh couldn’t shrug off everything though—more than a few siege weapons and ritual circles had the time to aim and fire at her while she remained stationary. Arilla felt the shuddering impacts run through the dragon, and her dismay only increased when she saw the sprays of blood and torn scales rain down to the ground.

It was horrific, but it wasn’t enough to stop her.

With a resounding whoosh of displaced air, Typh finished her spell. The pulsating sphere of golden light at the centre of the dragon’s runic circle expanded until it was several times the size of the concentric rings of mana. Like a switch had been flipped, the sphere erupted into a thick beam of golden energy that raced towards the palace’s arcane shield.

The sky boomed with the spell’s passing, the stench of ozone filled the air, and when it hit, spidering fault lines spread throughout the arcane dome before it shattered into falling pieces. Jagged shards of hardened mana rained down onto the palace, scoring thick groves in the elegant masonry. Windows were smashed and flowerbeds were crushed. Of course, that all paled in comparison to the dragon’s spell which continued to push through the building. The continuous beam of golden fire scorched a wide line of trailing devastation that carved a great furrow through the earth and split the palace in two.

There was a momentary lull in the hail of attacks directed at the two of them, likely from the defenders blinking spots out of their vision. Before their attacks could resume, Typh flew forwards into the burning wreckage, entering the palace in her spell’s wake.

The building was huge, but even with such a wide path of destruction running through it, in Typh’s true form, there wasn’t quite enough space for her to fly. So, with her wings folded in, the dragon scrabbled over the still-molten stone in her efforts to penetrate deeper into the palace.

The dragon blurred and suddenly Arilla was falling, rolling over hot, broken stone with the dragon—now clothed in human skin and nothing else—collapsed by her side.

“Are you okay?” the warrior asked, clambering to her own feet before extending a hand out to help Typh to hers.

“Yeah, but those last few attacks hurt. I’m fine now, it just took a lot out of me. Give me a moment,” the dragon responded.

“I’m not sure we’ve got a lot of those . . .” Arilla trailed off, looking back over her shoulder, where she could already see soldiers running down the walls and heading towards the palace. Frowning, the warrior retrieved a small bundle of cloth from her pack and handed it to Typh, who quickly put on the summer dress.

“Thanks.”

Now clothed, the dragon paused for a moment before wrapping herself in another layer, this one made from thick scales of golden mana. With that done, the two of them then turned and raced for the nearest door, all too aware of their not-too-distant pursuers.

They sprinted through halls, and as they got farther away from the blast site, the palace quickly transitioned from fire-blackened stone and still-burning furniture to marble tile and plush carpets. Grand paintings lined the halls, with decorative vases and statuettes tastefully interspersed throughout the open spaces—not that Arilla had the time to appreciate such finery.

She ran through the palace as fast as she could move, the now human-shaped dragon at her back. With Arilla’s considerable dexterity score and even better vitality, she was only slowed down by the restricting mass of super-dense steel armour. Still, her speed put the unclassed and the low-ranks to shame, and soon any signs of pursuit were a distant memory.

Periodically, servants caught sight of them, let out a scream, and fled down a staff corridor, but all too often low-ranking guards thought it was their duty to get in the way of the charging warrior.

Arilla shoulder checked another barred door, which didn’t so much come off its hinges as it did disintegrate. She stepped into the hall beyond and saw a sea of nervous eyes staring back at her from behind the visors in their helms.

“Run,” she warned them, knowing it was futile, but offering them a way out all the same.

With a defiant roar, the men charged. Dozens of low-pewters raced towards her with their weapons held high, and Arilla—clad in the finest runic armour Typh’s craftsmen could make—sighed.

A sword bounded off her helm and she barely even felt it. Spears and hammers clobbered into her while she slowly reached for her sword. The path of her arm was completely unaffected by the low-ranking soldiers’ blows, and she saw the fear grow in their eyes as they watched her fingers wrap around her weapon’s hilt.

Arilla didn’t have time for mercy, but she also couldn’t bear to kill more soldiers who were just doing their duty. With her effective strength score her skin was tougher than iron, and that was before one considered the effect of her defensive skills, which further augmented her body with actual steel and flat system-granted damage mitigation. Her armour even received the same benefits, and so when the low-ranking guards did their best to stop her, their combined efforts couldn’t even drain a drop of mana from the runes etched deep into her gear.

“I’m sorry.”

Arilla swung her sword, and the front rank of soldiers died. Gore immediately spilled down to splash at her feet. The second rank rushed to fill the gap, and with another lazy swing of her zweihander, she was stepping over their bodies too. The warrior carved her way through half of them before they broke, and she made a point of not chasing them down.

“You could have done something,” Arilla said once they were gone.

“I could have, but I don’t want to waste my mana. I can’t pull that halo trick again with all this stone in the way, and we both know there are Alchemical Knights somewhere in this palace,” Typh answered.

“You’re right,” the warrior sighed.

“Of course, I am. Now, we need to get moving again before they surround us with classers who can actually hurt us.”

Arilla spared one last glance at the dead men she had splattered against the walls and forced herself to move on. She wondered how many new faces she would be adding to her nightmares tonight, but Typh wasn’t wrong: they had to move.

She started running again and Typh followed. Together they barged through more doors and swiftly caught up with, and pushed past, some of the guards who had chosen to fall back deeper into the palace. Arilla knew roughly where she was going. It had been surprisingly easy to get a map of the King and Queen’s quarters, but every minute they wasted gave the royal couple more time to escape.

More soldiers got in their way, and unfortunately, none broke upon seeing the warrior’s and the dragon’s class tags in front of them. Again, she had to kill nearly half of them before they ran. The plan had really glossed over this part, she belatedly realised—the sheer amount of butchery required to ‘fight’ their way to their goal was far greater than she had anticipated. Arilla had imagined more frantic fighting and less pulping those too stubbornly loyal to flee.

They frequently met combat classers with ranks higher than low-pewter, but with Typh following close behind her, anyone who posed a potential challenge was utterly annihilated long before they could ever cross blades with her.

After far too much killing for her conscience, and several raised barriers, they finally entered the wing reserved for the royal residence. The pair emerged into what appeared to be an opulently decorated waiting room, except this one was hardly vacant. Somewhere around twenty iron-ranks filled the chamber, and they all attacked before Arilla could make an accurate count.

Her time training with Caeber saved her life, as she immediately tucked and rolled forwards, allowing Typh to enter the fray. Lances of spellfire ripped through the air, and she took two solid hits against her armour that depleted large chunks of the mana that permeated the warded metal. She was lifted from her feet by the glancing blows, which conveniently carried her away from the arrows that would have otherwise punched through her helmet, judging by how they soared over Typh’s head.

Arilla crashed through a wall, only to be immediately faced with three low-iron warriors, any one of which should have been her match.

Despite herself, the Noble Slayer grinned behind her helmet, and the predator in her chest bared its fangs at the prospect of a well-deserved meal. Immediately she started punching above her weight, spending stamina at a perilous rate to activate skills that weren’t meant to be used for more than a single second at a time. With [Slayer’s Sight] consuming 10 stamina per second, she could see their ghostly blades coming for her a whole second before they moved—a whole lifetime’s worth of notice in these sorts of lightning-fast fights. And with [Slayer’s Strength] eating up an additional 30, she felt confident she could at least meet their blows.

The three warriors came for her while Typh handled the rest, sacrificing her dress to shift forms again. Suddenly, there was a hundred-and-ten-foot-long dragon fighting where there certainly wasn’t room for one. Walls were smashed to the side and large chunks of masonry fell from the ceiling. Typh’s wings, legs, and tail were all massive obstacles that moved erratically through the flow of the fight, providing a much-needed reprieve for Arilla and a source of devastating attacks for her foes.

High-ranking classers simply could not fight to their fullest without causing significant collateral damage, and in this struggle, no one appeared to be holding back. Arilla dodged and weaved, consuming her limited resources at a rate she knew she could not sustain. She could maintain an adequate defence for a little over a minute before she would run out of stamina, then promptly be dismembered by her three opponents. That she held her own at all was a testament to her intensive training and her lopsided skill choices. She could fight well above her level in a straight-up brawl, yet any one of the archers present could have easily ended her from range with their bows if they hadn’t been busy with the dragon.

The fight itself was utter chaos. Dragonfire periodically ripped its way through the reception room, tearing down more walls and ceilings and causing adventurers to unceremoniously scatter. Lances of magic—golden and otherwise—ripped through the air, vaporising anything they encountered without notice.

Arilla deflected countless strikes and made precious few of her own. Even with her strength score augmented by her skills, it was by no means easy. Two of the three warriors were faster than her, and it was only her skill-granted foresight that enabled her to avoid taking lethal blows. The one who was actually slower, struck with enough force that she felt the bones in her arms splinter whenever she was unfortunate enough to have to directly block a strike. While she was successfully avoiding a quick death, she was only doing so by accepting lesser injuries. Her runeplate, which had already deflected countless strikes that night without so much as scuffing its paint, was steadily accumulating deeper scratches and wider rents at an alarming pace.

It helped that her foes weren’t used to fighting together—certainly not with a dragon thrashing about, and definitely not in their kingdom’s finest palace while it collapsed all around them. They got in each other’s way, and as she could intuit what they were going to do next far better than they could, she delighted in spoiling one attack with another’s unwanted presence.

The palace’s collapse, along with the lingering dragonfire and the storm of spells, had replaced the once crisp air with thick clouds of scorching stone dust that filled her lungs and burnt her eyes. [Slayer’s Resilience] and [Slayer’s Steel] enabled Arilla to ignore the worst of it, but visibility was poor and only getting worse. She could tell that the warriors facing her were also affected, as numerous times they hesitated, clearly unable to see. Depths, she could barely see herself. If Arilla weren’t reacting to their ghostly before-images granted to her by [Slayer’s Sight], she knew her near-blindness would have cost her everything.

Her foresight didn’t just extend to the three warriors facing her. As far as she could tell, every classer trying to kill them had sworn an oath to the King, so they were all subject to her skill. She could see their actions outlined with perfect clarity, even if she couldn’t see their bodies in the moment with all that dust in the way.

She positioned herself perfectly, and more than once a bout of friendly-fire saved her hide. It was the most elaborate dance of her life, and while juggling all those pieces in her head was a struggle, she loved it. Her class roared in anticipation of every step as she danced along that ever-thinning line, where a single mistake meant her death. The ever-increasing part of her that was a Noble Slayer wanted nothing more than to drag the glorious fight out for eternity, for while she was slowly losing—dying, even—she thrived on every vicious second of it.

A glowing blade scored a deep groove through her breastplate, the sheath of burning plasma that covered the blade easily overwhelming her runic-armour’s ability to repel. She felt her flesh sear and a spurt of hot blood trickle down, but with all of her defensive skills active she barely slowed. Arilla parried the follow-up thrust with the flat of her blade, redirecting the stolen momentum to spin around into a whirling strike that was easily blocked by another warrior’s immaterial shield appearing out of thin air at the very last moment.

She felt rather than heard his grin, and she knew that on some level he loved it too.

What strange creatures we warriors are.

Arilla leapt up into the air a heartbeat before Typh’s thick tail lashed through the space they had gathered in to exchange blows. Her lover’s limb struck the warrior gripping a ghostly green shield and temporarily took him out of the fight.

She twirled in mid-air, aware that she was putting herself in the firing line of a skill-empowered arrow before it had even been shot. She smiled behind her helmet when the strongest of the three warriors saw her for the easy target she was. He leapt up and swatted her from the sky with a powerful two-handed blow that caused a fresh burst of pain to blossom where his hammer struck her shoulder.

Arilla bounced hard off the broken tiles that covered the floor, and even with every part of her body reinforced far beyond mere flesh, she felt—and heard—something important crack. Fortunately, it was a worthwhile trade, for while the archer may have had a perception skill that allowed her to pick her targets amongst all the dust, the warrior who struck her did not. No sooner had he knocked her down did he find himself pierced by three golden arrows, which promptly exploded, taking the warrior’s arm and a significant part of his chest with them.

The archer, seeing what she had done, flinched when she should have dodged, and in response to this mistake, Typh ate her. The dragon chewed once and swallowed the ranger, before unleashing a fresh volley of magical strikes that pulverised the ground, scattering the iron-rankers throughout the charnel house the reception had descended into.

The fight turned, and in the next ten seconds Typh had killed and eaten another three classers, while Arilla slowed her stamina consumption to focus on the one warrior facing her. They hadn’t beaten even half of the iron-rankers brought to face them, but they’d killed enough.

Those remaining decided to flee. They weren’t knights, and the consequences of forsaking their oaths were far less pronounced, so Arilla didn’t blame them for cutting their losses. There was always another King to serve, and iron-ranks—even oathbreakers—were always in short supply.

“Are you okay?” Typh asked, her gravelly voice vibrating the rent steel of Arilla’s breastplate.

“Not really, but I can carry on. You?” Arilla responded.

“I’ve been better. I ever tell you how much I hate swords?”

“Frequently.”

The dragon barked out an awkward laugh, while the warrior tried not to look at the grievous wounds decorating her body. Typh blurred, shifting back into her human form, and suddenly Arilla had a very different issue with looking away.

It occurred to her that she probably should have packed more than one spare dress for the dragon to wear.






CHAPTER 5

COUP

Arilla pushed her System notifications to one side while her class clawed at the potent mana that permeated the air. Already she could feel it being drawn away from her as it rushed deeper into the palace, the experience snatched from her grasp by the intricate focusing runes etched into the building’s very foundations.

The network of arcane symbols that spread from beneath the grand—and severely damaged—structure to reach throughout Helion, could only have been more impressive in their efficacy if they weren’t also so very dangerous. The speed at which the wave of power that accompanied her newly raised level receded served as an important reminder as to why the coup was necessary—why a few hundred had to die today so that tens of thousands could live tomorrow.

Or at least that’s what Arilla told herself.

It would have been far easier for her to believe that all the killing she’d done was the lesser evil if it didn’t also feel so very good. While the butchery may have made her sick to her stomach, she couldn’t escape the contented purrs that emanated from her class every time another man fell before her blade. Its urges grew more pressing with every new tier, and the satisfaction she gained from fulfilling its wants only became sweeter. It hadn’t even been a year since the system’s magic had come to live inside her chest, and she had to wonder—sometimes in fear—what it would do to her after a century or more of whispering violence in her ear?

Arilla could already feel herself tremble in anticipation of the changes that iron-rank would bring: not just the increase to her personal power, but the visceral sensation of it. The rush she gained with every five-level interval had long since surpassed the joy she used to receive from a long night of drinking and singing—before her inability to stop had stolen that pleasure from her. Even Typh’s sensual touch now seemed less enjoyable than the pleasure she’d gain from a new level. She still delighted in sex, she wasn’t made of stone, but she’d be lying if the prospect of a high-level kill didn’t excite her even more.

Would she have agreed to such a bloody coup if that wasn’t all true?

Arilla clenched her fist until it hurt, using the pain in her hand to distract herself from questioning the necessity of the dead iron-rankers, or the many bisected guards she had stepped over to get this far. She was so close to the end that she couldn’t let her resolve fail. If she faltered now, then it would be worse than all the killing being for nothing; someday soon a Monster would spawn in the Royal Residence and her country would die. Terythia could survive a lot, but not an eldritch horror tearing its way through the seat of its government.

If she didn’t falter, and even if everything went right, her country still might die anyway. Arilla trusted Typh with her life, but the Gods alone knew what the dragon really had planned for Terythia. She had never been a forthcoming woman, and while they were finally being honest with one another, sometimes the warrior knew better than to ask questions she knew she wouldn’t like the answers to.

Arilla unclenched her fists and instead tried to bend her ruined breastplate black into some semblance of a protective shape, but there was only so much she could do. The runes lining the inside of the thick steel were slagged. Her pale flesh below was a charred and painful ruin that all but guaranteed her a prolonged trip to a healer’s tent after all this was done.

She ignored the pain. A traitorous part of her was thankful to Rolf for giving her the skills and experience to do so with ease. After further examining her armour, she had to concede that it was a lost cause. Too much metal had simply melted away to ever be pushed back into place. In the extremely likely event that there was another fight ahead of her tonight, she would just have to deal with the glaring weak spot sitting in the centre of her chest.

Arilla glanced up from her ruined armour to look at the once opulent reception room which had been transformed by the fighting—and Typh’s shapeshifting—into a large sunken crater filled with chunks of debris and shattered pieces of furniture. The carnage extended out in every direction, bar one. Adjacent rooms and halls had fallen inwards towards the centre of the currently concave floor. Very little could survive being hit by a lumbering dragon, or a missed spell, or skill-infused strike that had originated from a careless iron-ranker. Where the internal supports had failed, large chunks of the roof and ceiling had fallen inwards, scattering masonry below and revealing the clear night’s sky up above. There, hanging suspended above them, the moon loomed malevolently as if casting its approval over tonight’s bloodshed.

Amidst all the destruction, there was exactly one remaining door that stood tall amidst the wreckage. The wall it was attached to was just as miraculously unscathed as the door itself. It was broadly in the correct direction, leading deeper into the Royal Residence where the mana snatched from her class had fled. Its obviously magical resilience could only be attributed to the presence of the powerful runes peeking out from behind the charred wallpaper that lined the otherwise undamaged wall.

Ash crunched underfoot like snow as Arilla climbed the gentle slope leading towards the door. Typh followed close behind, trailing fine fabric over the broken and bloody floor. The dragon’s attitude had taken a noticeable hit since she had run out of dresses, and now wrapped in an antique tapestry depicting Terythian heroes standing triumphant over Epherian might, she seemed more testy than anything.

Arilla kicked the hardwood door, and for the first time in their raid on the palace, her boot failed to open the way.

“Can you get us through?” the warrior asked.

“Of course I can,” the dragon answered quickly.

Typh approached the wall and extended a small hand. A heartbeat later, a stream of golden fire poured out from her palm. She waved her arm back and forth, coating the wall in flames that quickly subsided, leaving behind exposed brickwork completely covered in complex sigils that shone with an arcane light.

While Arilla waited patiently in silence, the dragon stepped closer to the wall with an anxious frown on her face.

“Is there a problem?” Arilla asked.

“Yes—I mean no. Sort of,” Typh eventually admitted.

“Can you explain it to me?”

Typh sighed and stepped up even closer to the wall. She extended a painted finger to highlight one rune, which to Arilla’s eyes looked very much like any other.

“This shouldn’t be here . . . It’s elvish,” the dragon explained.

“What do you mean?”

“Humans haven’t known about this rune for a very long time. Nowadays, it’s only really used by elves, as it feeds into their ridiculous beliefs about purity.”

“Couldn’t we have rediscovered it by ourselves? Helion—like Rhelea—was built on top of a ruined city, right? Surely humanity is capable of learning from the past,” the warrior offered.

“Several ruins stacked on top of each other, yes. Normally I’d agree with you but . . . it’s not a common rune, and this isn’t the first time I’ve seen elven work where it doesn’t belong,” Typh said.

“So what, you think elves have infiltrated humanity to bring about our doom?” Arilla scoffed.

“No. That’s Erebus’s insanity. But is it possible that a handful of elves might have meddled? They’re certainly capable of it, and no people are without a few bad apples.”

“Exactly how bad are elves?”

“Bad,” the dragon stated firmly. “But I suppose with everything else going wrong, they wouldn’t exactly be the worst of our problems.”

“But near the top?”

“Yeah. Right up there with the civil war we’ll have on our hands if this doesn’t go perfectly.”

There was a sound of a distant crash behind them—a wall crumbling or perhaps someone tearing through the debris the two of them had left in their hurried wake through the palace’s halls. Their eyes turned towards the unwelcome noise, before meeting each other’s where they shared a look of concern. Whether it was a fleeing servant or a battalion of armoured knights didn’t really matter, they needed to move.

“We’ll continue this later. Time is not our friend,” Typh said, before quickly searing new lines into the wall with her customary golden light. The symbols she carved shone brightly for a moment, causing the runes surrounding them to flicker dramatically until they stopped glowing altogether with an audible whine. “Try kicking it again.”

Arilla did, and this time her boot tore the door clean off its hinges. It soared through the air for a handful of seconds before crashing into a far wall, where it destroyed an oil painting and knocked over a large ceramic vase. Besides that little bit of destruction, the hall beyond was untouched, although with every passing second a thick cloud of scalding stone dust billowed out from the reception room and into the hall, tainting the otherwise pristine air and slowly falling over the plush carpet.

Together, they walked confidently through the empty doorway, trailing more blood and dust in their wake. The sound of Arilla’s clanking armour and Typh’s soft steps were the only noises to be heard beyond the crackling fires from the previous room and the distant sounds of hurried pursuit.

* * *

The Royal Residence was deserted.

Even if the King and Queen had already escaped, there should have been someone left behind: the royal consorts, the princes and princesses, maids, servants, guards, attendants, pages, valets. Typh’s spies had been resoundingly clear that the Royal Residence was a hive of well-bred activity with hundreds of occupants at any one time.

Somebody should have tried to stop the two of them from progressing, or at least fled at their approach, but there was no one. Not a single soul.

For the first time since entering the palace, they decided to consciously slow their advance. Even with the near certainty of pursuers from their rear, the lack of resistance was deeply unsettling, and it only grew worse with every empty hall and cavernous room they traversed.

Arilla wanted to deviate from the path laid out before them, to ignore the steady flow of concentrated mana that led deeper into the palace towards where the King was supposed to reside. She knew that they were missing important details in their hurry—details that could likely be found by searching the side rooms and adjoining halls. But they just didn’t have the time.

They had already faced one ambush, and she feared that the next one would be worse. Every second they wasted gave their foes more time to prepare, and just because they couldn’t see the noose encircling them didn’t mean that it wasn’t there.

With their slower pace, Arilla couldn’t help but take in the splendour on display all around her. It was yet another show of ostentatious wealth that few beyond the staff assigned to clean it would ever see. The rich’s obsession with hoarding treasures was about as bad as Typh’s, but she was a dragon who struggled against her nature, whereas the palace’s owners were just men who had no such excuse.

How many times had she or some other unfortunate soul gone hungry so that their highborn masters could own another fine piece of art, or commission a mural of their ancestors’ historic achievements? Why was it that proclamations announcing a successful harvest always seemed to be followed by an increase in the price of grain, or a quiet reduction in the funds allocated to charity?

In the month they’d spent camped outside of Helion, countless members of the city’s desperate poor had fled the slums for the dragon’s camp. It said a lot, that just the rumour of classes and a fresh start had lured so many out from behind the safety of the capital’s walls. When Arilla considered that they were running towards a temporary settlement populated by what many still considered to be an army of invading monsters, it was astounding. She’d heard countless tales of the nobility’s excesses, the casual cruelties of the landlords who owned much of the city, and the indifference of those who were meant to watch protectively over the people.

If she was being honest with herself, she’d found some of it hard to believe.

Arilla had been raised to respect the crown and the rotating heads of the noble dynasties who took turns wearing it. While she’d never had any love for the nobles themselves, she’d always imagined the King and Queen were different, but from what she was seeing—and what she’d heard—it was hard to think of them as any better than the rest of the political class, who wielded power for power’s sake.

A grand door loomed majestically at the end of another equally grand hall, and from the way Typh had started subtly flaring her nostrils, Arilla assumed the dragon could smell an increased concentration of wealth on the other side of those intricately carved doors.

This time succumbing to a hunch, the warrior tried the handle rather than her boot, and the doors smoothly opened inwards. She stepped through into a spacious sitting room, where nestled between treasures and artefacts meant to inspire awe was easily the most handsome youth Arilla had ever seen.

He was so breathtakingly beautiful that she almost missed the four mid-iron knights standing in a protective square around him. The man’s face was regal and familiar, one she’d seen every time she’d handled a Terythian coin, be that a lowly obol, the familiar chalkoi, or a rarely grasped mina.




[King level 98].




King Minervan of House Prieligona, Lord of the wealthiest city in the country bar Helion, second of his name, and undisputed ruler of Terythia, turned to face her.

Immediately, Arilla felt her knees grow weak. A lifetime of lessons instilling her duty as a loyal citizen were hammered home all at once. She was suddenly confronted with vivid recollections of the nuns who’d raised her, making her swear to follow her King’s commands: to offer her mind, body, and soul up to his whims, regardless of the circumstances.

Which was funny, as she could have sworn that memory had been about following the Gods’ teachings.

Clearly, she’d been mistaken.

Her anxious thoughts slowed to a crawl while her heart thundered in her chest. She felt her cheeks flush with desire, butterflies swim in her stomach, and a growing warmth spread from between her thighs.

He hadn’t even spoken to her yet and already she knew that she loved the sound of his voice. That she couldn’t wait to submit to his demands. Creation took on warmer, softer tones. The bright magelights that filled the expansive room cast everything in comforting shades of amber, while her sword—suddenly far too heavy for her delicate, dainty fingers—fell from her grasp.

Arilla bit her lip with frustration and stared expectantly at his, waiting for the King’s perfect words to tell her precisely what to do.

Typh pushed past her, seemingly concerned about something unimportant, but the dragon’s hurried strides quickly faltered as she fell to her knees. The tapestry wrapped tight around her shoulders loosened to display increasing amounts of her magnificent skin, and while Arilla didn’t know what would happen next, she knew that if her King willed it, she would be happy.

Her King smiled and Arilla smiled back.

I made him happy!

[Slayer’s Resilience] throbbed painfully in her chest and the warm veil that had settled over her thoughts started to crack around the edges. Without her prompting its activation, her skill drank deep on her mana reserves like it never had before. The harsh light of an unwelcome reality forced its way into her head, painfully ripping away the delusions that were smothering her questioning thoughts. Her mind felt rubbed raw by the abruptness of the transition and she was suddenly aware of her class screaming at her to resist.

She blinked, and the chestnut-haired youth was gone; in his place was an old man—gnarled and stooped with age. The King’s attention snapped from Typh to her, his thin hair fanning out with the suddenness of the motion, and she felt a fresh wave of impassioned loyalty wash over her. Her anger at the violation quietened but did not vanish. His open-mouthed leer, one she was far too accustomed to, morphed into a look of shock when Arilla pushed Typh to the side, scooped up her sword, and threw it in his direction.

With her skills surging in her chest, her zweihander shot through the air like a missile, only for one of the knights to bat it away with their shield. Terythia’s King fell to the floor in a panic when the loud noise of metal on metal rang out and the wave of whatever he was exuding stalled. His guards interposed themselves between him and her.

“Typh?!” Arilla asked nervously, not daring to take her eyes off the knights as they cautiously approached her.

The Noble Slayer steadily ramped up the stamina she fed to [Slayer’s Sight] and it was a good thing she did. Their ghostly before-images alerted her to their synchronised lunges a split-second before it was too late. Blindingly fast, their blades all went for the large rent in her armour—backpedalling as fast as she could, she only barely dodged the lethal strikes.

Instead, she took a lesser series of painful stab wounds. The steel laced through her skin did little to stop the razor-sharp blades sheathed in different forms of crackling energy from gouging into her chest—searing, chilling, melting, and shocking—before a wave of golden force lifted them from their feet and slammed the knights into the far wall.

The plaster cracked around them as they tried and failed to peel themselves away from the sculpted stone. Solid bands of hardened light pinned them in place, visibly constricting around their limbs, and when Arilla looked over, she saw Typh standing unsteadily on her feet. Her scavenged tapestry had been abandoned and the dragon was now clad in thick, opaque scales of arcane force. Despite not being able to see her expression through the armour she had conjured, the warrior could tell that Typh was pissed.

“Are you okay?” Arilla asked.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” the dragon spat, taking another step forwards and causing the immobile knights to groan as their armour buckled around them. “Get the King, he’s making a break for it.”

Arilla followed Typh’s gesture and spotted the old man scrabbling away on all fours. She hastened to catch up with him and in two loping strides, she’d managed to grab him firmly by the collar, easily lifting the King into the air. The Noble Slayer was surprised at how light he was for a peak-bronze classer. Clearly strength, dexterity, and vitality, by the look of him, had not been prioritised in his build.

King Minervan looked at her and Creation warped once again. Honeyed tones rippled across her sight as the years fell away from his face—she felt her breath hitch in her chest.

Arilla slapped him hard across the face with her plated gauntlets and knocked several bloody teeth loose. Reality immediately reasserted itself when the King of Terythia whined and blood spilled from his no-longer-perfect lips. A pained, disbelieving expression dominated the nobleman’s wrinkled face, but she paid him no further attention.

“What was that? Mind magic?” Arilla asked, looking over her shoulder at Typh for reassurance.

“No . . . just a lot of charisma and some skills,” Typh answered, as she continued to hold the knights down with her spell.

The doors behind them swung open, and four rows of Alchemic Knights, twenty of them in total, stormed into the room. To Arilla, their tags read as three question marks, which put them all above level 188, but judging from how Typh paled while the King attempted a grin, Arilla had to assume they were in steel.

Before they could react with violence, Arilla drew a knife from her belt and placed the edge of the skill-forged blade against her hostage’s throat.

“Lay down your weapons or the King dies. It’s over, we’ve won!” she announced loudly, and while the four suffering beneath Typh’s spell stopped their struggles, the Alchemic Knights did not seem to care.

The King started to say something, but the words were not ‘Do as she says’ and wary of a repeat of whatever it was he had done before, Arilla clamped a hand firmly over his mouth.

The newly arrived knights arrayed themselves defensively around the room’s only entrance. Four rows of five classers, the front two wielding spears, with the remaining gripping swords and shields, were an imposing sight. They had more than enough levels between them to make exiting the room considerably difficult, and that was before she factored in the King she held hostage.

Perhaps sensing the looming conflict, Typh released her arcane grip on the King’s original knights and came to stand beside Arilla.

“They’re all tainted,” the dragon hissed quietly, and the warrior felt her heart fill up with dread.

“But they’re still knights,” Arilla responded with a confidence she didn’t feel, before turning to face the intruding classers once more. She let her knife bite a little deeper into the King’s throat, just enough to draw a trickle of blood before she spoke again. “I said, lay down your weapons or he dies!”

“I don’t think so.”

The voice was calm and collected, and the Alchemic Knights parted just enough for a pair of feminine figures to emerge from behind the back ranks. Carefully shielded by a mage with an unknown level and five of the knights, whose shields all moved to protect her, stood the Queen of Terythia.

She appeared to be in her late thirties, which for a woman who was barely over the cusp of bronze would have been an impressive feat had she actually earned her levels. She was slender, verging on the willowy, and exuded an air of cultured grace that Arilla’s class wanted to aggressively devour whole. Having just shrugged off the King’s class skills, she was in no mood to let herself be pulled into whatever mind-fuckery the Queen was capable of, so with a small amount of difficulty, Arilla tore her attention away from the woman’s brown eyes and focused on her resolve.

“We have the King,” Arilla tried again.

“I can see that,” Queen Constancia replied with a warm smile.

“I will kill him if you don’t surrender.”

“And I have already told you that I won’t be doing that. I have no desire to be a hostage, especially given the alternative.”

The King struggled weakly in Arilla’s grasp, and she found her eyes drawn to the collection of knights in the room. The four who had once stood protectively over Terythia’s ruler looked even more uncertain than the warrior felt, whereas the stoically silent Alchemic Knights—tainted with the blood of a true Monster—bore discreet signs of recent violence. It was subtle; a scuff on a breastplate here, a smear of blood there, or scratched paint on what looked like an otherwise new pauldron, but Arilla knew what to look for, and she recognised the signs.

Wherever they had been before now, they’d been killing.

Suddenly, the oppressive quiet that had hung heavy throughout the Royal Residence felt far more sinister than it had previously. Arilla inhaled the heady mana circulating in the room and questioned how much of it was actually her doing.

“I should really thank you. I could never have done this without sparking a war that would have certainly seen me dead . . .” the Queen began.

The King thrashed in Arilla’s arms, and she had to loosen her grip on his throat lest he cut himself open on the edge of her knife. The iron rankers readjusted their weapons, only this time half of them focused their attention on the Alchemic Knights rather than the ‘invaders’ in the room.

“But with you here to take the blame, I can finally act . . .” The woman smiled, pausing to nod her head towards the King’s guards.

A pair of Alchemic Knights from the front rank stepped away from the formation. Arilla tightened her grip on the knife and was only half-relieved when they did not approach her. Instead, they faced the iron-rankers. Their spears blurred, and suddenly where the four knights had previously been standing, there were merely chunks of meat and deep scars in the stone.

The King froze, and Arilla felt a wet warmth drip down through the gaps in the armour of her leg.

Shit.

“Do you know what it has been like being married to him? Of the hell I’ve endured trapped within these walls?” the Queen continued.

The pair of Alchemic Knights quickly rejoined the defensive formation, and Typh moved to stand even closer to Arilla, her eyes darting around the room far faster than the warrior could personally process.

“Thank the Gods you and your dragon arrived. While I must admit I never expected you to actually take the outer-walls, this raid of yours has worked out perfectly for me . . .” the Queen explained.

Arilla stared into the noblewoman’s eyes and recognised the hunger for blood that lay beneath her calm façade. Worse, she felt the King see it as well and tremble—she knew then that he was not surprised.

What the fuck have we walked into?

“We have more hostages than just the King. We have noble scions and patriarchs from more than half the great houses in the Kingdom. You should surrender. This won’t end well for you,” Typh threatened.

“Perhaps . . . but it doesn’t change what I’m going to do next,” she said, raising a hand high into the air.

“Please. Don’t. You’re dooming us all. The wards—what the alchemists are doing to the knights, it needs to stop,” Arilla pleaded, hating the weakness in her voice.

The Queen blinked once and smiled. She made eye contact with Arilla, and for a second hope blossomed in her heart.

“I have their assurances that Rhelea was a blip. The Capstone Solution has been sufficiently refined since then. And this wards nonsense, well, I’m sure if there is a real danger, we’ll manage to deal with it, but I will not be scared away from my chance with tall tales of tentacle monsters,” Constancia said dismissively.

“You’re wrong,” Arilla answered.

“Maybe, but you’ll never find out.”

The Queen’s hand dropped through the air, and the front three ranks of the Alchemic Knights moved. The terrified King held in Arilla’s arms exploded into chunks of gore while sparks flew from what remained of her armour. The System sent another notification her way, informing her of her part in the King’s death while Typh’s form blurred outwards. With the man who had in some way or another dictated the conditions that had determined her life still dripping from her face, Arilla had just enough time to see the Queen of Terythia wink at her before she disappeared behind a row of rune-carved shields.

Then everything got much, much worse.






CHAPTER 6

FLIGHT

Typh had a very high intelligence score.

A lot of the time she allowed herself to forget about that, about what it really meant to think so much faster than anyone else could. She liked to play at being a more mundane version of herself, someone whose stats and skills didn’t make them so monstrously different from everyone she interacted with. In the time it took most people to formulate a sentence, she’d have usually thought of at least twenty. They weren’t necessarily twenty times more eloquent or insightful, but it was always nice to have options.

Her intelligence score did not make her smarter in the conventional sense, but it did allow her to process large quantities of information at truly frightening speeds. Most of the time she used this ability to simply walk around Creation with a large bubble of awareness continuously feeding her exacting details of her surroundings. Everything from the sweat beading down the sloping curve of Arilla’s chest, to the perfumed smell of black lilies that doused the Queen’s clothing, Typh was aware of it all in painstaking, multi-sensory clarity.

Months ago, when her mental stats had been lower, using [Sovereign’s Perception] had been difficult in human cities. The onslaught of constant activity brought about by so many creatures living in such close proximity to one another had been overwhelming at times. However, she’d since accumulated over 100 levels in her secondary class and had grown beyond such trifling difficulties.

Now when the air crackled with spent mana, when steel-plated boots raced along the ground, and when something foul slithered beneath the skin of twenty different men, she parsed through every vivid sensation with as much ease as she breathed.

On rare occasions, when she did use her intelligence score to its fullest potential, it was almost always in combat. There, she would use her powerful mind to not only enhance each individual spell, but to also coordinate the swarming mass of missiles she’d use to herd, entrap, and ultimately destroy her chosen foes. Many classers had the stats to either evade or withstand one of her skill-empowered manabolts—few within her tier could tolerate a hundred flying at them all at once.

When she wasn’t multitasking to the ridiculous degrees required to keep a swarm of active spellfire swirling through the air, when her attention was focused on a singular task, Typh had found that she could effectively stretch out time. Wielding her will like a club, the dragon could lean hard into her System-augmented mind, to take in the abundance of information [Sovereign’s Perception] fed her and formulate the best plan for her survival.

This was one of those times when her ability to quickly think her way out of a difficult situation would determine whether she lived or died.

On the surface, she was fucked.

Looking deeper . . . things weren’t that much better.

But with an intelligence score of 225 she had the time to look very deep, and there she saw a faint glimmer of hope.

The Alchemic Knights had been tainted for some time. That, or the refinements to the ‘Capstone Solution’ the Queen had referenced were far more extensive than Typh could have possibly imagined. The dragon could hear the irregularity in their powerful heartbeats, the masses that moved through their lungs, and the thin tendrils that squirmed between thick layers of skill-enhanced muscle. The knights were fast approaching the point when they would shed their humanity altogether, but that was a problem for tomorrow.

Their armour was heavy, denser than what Arilla was wearing by an order of magnitude. The edges of their blades were tipped with an enticingly pure alloy of adamantine, and the fuller was covered in surprisingly adequate runes for sharpness, durability, and conductivity.

Equipped as they were, Typh could maybe handle four or five of them—if she was in her draconic form, if she was fresh, and if she didn’t have to worry about Arilla getting caught in the crossfire. With additional preparation, she could easily handle more than five.

In her current condition, she didn’t think she could take one, let alone the twenty surging towards her.

She shifted, cutting off the flow of mana to [Sovereign’s Form] with a thought. The change was like stretching out a stiff muscle, briefly painful but intensely satisfying. She felt the edges of her human body dissolve into motes of effervescent mana as it was shunted into the System’s arms and her draconic form took its place. Of course, despite the considerable size of the room, like most parts of the palace it wasn’t designed to fit a hundred-and-ten-foot-long dragon.

With her naturally powerful scales, further reinforced by her skills and her strength, the wall behind her exploded outwards like a sheet of chalk struck by a sledgehammer. The plush carpets beneath her feet were instantaneously flattened and the stone floors underneath them were crushed into a fine powder that rose into the air. As her back rose, the ceiling rose with it, masonry bulging out into the floor above when her wings unfurled out around her.

It felt better, even if it wasn’t quite right.




Name: Typh

Species: Sovereign Dragon (True)

Age: 54

HP: 4392/5230

SP: 5124/5230

MP: 4508/5540

Strength: 150

Dexterity: 90

Vitality: 125

Intelligence: 225

Willpower: 160

Charisma: 152




Class: Young Adult Sovereign Dragon - Level 199*

Sovereign’s Arcana - Level 197

Sovereign’s Aura - Level 196

Sovereign’s Body - Level 199

Sovereign’s Breath - Level 194

Sovereign’s Perception - Level 190

Sovereign’s Form - Level 132




Class: Sovereign Conqueror - Level 103

Conqueror’s Abjurations - Level 102

Conqueror’s Command - Level 86

Conqueror’s Empowerment - Level 100

Conqueror’s Guidance - Level 103

Conqueror’s Levy - Level 100

Conqueror’s Reservoir - Level 101

Traits: Runt




Young Adult Sovereign Dragon* - One of the rarest true dragon breeds native to the Dragonspine Mountains, Sovereign Dragons are famed for their near physical perfection as well as their innate magical abilities.

As a young adult of your species, you are just coming into the beginnings of your true power.

+3 Str, +1 Dex, +2 Vit, +2 Int, +2 Will, +2 Cha, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Dragon] tagged.

*You are prevented from ranking up in this class until you reach the age of 100.




Sovereign’s Arcana - You may directly expend mana to create magical effects. You may add this skill’s level twice to your effective intelligence and willpower for determining the efficacy of your magical effects, the size of your mana pool, and the rates of regeneration. In addition, your magic is more resistant to dispelling and may more easily use visualised runes as a focus.




Sovereign’s Aura - You may project an aura with a maximum radius determined by your charisma score + (this skill level * 2). Within the bounds of your aura, you may expend mana to alter energetic, physical, and psychological properties. In addition, your aura is more potent and better able to overpower others.




Sovereign’s Body - You gain flat damage mitigation and hostile magic resistance equal to twice this skill’s level. You may also add twice this skill’s level to your effective strength and vitality scores. In addition, your health regeneration is increased by one step.




Sovereign’s Breath - When spending mana to augment your breath weapon, you may alter the frequency, size, and duration of your flames, increasing the base damage by twice this skill’s level, where any additional damage is composed of equal parts kinetic and thermal energy. Damage dealt also reduces the stamina and mana pools of targets.




Sovereign’s Perception - In addition to enhancing your senses, you may see in a perfect sphere without the need for line of sight, with a maximum radius determined by your willpower + twice this skill’s level. You may also perceive non-visible magical auras, effects, and system-generated descriptions.




Sovereign’s 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 Sovereign’s Form’s skill level, and your Dragon Class will be hidden for the duration of this skill’s use. Forms not currently in use have their regeneration rates increased by one step.




Sovereign Conqueror - You have claimed an occupied territory through force of arms. As a result, you are given the option of further strengthening your command over others.

+1 Str, +2 Vit, +5 Int, +1 Will, +3 Cha, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Noble] tagged.




Conqueror’s Abjurations - This skill improves your effective intelligence by this skill’s level for all protective spells and wards that you create. While defending your territory or your subjects, this effect is doubled. When casting protective spells over your territory or subjects, the mana cost is reduced by this skill’s level. 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.




Conqueror’s Command - This skill grants your subjects the ability to understand your non-verbal commands, provided that they can clearly hear or see you. While your subjects are carrying out your commands, you may spend stamina to temporarily increase their physical attributes by half this skill’s level.




Conqueror’s Empowerment - You may add this skill’s level to your effective intelligence score for determining the potency and finesse of your magical effects. If the spell or mana effect includes a moving payload, then 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 and provide a mild boost to your physical stats equal to 1/10th of this skill’s level. This effect is shared by all subjects sworn to you within line of sight.




Conqueror’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. Consenting spell casters within line of sight may also cede directional control over their spells to you in order to gain the benefits of this skill and receive the benefits of Conqueror’s Command. Course correction is limited to 0.1 degrees per skill level for every foot travelled.




Conqueror’s Levy - This skill allows you to simultaneously syphon mana from multiple willing subjects with an efficiency of 1 mana received for every 1 point donated. If the donated mana is immediately used to cast a spell, that spell benefits from 1/100th of the donors’ cumulative intelligence scores. The range of this skill is limited to line of sight.




Conqueror’s Reservoir - This skill allows you to imbue objects, creatures, and your aura with a mana supply separate and distinct from your own. This mana can be recalled at will and be 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. Creatures benefiting from external mana reserves gain the full MP benefits of Conqueror’s Empowerment, although stored MP is consumed at a ratio of 10 for every 1 HP regenerated. Stored mana used with this skill generates 1/10th the normal amount of manaburn and will not start to dissipate until quantities exceed 100 * this skill’s level.




Runt - You are the runt of your clutch. You are physically smaller and apply -1 Str, -1 Vit, +1 Int, +1 Will at each interval for your species class.




Typh had managed to recover somewhat from the previous fight in the palace, which had left her more than just a little bit bloody. She wasn’t delusional enough to think that her brief respite would be enough to change the outcome of the impending brawl in her favour. She knew that she was still hopelessly outmatched, but with her mind now occupying her draconic brain, she could see things with a cold clarity denied to her smaller, more impassioned form.

The dragon wasted all of half a moment to take everything in with a fresh perspective.

The sunken pits where the Alchemic Knights’ eyes should have been. The Queen watching open-mouthed with fascination from behind compounding layers of translucent mana and rune-etched steel. The falling ceiling that showered painted plaster down on them all, while distant soldiers raced through the echoing halls of the Royal Residence, eager to protect a King they didn’t know was already dead.

Most pressingly of all, she noticed that the spear blades which had just butchered Terythia’s last ruler were now coming straight for Arilla.

I’ll have to do something about those.

Typh immediately conjured a curved wall of sloping force at an angle between her mouth and the floor in front of her warrior. It wouldn’t be enough to stop the spears, not with how strong an Alchemic Knight was, but that wasn’t the point of it. At the same time she spun her spell, Typh exhaled. [Sovereign’s Breath] pulsed in her chest; the draconic skill drank deep on her mana supply and transformed every drop of potent power into a torrent of searing flames.

As the knights advanced, her breath weapon raced down to meet them in a wide cone, shaped by her arcane barrier. The protective spell shielding Arilla bowed inwards. Golden fire and thundering force inched towards her, but Typh’s magic held as she’d known it would.

The onrushing knights took the full brunt of the blast. Surprised by how quickly she had transformed, the front five were lifted from the ground by the impact and sent soaring backwards across the room. The runes on their armour flared as the arcane enchantment mitigated some of the intense heat and dampened the colossal force into something their fifth-tier bodies could handle. The knights smashed through the far wall, entered and swiftly exited the hallway beyond, and finally crashed into a new chamber, which quickly caught ablaze.

While the distant five clambered back to their feet, seemingly unharmed, the second and third ranks—ten knights in total—were already advancing, leaving the rest to protect the Queen. Whether they’d had time to brace or activate defensive skills didn’t matter—what did was that they were now sprinting forwards while Typh’s dragonfire rolled harmlessly off of them.

Their blades shone gold with reflected light while contrasting auras extended out from their armoured hands to envelop their weapons. Vibrant shades of sizzling mana trailed behind their charge. Their offensive skills literally warped the shape of their swords, shields, and spears into larger, more threatening configurations. Edges grew serrated or doubled in size, faces contorted in pain or death appeared on shield bosses, and most concerningly of all, ghostly tentacles studded in fangs writhed along spear shafts and sword handles.

Typh quickly reached the conclusion that she and Arilla had overstayed their welcome.

Still exhaling, still pouring out dragonfire, concussive force, and mana in a relentless onslaught hostile to all forms of life, the dragon snatched her warrior up in a foreclaw, fanned her wings, and with a single powerful beat, leapt up into the sky.

If the ceiling had been falling before, it used this opportunity to completely collapse. Large chunks of masonry fell down around her, ricocheting off her scales only to scatter across the burning carpet. She swiftly passed through another floor of the palace to the sound of more crashing stonework, before bursting through the roof and up into the night’s sky. With a second thunderous beat of her wings, she clawed her way up away from the ground and the numerous threats still on it.

She’d known it was never going to be that easy.

Ten knights, clad in skill-forged steel so dense Arilla wouldn’t have been able to move in it, leapt from the ground. Their weapons were bared, ready to carve into Typh as they soared upwards using nothing more than the power of their own muscles.

Typh saw them coming and unleashed a storm of manabolts to stop them. She used every skill she had to ensure each knight was met with a stream of missiles composed of superheated, hardened mana that liberally doused them in dragonfire on impact.

Concussive blasts accompanied with bright flashes of gold lit up the sky above the palace, momentarily turning night into day. Each echoing blast that struck true scorched armour and depleted the knights’ limited upwards momentum. Unfortunately, not many bolts struck true.

The moment she’d unleashed her volleys, they responded with skills of their own. Some knights momentarily blipped or phased out of existence, and others conjured immaterial shields or simply used the very real ones strapped to their arms. A few deflected or otherwise cut through her spells with the glowing edges of their expertly wielded blades. The methods varied wildly, but ultimately, few spells hit hard enough to stop the knights’ rapid ascent.

Of the ten who leapt from the ground, Typh could only stop three.

The remaining seven crashed into her like missiles. Encased in skill-forged steel, each knight collided with a mass that far exceeded what should have been possible from their limited size. Her scales cracked and painful vibrations were sent running through her bones. Before she could react, their blades stabbed into her underbelly, and strong hands grabbed onto whatever they could as they firmly anchored themselves in place.

Understandably, she roared with pain.

Years of fighting adventurers in caves had given Typh a lot of experience in dealing with blades. She’d lost count of how many times she had felt a metal edge slip beneath her scales, but never before had she been carved up like this.

Using their rune-etched weapons and their alchemically-enhanced strength, they crawled along Typh’s body, racing up towards her neck and wings where they could easily put an end to her frantic flight. And yet, with steel rhythmically plunging through her guts and her blood spilling out from several dozen wounds, she beat her wings and climbed.

As soon as she had cleared the palace, the defenders on the surrounding walls fired on her once again. Countless attacks soon filled the air, and while most of them were harmless, enough weren’t to make a difference. Barked orders rang out across the fortifications, and soon siege weapons and ritual spells were targeting her massive form while she desperately tried to gain enough altitude to put herself out of their range.

Spheres of fire washed over her scales leaving behind unmarred flesh that steamed in the cool night’s air. Shards of ice and raw mana cracked against her scales while she cradled Arilla protectively in her foreclaws. Typh could handle this assault, but her warrior certainly could not. She tried to ignore the searing lances of pain that worked their way up her body with every one of the knights’ vicious stabs. She was a very large creature, and while they would certainly kill her if she didn’t stop them, it would take the knights time to carve through her massive bulk.

She spun, flying upwards in a tight spiral while trying to keep the thicker scales on her back pointed towards her attackers on the ground in what was fast becoming an impossible defensive dance. The constant motion of her rotating body also served to jostle the knights, forcing them to dig their blades deeper as they tried to hold on. More importantly, it slowed their climb.

The stomach wounds, while painful and traumatic, were not immediately lethal, and with her draconic will she could tolerate a lot more of them before they became an urgent problem.

Typh was continuously casting cascading lances of force and fire, which swerved down in curving patterns to strike at the knights clinging to her body. Her spells that ‘missed’ went on to target and ultimately destroy the siege weapons and ritual circles on the walls below.

She snaked her neck down to bite at the Alchemic Knights, unwilling to let them crawl over her uncontested, but they were steel-rank, frighteningly strong and fast. Using the wounds they had carved into her for handholds, they fought back with frightening proficiency. The dragon’s best attempts to physically force them off of her resulted in little more than deep cuts to her mouth and face.

Still, she climbed.

Even with the mounting pain, she could be fast when she wanted to be, and in this moment Typh needed to be fast. She leaned hard into her stats and willed the System to give her every ounce of speed it would. The clouds above beckoned to her, and she did everything in her power to push past the agonising wounds and ascend higher into the sky—something which became increasingly difficult to do as the knights progressively hacked their way through her prodigious health pool.

An Alchemic Knight finally made it up to her neck, finding their way to where Arilla liked to sit, and it was there that she felt the first critical strike. With [Sovereign’s Perception] she watched helplessly when her spells splashed off his armour while he swung his blade down in a vicious arc. One strike of his sword carved a large notch right out of her, and it was only her size that saved her.

Scale parted, muscle tore, and a deep groove was sliced through thick bone, but fortunately her spine survived the initial blow. Typh knew it wouldn’t survive a second.

She looked down at the distant city below her and had to trust that it would be enough. With stabbing knights crawling all over her, she realised that she couldn’t delay any longer. She pumped mana through [Sovereign’s Form] as hard and as fast as she could. The skill recognised the steel inside her body and tried to resist, but she didn’t care about its protestations. She was the one being stabbed to death—Creation could deal with the inconvenience.

Typh forced her will over it, and just like that, her draconic body disappeared.

Creation shuddered, struggling to reconcile the sudden absence of the dragon that seven knights and one warrior were dependent on for their upward motion. The Alchemic Knights who’d had their weapons inside of her were dragged through the sky by their rapidly repositioning blades, while the two that didn’t began to fall mutely through the open air.

The swords, spears, and hands inside of her remained in place, although the translation of their positions from one of her bodies to the other got a bit fuzzy.

The spear tip that had been slicing through the membrane of her wing came out after parting her bicep. The stabbing blades in her torso and back now impaled her all the way through. Her lungs immediately collapsed, her kidneys were shredded, and only the System knew what other vital organs were destroyed. Armoured hands that had previously held onto tough scales now tore at and pulped her much-more-delicate flesh while their blades carved through her scaleless skin without resistance.

In an instant, the knights had accomplished everything they had failed to do over the course of the entire battle: inflicting several lethal traumas on Typh all at once.

And then their blades continued moving. The momentum of their powerful blows was not yet spent. Her much smaller body provided a comparatively smaller canvas for them to cut into. Her much weaker flesh put up far less resistance to hold their blades in place. So, when they were dragged around by their rapidly repositioning blades, they carried on moving right out into the open air.

Buffeted by the traumatic impacts, Typh was sent spinning up into the sky amidst ribbons of red. Their vise-like grips failed to stop her; instead, they tore free from her body with handfuls of mashed flesh, before they too started to fall.

The seven Alchemic Knights who had been carried miles above Helion on the body of a dragon that never wanted them, now had to learn to fly. It was that, or finding out if the tainted monster blood slithering through their veins would let them come back from a fall of this magnitude.

Typh was betting that it wouldn’t.

The wind whipped at her hair and face as she spun around out of control. Crimson trails streamed from her many grievous wounds, and she remembered with a smile that she was completely out of dresses.

Then she promptly vomited up blood and pieces of herself and before her eyes, her left arm was carried away by the breeze. Sprays of gore slipped out of her with an eerie lack of sensation and her consciousness immediately threatened to recede. She knew that if she allowed herself to black out, she wouldn’t wake again. She would die, first as a human, and then again as a dragon almost immediately after.

Typh didn’t know how long it would take for her to shift while she was effectively dead in her human body, but given her location several miles above the palace, it wasn’t a good idea to find out.

She looked down at those falling beneath her and reached out with her magic to pull Arilla in close, but between the spinning and everything else it was far too much for her fading mind to hold together. She fumbled unsuccessfully at the spell for a time, the simple forms escaping her as everything grew increasingly cold and distant.

She briefly saw the warrior’s hazel eyes meet hers, and the woman she loved more than gold mouthed something important that was snatched away by the rushing wind.

The Alchemic Knights who were falling only a few dozen or so feet below launched a flurry of ghostly blades of force at them both. Arilla had somehow seen them coming and had pressed her arms to the side, dodging those meant for her and plunging through the air to intercept the knights’ attacks aimed at Typh.

The warrior was hit hard.

Her already-ruined armour took the brunt of those blows and cracked loudly with every ghostly strike. Spidering fissures were sent running through the heavy metal while fresh blood misted the air around her. Any fantasies Typh may have held about Arilla being okay were quickly killed when she saw the sheer quantity of red streaming out of her body.

The force of the impacts sent Arilla racing up towards Typh. Their fingertips briefly touched, and before they could part, the warrior’s steel-clad hand wrapped around the dragon’s cold, bloodless one.

Typh blurred again and became a dragon. She was still seriously wounded, but she wasn’t about to die in the next few seconds. Holding her warrior close, she began to flap her wings to begin her descent, but even as they plummeted towards Creation, she saw the Alchemic Knights were not done.

After witnessing Arilla’s sudden rise through the air, they attacked each other. Four knights sacrificed themselves to send glowing blades of force into their best-positioned three. The chosen knights took the attacks full-on without attempting to dodge, and their armour fractured and split as they were flung up into Typh’s once-again-colossal body.

One knight bounced off of her after scoring a shallow strike to her leg.

A heartbeat passed spent hoping the other two might fare the same, but Typh wasn’t that lucky. They collided with her, and an instant later their blades dug in beneath her scales. Mailed fingers once again pried into her, and they began to climb, resuming the journey towards her injured spine as if the last twenty seconds hadn’t happened at all.

Typh knew that her tricks wouldn’t work a second time around, and so she carefully angled her body and committed to crashing from the sky. She wrapped her foreclaws protectively around her lover, who had grown concerningly limp, and corkscrewed down towards Creation.

Time passed while the knights’ stabs grew closer to something vital and the wide slabs of the ancient Old Road grew larger in her vision. She tried to spare Arilla from the worst of the impending impact and tucked her warrior protectively against her chest, rolling her body to ensure that the knights took a heavy blow. She hit the ground at speed, pulsing her mana at the last moment to ensure she struck the road knight first.

Typh rolled over their forms to the sound of breaking bones, before going on to crash and smash along the length of the cleared street. She slid forwards amidst a cascade of golden sparks and trailing destruction. Her health redlined from the impact, but she finally dislodged the knights, who spun out as they bled off their own momentum.

Struggling to raise her head, she could see signs of her army’s conquest all around, although this far into Helion it looked like it had largely been a bloodless affair. The street was clear of both pedestrians and debris, and there wasn’t much to distinguish this stretch of the Old Roads from any other.

If you ignored the four injured creatures lying prone on the ground.

Typh slowly clambered to her feet. Her wings were bent at unnatural angles and trailed painfully on the floor while stars swam in her vision. In front of her, some hundred feet away, were the two knights. They were in rough shape, having first been injured by their allies’ offensive skills, and then again in the fall—but it wasn’t enough to stop them. They both stood up and readied their weapons.

The dragon roared her defiance, a primal scream of potent fury that she threw at her attackers. She poured all of her rage and frustrations into it, surprising herself with the depths of her anger. The immense pressure to be better than she was, the pain, the fear, the unrelenting unfairness of it all, it poured out of her while the ground trembled and nearby window shutters rattled on the houses that lining the ancient street.

She could smell the noxious taint emanating from them. It was even more noticeable now that they were wounded and bleeding. Somewhere, a Monster had sunk its tentacles in Terythia. She’d known that for some time, but whether it was the beast in the west pulling strings from afar, or another creature more local to the region, she did not know. She only knew what was standing in front of her.

Corrupted humans posing as being loyal soldiers. It begged so many questions. Why weren’t they killing indiscriminately? Was it their knight classes holding them in check? Or were they playing a longer game? She hated that she didn’t know.

Typh immediately discounted the possibility that the Queen was correct: that the Capstone Solution—a fancy name for eldritch poison—could ever be tamed. Finer minds than this age possessed had already tried and failed to weaponise the Monsters’ corruption. It couldn’t be done, that way led to only madness and death. Tainted creatures always lost the System’s blessing, and inevitably became nothing more than a particularly bad horror. Of course, that same ancestral knowledge was extremely clear that Monsters, their spawn, and their tainted slaves all killed for killing’s sake.

A complacent Monster in the west shouldn’t have been possible. The tainted knights in front of her should have been foaming at the mouth in their fury to kill her. So why was she wrong? What was she missing?

She supposed she could always try to find the answers, if she lived through the day.

Typh pawed at the slabs of the Old Road in her anxiety, her aching claws failing to even scuff the ancient construction. She was spent. Her dwindling health pool was circling the drain, and while she still had stamina to burn, her perilously low mana reserves were a serious obstacle between her and further violence.

The tainted knights advanced as her roar guttered out. They moved slowly—casually, even—savouring the kill they knew they had won. Arilla groaned weakly in her sleep, splayed out on the road beside her, and Typh, seeing no other way to protect her, stepped over the immobile warrior.

She readied herself as best she could, lowering her head close to the ground and tensing her shoulders in preparation for a pounce.

The knights saw this and paused, coming to a complete stop while the dragon finally smiled.

“Idiots,” the dragon rumbled.

The rattle of the wooden shutters clattering against their frames had only grown louder. The vibrating earth beneath their feet had steadily become stronger, and yet Typh’s defiant roar had already faded into the night.

One Alchemic Knight turned towards the growing storm, and she smelled the unmistakable whiff of panic even obscured as it was by the corruption in his veins. The pair tried to scatter and jump to safety, but while Typh lacked the strength to end them, she could keep them on the ground for just a few more seconds. Between her spells and lunging claws, she used her superior size to swat them down to the earth, taking the wounds and the pain in exchange for those precious moments.

They squared off against her when they realised they wouldn’t escape. Their fear rose, right up until the moment they ran out of time.

Then the cavalry charge hit them in the rear.

It wasn’t real cavalry, Typh didn’t have nearly enough horses for that, but she had wargs. Bestial creatures that blurred the lines between wolf and man, and ran just as easily on fours legs as they did two. Thanks to the level gain from the Monster they’d fought against, most were approaching the peak of second-tier, with some having reached up into third where their cap would keep them. Added to their numbers were experienced adventurers, and ratlings, along with all manner of the brave and the stupid from every species that could be found in Typh’s camp. While some did in fact ride horses, many more were mounted on warbeasts tamed with skills or bred in dungeons for this very purpose.

Some mounts were almost as twisted as the Alchemic Knights, like the odd rat ogre that lumbered past, but all of them were thundering down the Old Road as fast as their legs could take them.

Individually, their attacks couldn’t scratch an Alchemic Knight in their prime, but charging a horde against an injured one with failing armour? Well, quantity has a quality of its own.

Whether it was a thousand fighters or ten—Typh was far too tired to count—her cavalry charge raced past the knights with lances, swords, and claws at the ready. The Alchemic Knights spun, swinging blades empowered by skills into the advancing horde, but despite every advantage their tier gave them, they only had so much stamina.

The attacks kept coming, and the knights were forced back inch by inch as the dead spilled out around them. Typh added her own spells into the mix, but she had the bulk of her attention elsewhere.

She watched with satisfaction as blood, first red and then black, streamed from her foes’ failing armour. Their flesh peeled back down to their bones, then tried to reform under the influence of sprouting tentacles, only to be further shredded by Typh’s enthusiastic soldiers who had answered her cry of rage with one of their own.

The thunderous sound of thousands of racing feet coupled with the victorious screams on so many lips was better than any bard song Typh had ever heard. Although, if she listened for it, she could hear Eliza’s tune hummed by more than a few of the classers in the charge.

The dragon waited patiently while the knights died in front of her. Eventually, she received two notifications from the System announcing their deaths and when she counted them all up, she was disappointed to learn that she’d only killed eight of the ten who’d joined her in the sky above Helion.

She may have escaped the palace and defeated those sent to kill her, but she had failed to take the city. There was only one way it was going to end now, and it wasn’t going to be pretty.

Typh glanced up at the green moon looking down on them all with glee and shuddered. There was no way around it, there was going to have to be a siege.






CHAPTER 7

WAR COUNCIL

Despite the relative ease in which it had been conquered, the Nauron estate boasted excellent privacy wards and enough luxuries to soothe her draconic need to hoard treasure. It was a poor substitute compared to the palace she had hoped to claim, but it was the obvious choice for Typh’s new base of operations out of her remaining options.

Its vaunted halls and large chambers would provide ample working space for the veritable army of scribes, clerks, and administrators who had been essential in the smooth running of the nomadic tent-city she had ruled over for half a year. Hopefully, the trade-up from folding chairs and canvas walls would translate into fewer late nights and heated debates, but she wasn’t optimistic. Helion was only ever going to cause more problems before it started granting her solutions. Worse, her staff would need to be bloated even further now that she had added several hundred thousand less-than-loyal subjects to her domain. Finding qualified and trustworthy candidates was a headache she was not looking forward to, although that issue could wait, if only for a little bit.

While it was going to be a shame to lose the manicured flower beds and artfully shaped hedgerows, the extensive grounds could be repurposed to hold a decent portion of her armed forces. Not enough to prevent the various tribes and groups that made up her army from being broken up and distributed to the other noble manors that had fallen under her control during the conquest, but that was probably for the best. A singular concentrated force would be much harder to assault, but it would also struggle to sally out with any real speed. Her army’s need for mobility was now an unfortunate necessity, one she knew would be sorely tested over the coming months stamping out riots before they could truly begin.

Her narrative as an ‘invading liberator for the common people’ was about as dead as the Terythia’s King.

Stories had power, and the Queen’s was simply better than hers: betrayed and besieged by monsters who had come proclaiming peace. Her beloved husband assassinated in an attack that had claimed the lives of countless guardsmen. The undeniable presence of a necromancer within the dragon’s ranks . . . No matter how poor a ruler the previous King had been, or how much Typh gave the people of Helion, they would rise up against her—the Queen wouldn’t even have to try, and try she most certainly would.

The idea of friendly ‘monsters’ coming to save humanity from extinction was always going to be a tough sell, but when the counter-narrative sits in the centre of your city, actively being besieged by the same ‘monsters’ you’ve been told to hate from birth, it doesn’t take much to side with your patriotic instincts and become Typh’s enemy.

The dragon sighed as she limped along the cobbled path leading to the estate’s main house. She was battered, bruised, but ultimately unbroken. She had survived to fight for another day, whereas the Alchemic Knights who had faced her were either dead or stuck inside the city’s inner walls, where Terythia’s Queen was no doubt plotting her next move.

It irked her to have had to flee from humans—even if they were corrupted by eldritch alchemies, it was not in her nature to run away. Her fighting retreat, if not her injuries, was another painful reminder of her innate failings. Even with their lower levels, her siblings likely could have fought and emerged victorious, whereas she had pulled out every trick she had and still very nearly lost.

System damn her runt trait.

The sight of the noble hostages who had all too recently looked down their noses at her being roughly ushered into carriages did little to lighten her mood. Although seeing how they flinched under the claws of her nonhuman soldiers did bring the beginnings of a traitorous smile to her lips.

They were to be sent off to different parts of the city, where they would remain under constant guard for the foreseeable future. Without the Royal Family in her custody, the nobles’ continued wellbeing was now more important than ever, and it wouldn’t take the Queen long to realise it. If they died, she’d lose what little leverage she had left; if they lived, she still didn’t have enough to get what she wanted. The temptation to just eat them all and be done with it was a hard one to resist.

For the second time in the same night, the sovereign dragon stood at the bottom of the estate’s front steps. She reached for her human form, then immediately recoiled as if struck. Flashes of what she had allowed to happen to her favoured flesh superimposed themselves before her eyes, only to be banished from her vision with an uncomfortable shudder. Everything about that fight had been far too close for comfort, yet before her wounds could heal naturally she was forced to face them again.

The small human-sized doorway at the top of the steps looked down mockingly at her, and it was only after she summoned a team of high-level healers that she felt confident enough to revert back into her human body.

Normally, the change was like stretching out a stiff muscle, a brief amount of pain swiftly followed by another brief period of blissful relief. In the heat of a battle there was some resistance, the skill reluctant to be used outside of its System-issued parameters, and when there was not enough space, or the consequences would be immediately dire, the resistance only got worse.

When Typh flooded her skill with more than enough mana, intent on becoming human again, [Sovereign’s Form] drank deep . . . and staunchly refused to budge. As her reserves trickled down before her eyes, she pushed her draconic will against the resistance, forcing her skill to comply. The near-instantaneous bout of mild discomfort stretched and amplified, going from an uncomfortable fraction of a second and extending into a brief eternity of searing pain. With a near-audible snap, she changed, and a wave of dizzying sensations hit her all at once. The agony of her wounds rose triumphant over the overwhelming everything else. The ghost of a missing arm. Large chunks of her that were pulped, slashed, or simply gone, and nowhere near enough blood in her body for her to remain conscious. She swayed precariously on her feet, only to be caught in a thick cloak by the white-robed classers who had rushed in close to surround her.

Typh sagged in their strong arms, choking back a tearful sob while they bathed her in the soft glow of healing magic. She was the Lord Sovereign now, so even with Creation spinning beneath her there was no time for tears.

She briefly felt a pang of jealousy for Arilla, whose unconscious state granted her a few hours of reprieve from all this, but in the morning she’d be rested enough to be thrust back into her duties. She may not have taken the Traylan name, but she was still the Lord of Rhelea and all that entailed.

The dragon stepped forwards long before the healers were done, and when they complained she barked orders at them to see to someone more injured than her. Her current body was one made from mana and will. It healed fast, and now that it wasn’t haemorrhaging blood from more places than she cared to count, she’d be fine, whereas the mana they’d spent so she could pass through a doorway could save a life if used elsewhere on someone more deserving.

The stairs still loomed above her, and this time she didn’t have a warrior to lean on or the strength to ascend by herself. With a puff of mana and a twist of her will, she dragged herself up and away from the ground. Creation moved underneath her for a handful of seconds while she flew up the steps, and she felt free in spirit for the fleeting duration of her spell. She landed softly at the top of the stairs, her bare feet skipping over the polished stone just in time for Halith to emerge from within the manor to greet her.

The ratling was dressed in the usual mix of silken finery and well-worn armour she now preferred, styling herself as some kind of warrior queen Arilla had taken more than a little bit of wardrobe inspiration from. Halith made a point of sticking to products made by her kind’s tailors and armorsmiths, rather than taking advantage of the woodlings’ silks or the higher-level human craftsmen whose services she could no doubt afford.

“Is everyone ready?” Typh asked, not bothering to slow down as she strode past the other woman, who fell in step behind her.

“Yes. Everyone who could be roused is present, with the exception of Marysias, who claimed some ‘important clan business’ took precedence,” Halith commented dryly.

“You disapprove?” the dragon asked.

“She’s a satyr. ‘Important clan business’ either means drinking, fucking, or some inane combination of the two.”

“You’re probably right,” Typh groaned, exaggerating her frustrations so that she could pause for a moment and discreetly catch her breath. Her one remaining hand gently rubbed her temples in faux annoyance while she steadied herself. “Her absence, while it requires a punishment, isn’t a pressing issue. There are barely more than a hundred satyrs who journeyed east. Marysias only has a seat at the table because her hundred are loud and refuse to share a representative with the other nature spirits. Ensure they end up housed in the same manor as the goblins, and then be slow to find them new quarters when she inevitably complains.”

“I’ll see it done, Lord Sovereign,” Halith replied with a feral grin.

“Is there anything else I should know before we go in?” Typh asked, coming to a stop outside the room that had been designated for the war council’s meeting.

“Tamlin reached level 49 tonight. I suspect the only thing delaying his rank up is exhaustion. He’ll be 50 in the morning or soon after, once he’s made his choice.”

“50 . . .” she repeated. “That was faster than I expected.”

“He is a necromancer. A handful more battles like this one and he’ll reach a hundred while the rest of us languish behind. Most of the goblins and kobolds are already at their cap; it won’t be long until my kind and the wargs reach ours. Only a few of the nature spirits can even make it into fourth-tier, and none bar you the fifth,” Halith said.

“What’s your point?” Typh asked.

“The human kings keep their people weak for a reason. You should consider doing the same. They’re weak now, but they don’t have a cap. When they turn on us—we might lose.”

The dragon gave Halith a more considering look. What she was suggesting went against everything Typh had planned for Helion, and Terythia by extension. She was reminded then that the ratling, while loyal, had always been in favour of more brutal approaches to enlisting the humans’ aid.

Halith had changed a lot since earning the dragon’s favour, and looking at her now, it was hard for Typh to accept that on this one issue, the ratling remained resolute.

Halith’s fur was pristine, her claws had been filed to fine points, and her teeth had been bleached a perfect white by some cosmetic spell or another. She looked every bit the regal ruler she wanted to be, but her tail told a different story. It was stiff and unmoving, held tightly under the woman’s control so as not to give away her anxiety. Typh inhaled once and found that beneath all that perfume she could taste the ratling’s visceral fear—the dragon felt her stomach grumble in anticipation.

“Tamlin scared you.” It wasn’t a question, but if it was the way Halith’s tail twitched all but screamed an answer.

“We can handle Tamlin. No matter how much he grows, he’s only one crippled boy; Helion, however, has a population of hundreds of thousands. If you give them all classes and let them choose without repercussions . . . What if there are more necromancers than we can handle—what if there’s worse? What then?”

“We’ll handle it the way we always have. I won’t leave the humans vulnerable out of fear of what they might be capable of. If they scare you so much, then maybe you should talk to your people about raising their secondary classes beyond their species class,” the dragon said before opening the door and heading into the room.

Typh heard the sharp intake of breath behind her but paid it no mind; despite her outward confidence, 50 was a lot of levels to possess. Far too many for a human as young and as damaged as Tamlin. She was not looking forwards to the morning when he would wake. Arilla was right that Typh needed to do something, System knows that no one else was looking to help the youth.

* * *

The mood in the hall was grim.

Bright magelights cast every gathered face in harsh relief. Looks of concern, fatigue, and frustration were far more common than Typh would have liked following what was ostensibly a victory. Of the myriad of species sitting around the wide table, perhaps only the goblins’ representative looked to be in a celebratory mood, with all the others appearing to be in various states of quiet distress.

Typh desperately hoped that the fight hadn’t been beaten out of them already. While her forces hadn’t achieved the resounding win they’d all hoped for, they had taken the majority of Helion in a single night. It was a staggering achievement, but completing the conquest was going to be a much-longer and much-more-difficult affair than they had prepared for.

“Enough with the detailed reports. Just tell me, how bad is it exactly?” Typh growled.

“Perhaps we should reconvene in the morning when we’ve had some rest and have a better idea of the situation at hand. There are still pockets of fighting throughout the city and our losses beyond the walls can only be roughly estimated,” Halith offered, taking a conciliatory tone as she leaned over the table from her high-backed seat.

“No. I want to do this now; we’ve wasted enough time. The Queen could launch a counterattack at any moment and I want to be ready!” the dragon finished, slamming her balled fist down on the varnished wood, which splintered accordingly. Her audience shifted in their seats at that, some more noticeably than others—even in her human form, her anger was a powerful thing and few of her generals were willing to meet it head on.

“We will be. Labourers are clearing terrain before the inner walls. We’re raiding warehouses for lumber and supplementing it with our own from the camps. We have engineers sketching out positions for siege weapons and barricades while combat classers draw up patrols. But the human Queen won’t attack, not tonight. The darkness is our ally, not theirs. If she makes a move this early on—which she won’t—it will come after the dawn,” Amantin offered dourly. The fungoids’ representative looked and sounded perpetually gloomy. Their too-large eyes, twin pits of darkness, peered out with a scowl from beneath the hooded cap of their mushroom-like head. Typh wasn’t sure if it was an actual facial expression or just how their face rested, but regardless, like everyone else Amantin was exhausted and it was starting to show.

“I’m not tired. And I wasn’t suggesting we carry on—I was telling you to give me a clear answer,” Typh glowered.

“You may not be tired, Lord Sovereign, but we are. How about we take a half-hour rest before carrying on?” Halith suggested.

A hush descended on the already-quiet meeting room while the dragon stared down the ratling, and her remaining generals held their breath. Typh briefly considered doing something rash and irreversible, but stopped herself before it was too late. She was tired, she was also angry and in no small amount of pain, yet none of that was Halith’s fault. Typh had been played by Terythia’s Queen and she was furious it had blindsided her.

She’d discounted the woman, and now that mistake was ruining her plans for the city. Typh could only blame herself and the rogues whose reports she had so naively trusted.

“Best make it an hour. When we reconvene, I want wine to have been poured and a healer on standby,” Typh commanded, and the room breathed a collective sigh of relief.

The time spent first planning the assault on Rhelea and then on the road had made all of them if not friends, then at least acquainted. There had been a few late arrivals and departures over the long months, but the main fixtures of her war council had remained largely unchanged. Almost all of them had fond memories of drinking together while plans were formed, so when servants came with decanters of wine from Lord Nauron’s basement, the war council relaxed into that familiar state of assembly. An hour passed quickly and then it was time to carry on.

“Let’s try this again. How bad are our losses?” Typh asked, relaxing into the soft glow emanating from a healer’s hands that banished the last of the dragon’s painful aches.

“We got off lightly. Once the bulk of our forces entered the city, the majority of the defenders were quick to surrender, especially when it became apparent that we were taking prisoners. The losses we did accrue primarily came from the initial charge on the gate and the secondary charges against those two knights you dropped on us.” Amantin paused for effect while Braknagh, the wargs’ representative, stared into his cup and grumbled his discontent. The cavalry charges had relied heavily on his packmates and those of his neighbouring tribes. Typh had only brought five thousand wargs from Rhelea, so any serious casualties worth mentioning would be hitting him especially hard.

A cold draconic part of her wasn’t particularly upset about this. Wargs were fearsome foes in the open, but they were poorly suited for siege warfare, which they were all about to experience first-hand. She’d much rather lose a thousand wargs than anything else at this point.

“Twenty-one hundred dead so far, and thrice that injured. With the healers we have on hand, the number of the fallen is unlikely to rise much higher. We’ll have most of the wounded ready to fight again by the end of the week. We can squeeze that down to a few days, but we’ll be using up the last of the goblins’ brew, and then our healers won’t be of any use to us until they recover from the mana burn,” Amantin succinctly concluded.

“No . . . There’s no need for that,” Typh said, shuddering. Seeing the aftereffects of the goblins’ concoction on Tamlin and a few other unfortunates who lacked the vitality score to handle it had dampened her zeal for that particular resource. “Proceed with preparing the ground for a siege. Do we have any idea how long it will take to starve them out?”

Amantin looked to her side, and a kobold with surprisingly fine scales stepped forwards from the rear of the room with a bundle of parchment scrolls tucked under his thin arms.

“Lord Sovereign, we know the Queen’s forces have ample stores of grain and deep wells within the inner walls. We can’t do anything about their access to water without harming the rest of the city, and with their smaller numbers we simply have no idea how long their food supplies will last, but a year isn’t out of the question. Worse, if they convert the palace’s gardens into farmland, with their access to mages and chained dungeons they should have enough land to produce fresh food indefinitely. Unless we get lucky with a magical plague affecting the ground, or we perform a ritual to create one, there will be no starving them out,” the kobold said before bowing deeply and retreating to the rear of the room.

“That’s hardly ideal. I won’t authorise formulating any plagues, magical or otherwise—not in the heart of a city I intend to rule,” Typh said firmly, making sure to initiate eye contact with the species more known for such things; most of them had the decency to look suitably abashed. “Does anyone have any suggestions?”

“We can’t storm the palace. Not without knowing how many Alchemic Knights remain. One well-placed knight can stall an advance indefinitely. They haven’t stormed out the palace yet, so their numbers are limited. But whether there’s 5 or 50, it’s too many to face at the top of a fortified wall,” Tumbling-Gravel grumbled. The earth sprite’s voice echoed out through the room much like their namesake. Hunched down in their comparatively tiny chair, the large rocky creature almost looked comical, but it was an opinion Typh knew would never be voiced.

“We can send soldiers in through the sewers and tunnels that lead beneath the palace, but those areas were warded to detect incursions before our assault and they’ll only be patrolled tighter now. While tunnel fighting suits my people well, the limited numbers we can send through any one tunnel only suits a defending knight better,” Glorious said, the heavily scarred goblin not bothering to look up from her drink, which she then downed in one swig.

“I asked for suggestions, not problems. We’ve already done the impossible, twice. Are you all telling me that we’re done?” Typh asked. Her words caused all but one of her generals to shrink in their seats, their reactions even more transparent because of the alcohol they had consumed.

“We could retreat,” Halith offered. When she wasn’t immediately shouted down, she continued. “The number of humans sworn to your banner has only grown since we first camped outside Helion. While the majority are low-tiered and weak, they are numerous. Instead of bleeding any more of our own for this doomed country, we could just make the offer of free classes for all, then leave. We could take as many of the huddled masses that care to follow us and head west to the Dragonspines. Traylra isn’t the only attempt humanity has made to tame the wilderness, and with the species under your banner it would be child’s play to take an abandoned fortress and prepare.”

“Prepare for what, exactly? The end?” Typh asked scornfully.

“Yes,” the ratling woman responded, and when the dragon looked across the room, she saw nothing but slowly nodding heads. Internally, she despaired. Typh understood that preventing the end of everything was a tall if not impossible order, but she needed them to believe that it could be done. Not just because she needed them motivated, but because belief moved Creation.

It was how magic worked.

“We’re not giving up. Not on this city, and not on preventing the end. We can stop another Monster from ever stepping foot on Creation, but to do it we need to take Helion,” Typh said imploringly.

“It can’t be done. We tried, and we failed. Maybe if things had gone differently that wouldn’t be the case, but with the Queen sitting tight in her palace, if we stay here the people will rise up against us, free classes or not—and when a Terythian army eventually comes to shake us loose, with enemies on all sides we’ll be slaughtered,” Halith argued.

“So, we just have to take the palace before that happens.”

“Typh—Lord Sovereign, we simply can’t do it. We don’t have the numbers or the levels. The Queen played us. If she slaughtered the King and his concubines the moment we attacked then she’s been preparing for something like this since long before we arrived. That means armies from the north could be as little as six months away—less if they’re led by powerful classers. You know how the Old Road is.”

“We have hostages—”

“Southern hostages. There aren’t enough from the north to stop an angry Lord’s army, and if we’re unlucky, not enough to stop a southern noble who doesn’t particularly like his offspring.”

Typh clenched her fist while she tried to come up with something to refute the ratling’s words. That they were so close to victory hurt more than her lingering wounds. She wanted to say that Halith was wrong, but she couldn’t. Everything looked like she had failed.

“I don’t think taking Helion is impossible.”

The voice was small and barely familiar. When Typh extended her senses, she saw the kobold from earlier with the bundle of parchment practically quivering beneath the dragon’s indirect gaze.

“Speak when you’re spoken to, mutt!” Halith snapped.

“Calm, Halith,” Typh interjected. “Please, step forward and explain yourself.”

“Lord Tumbling-Gravel is right. Despite our numerical advantages, we can’t face a force of steel ranks defending a fortified position. Conversely, Alchemic Knights, even tainted ones, can’t be everywhere at once. They can take ground from us in retaliatory strikes, but they can’t hold it for long enough to move the rest of their forces through—not without risking being overwhelmed,” the kobold offered. “While the Alchemic Knights’ presence does prevent us from taking the palace, the Queen’s reliance on them offers us a glimmer of hope. We know from the notes Xan left us that they require a steady supply of exotic alchemical reagents to function. We don’t know precisely what, and with the Alchemical Stables on the other side of the Palace’s walls we likely never will, but we do know that they were reliant on regular shipments from Rhelea—shipments they haven’t received in over six months now. While it’s possible they’ve secured an interim supplier from Terythia’s neighbours to the south or east, it would be less regular, and we certainly won’t be allowing those caravans to pass into the palace now that we have it surrounded.”

“Do we know what happens if they are suitably deprived?” the dragon asked, feeling that glimmer of hope start to shine.

“A growing weakness that leaves them bedridden up until their deaths. Precisely how long that takes is dependent on their vitality score, and we don’t know how being tainted will change that, but we can wait them out,” the kobold concluded.

“Fascinating . . .” Typh muttered. “What’s your name?”

“Mik-Mek, Lord Sovereign,” the kobold stiffly replied.

“With all due respect, Lord Sovereign. You’re ignoring the fact that we have no idea how long it will take for the Alchemic Knights to succumb to this fate, if they even will, now that they are tainted. There’s also still the issue of the hostile armies marching our way, an unruly populace that will never accept us, the alchemists with the ability to taint System-knows-what creatures they have confined in their stables, and this says nothing—nothing—of the very active Monster to the west which has already sent out missionaries to spawn more of its kind in human cities throughout Astresia!” the ratling said.

“Are you done, Halith?”

The ratling took a moment to compose herself.

“Yes, Lord Sovereign.”

“Good. Don’t worry about the other cities. For now, the Inquisition has that well in hand.”






CHAPTER 8

ROLES

The sword felt unwieldy in her hands. It was a fine blade: skill-forged, Rhelean steel with Monster-slaying runes etched deep into the polished metal. Unfortunately, the damn thing was far too heavy for a bard like Eliza. Against magical beasts and high-level classers, that extra weight behind its edge helped to pierce through their natural defences, where lesser blades would merely glance off stat-boosted skin, scales, or whatever.

For her current foes, that extra weight was an unwanted bit of overkill, and it slowed her strikes down to something more manageable for the wood-rank warriors she found herself pitted against.

The dragon’s policy of free classes for all was likely the only thing stopping the city from rising up against her. Despite the pervading military patrols, travellers flocked to Helion in droves to take her up on her offer. Most people were either too busy scrambling to claim a class or to take the coin of those flooding into the city to cause trouble, but as always there were exceptions. Eliza had initially thought the literal and very active siege grounds surrounding the walled palace in the centre of Helion would be sufficiently off-putting, but the allure of all that potential wealth and power trumped petty little things like avoiding a warzone.

While many came and went, intent on taking their newfound classes back to their rural villages to live out a slightly enhanced life, many travellers ended up staying in the capital. Merchant and trade classes were by far the most frequently claimed up, with the criminally inclined classes being a close second. Why Typh refused to outlaw tagged classes like bandit and smuggler, Eliza would never know, although the rumour-mill was abuzz with far-fetched explanations as to why.

The bard’s sword clashed with another, scoring a shower of sparks where polished steel scraped against a notched and rusted edge. From the pained grunt that escaped the man’s lips, she assumed he agreed: her sword was far too heavy. For a level 4 classer, the smuggler wasn’t much more dangerous than if he were unclassed, but while he was new to his class, he clearly wasn’t new to the sword.

Eliza was faster than him or anyone else in his gang, but her meagre 10 strength did very little to bridge the gap the men’s bulging biceps typically provided. Given they were all passably competent in their weapons, she had been dismayed to find herself at a stalemate. If she had a lighter sword, a belt knife, or had taken up the sword lessons she’d been offered, then the fight would have already been over; as it was, what should have been a one-sided beatdown was stretching out into the tens of minutes.

Sword blows and cudgels swung at her and she deftly dodged out of the way. Her sword arm lagged behind her as she ran, weighed down by the weapon she knew better than to let go of. Her feet danced across the ground, rapidly putting distance and towering barrels of stacked ale between her and her pursuers. She chose to face them only one at a time, striking them unaware from the shadows when she could.

It was dark in the brewery warehouse. Tall stacks of ale-barrels obscured what little moonlight made it in through the small windows up high. Large shadows cloaked the narrow spaces where she chose to make her temporary stands, always retreating before the smugglers’ superior numbers could overwhelm her.

Blades flashed and she ducked low. With a clumsy swipe, her own weapon found flesh, tearing through worn leather armour to hack halfway through a knee. A twist of her wrist caused a shrill scream of pain to escape her foe, and she used the opportunity to move again while a thin-faced classer bled out on the muddy floor.

Good riddance.

Shouts of alarm soon echoed the scream, and Eliza swore upon realising that there were significantly more members of the gang than she had initially thought. The five smugglers she’d believed she could handle had somehow swelled to an even dozen, not counting the man on the ground. With [Troubadour’s Ear] she could hear their heavy breathing as they searched for her. A motley collection of freshly classed men and women cursed under their breath while they raced forwards towards the scream, neatly cutting off her planned exit.

It didn’t matter if it was by accident or design, but the converging smugglers left her with an unpalatable choice: she could stand and fight, or she could run and deal with the fallout of her failure.

Given her relatively dire straits, and her abysmal lack of control over the sword in her hands the choice should have been clear, but Eliza didn’t know how to feel fear. Instead of mounting panic at the prospect of a fight she knew she couldn’t win, she felt calm. Her heart beat steadily in her chest, pumping hard like she’d gone out for an intense jog, rather than thundering in her ears like it should have.

That clarity was a gift. It stopped her from doing something stupid like singing, which was truly the worst thing she could do. The appeal of that largely came from the chaos that crept in while her class struggled to hold itself together beneath the strain of maintaining her four complementary skills.

By telling herself that she held an ‘instrument’ of violence and not a weapon in her hand, her strikes were clean and graceful when they really had no right to be. Her skill [Troubadour’s Instrument] added 42 dexterity along with an improved understanding of timing, so long as she held her sword. While raw attributes were a poor substitute for her abysmal lack of expertise, they were considerably better than nothing.

With [Troubadour’s Ear] she could hear them coming—the skill had paid for itself several times over since Riyoul’s death. [Troubadour’s Presence] helped make herself small when she needed to be, and terrifying when she wanted, and [Troubadour’s Voice] . . . well, that was the only way she could talk now that her actual voice unfailingly summoned the chaos.

She felt her options dwindle with every heavy advancing step.

There was a role she could use that would almost get her out of her mess: the cornered spy lashing out in a valiant last stand against her attackers. Creation found it acceptable—the similarities were close enough to her situation that she could reach out and touch the words with but a moment’s thought. But Eliza didn’t like the ending of that particular song, and while she was technically a spy, her foes were hardly worthy of the role the song would impose upon them.

Better to leave them low-levelled thugs than mighty agents of darkness.

The brewery floor was not the ideal place to fight; between the rat droppings and the puddles of stagnant liquid that smelled concerningly more like piss than they did ale, steady footing was hard to come by. Using the last few seconds she had before they found her, she ran to a relatively open space between leaning towers of stacked crates and barrels. It was a little patch of flat-ish ground where she could use her mobility best while they tried to kill her.

No sooner than she had arrived than seven figures stepped out from the shadows. As they fanned out to surround her, five more warriors came forwards to join them.

“I don’t suppose we can talk about this?” Eliza tapped.

To give them credit, they didn’t even blink at her unusual method of communication, and her meaning carried over by the beat of her foot tapping against the ground. But then times were changing, and she was hardly the oddity she used to be before the outer city fell.

“Fraid not, Bard. You stuck your nose in where it don’t belong,” the leading warrior said. A patched mail shirt distinguished him from the rest of his gang who were clad in homespun cottons and leathers.

“I have money. Enough to pay to heal those I wounded,” she offered.

“Pete’s dead. Ain’t no amount of coin that’ll fix that. Although Pete was an asshole, so ordinarily I’d be tempted to look the other way for a big-enough payout, but you, pretty lady, are worth far more than any amount of silver you could be carryin’,” the man threatened.

There was a time not too long ago when the smuggler’s words would have had a very different meaning, but from the way the man’s eyes darted hungrily at her tag floating above her head and not her chest, Eliza knew what was what. With her messed-up class she wasn’t entirely sure if she was actually worth anything, but her tag had remained largely unaffected.

They saw a level 42 bard and wanted that kill XP.

Whether they’d capture her and sell it on, or take it for themselves was hard to say, but either way she’d die if she fell into their hands all the same.

Four months ago, when Helion had fallen to the dragon and classes had become ubiquitous, the experience required to level all the new classers did not magically appear. If anything, the large nonhuman presence had only made it harder to level, as suddenly not even a goblin was acceptable to kill for levels. Naturally, the black market had stepped in to fill this niche, with frighteningly brutal methods that not even the new ratling guards could entirely stamp out. So far east from the Dragonspines, freely roaming monsters were a rarity in the surrounding countryside, and few people had the courage to delve deep enough into the labyrinthian tunnels beneath the city to find one of the dungeons and lairs where hunting was fair game.

“Shall we do this, then?” Eliza asked.

“You heard the lady, get her!”

A skill-enhanced shout washed over her at the same moment the others charged. The skill was weak and insipid, easy for her to shrug off, but between her acute ear and what was going on with her class, she could hear the bolstering effect it had on the onrushing classers.

Eliza pushed out hard with her charisma, which fueled [Troubadour’s Presence]. The chaos inside of her threatened to leak out, but for now she had it under control. Fear and dread suffused the space between her and her low-level attackers; it wasn’t enough to stop them—she was no mind mage—but enough to make them falter. Their hurried steps slowed for a second, and before they could recover, she darted forwards and swung her raised sword down on an unsheathed blade.

Steel rang out against steel, but with [Troubadour’s Voice]—the most fragile of her skills—consuming her stamina at a frightening pace, that ringing noise was deafening. The glass in the window frames lining the walls of the warehouse shattered, the eardrums of everyone surrounding her burst, and it was only her own skills that protected her from receiving the same punishment. A dozen warriors staggered backwards with blood streaming from their ears, and then a heartbeat later they came for her.

In the confusion she was able to put two down for good, but the remaining smugglers were able to push through the pain thanks to their HP pools. They were both deaf and uncoordinated, but there were ten of them, each with far more experience fighting than she possessed.

In a matter of seconds her sword skittered out of her hand, turning once end over end before it clattered noisily along the muddy floor.

“ANY LAST REQUESTS BEFORE I GUT YOU!” The yelling was hardly pleasant, and it was accompanied by a dirty blade resting against her throat, but considering that she’d deafened them all, the shouting was to be expected. Eliza opened her mouth and mimed a few particularly elaborate lines of profanity, confident that her captors couldn’t lip-read. “WHAT?!”

She tried not to smirk as she did it again, slower this time, only to receive the same look of puzzled confusion.

“SPEAK LOUDER, YOU DAFT BINT!”

“She called you a cock juggling—he can’t hear me, can he?” Xan sighed, appearing in the centre of the gang and quickly proceeding to take care of the others with lazy slaps that sent grown men sprawling into the dirt either unconscious or dead.

“No,” Eliza tapped.

“NO WHAT?!” the smuggler screamed, unaware of what had just occurred behind him.

“Look behind you.”

“PULL THE OTHER ONE—” He yelped as he was effortlessly lifted into the air by the casually dressed inquisitor, who looked around disdainfully at the entire mess. The smuggler struggled vainly against her grip, his face slowly turning purple while Xan held him by the throat. Eliza didn’t know why the other woman was playing with them like this, but she’d learned the inquisitor’s moods well enough to know not to comment on it.

“I told you to wait for me,” Xan said.

“You were late. I didn’t want to miss the exchange,” Eliza tapped.

“And you still should have waited. You could have easily died.”

“I knew you were only a few minutes away. I was only going to watch . . .”

“You call this watching?” Eliza squirmed uncomfortably beneath the inquisitor’s condescending gaze. “Did you at least get the priest?”

“Yes, or rather, they did. They have him trussed up in the back,” the bard explained.

“Really?” Xan asked with a raised eyebrow. “I take it there was a problem with the deal?”

“Yeah, the priest is broke. Seems when he weaselled out of Musama he had to leave his gold behind. He tried to pay the smugglers in ‘absolution for their mortal sins.’ Needless to say that didn’t go down well.”

Xan laughed at that, throwing her head back and flashing her white teeth before she tossed the asphyxiating man she carried in one arm through a large barrel of ale. From the audible cracking of both wood and bones Eliza assumed that the smuggler wouldn’t be getting up again any time soon.

* * *

The priest was more than a little worse for wear. Until Eliza had given herself away, the smugglers had been trying to literally beat the location of their promised payment out of him. When Xan finally pulled back the sackcloth hood covering his head, she revealed the assortment of bruises decorating his tanned face. Eliza had to firmly steel the part of herself that immediately tried to empathise with the bound man.

She knew what came next.

She reminded herself of the devastation she had seen in Rhelea; the streets filled with the dead and the hordes of tentacled horrors that had thrown themselves on the living as they reaped lives for their master. This man, this bound and helpless man, would do it again to Helion in a heartbeat. Whether it was a compulsion or just fervent belief that drove his insanity didn’t really matter—what did was that he was a danger to them all.

The priest had died the moment the Inquisition’s spies had figured out he had escaped their assassins in Musama by boarding a lumber barge headed for the capital. It was their hand that guided the blade, not hers.

Eliza was just holding the knife for a while.

Still, this wasn’t her first execution, and there was an order to these things.

Xan smiled sweetly at the priest. The most objectively powerful human Eliza had ever met, suddenly appeared both sweet and demure as Xan tugged gently on her class skills. She’d already altered her noble tag, replacing her three question marks for a level indicator with a relatively modest ‘warrior level 38’ tag. To complete her illusion, the inquisitor had made her presence shrink within herself, becoming less of an unstoppable force of nature, and more like a young warrior who had yet to lose their naivety.

The supreme ease in which Xan became someone else would have been terrifying to Eliza—if she were still capable of feeling fear.

“Golly, are you okay?” Xan asked.

“Not really . . . but I’m certainly better now that you’ve rescued me. Thank you,” the priest groaned. The traces of his accent made themselves known with his rolled ‘R’s and heavy ‘Y’s. It was a small detail, but it helped to assuage Eliza’s guilt knowing that he was definitely the right man.

“It’s okay. Killing bad guys is all in a day’s work for us adventurers. Right, Eliza?” the inquisitor asked, and as prompted the bard smiled. It came easy to her lips. Her years of living in terror had given her plenty of practice when it came to hiding her true emotions.

“I can see that . . . Adventurers, you say . . . Can you . . . untie me?”

“Of course, sorry! It totally slipped my mind,” Xan answered, before proceeding to do just that, albeit very slowly.

“Is—is she okay?” the priest asked, directing his question at Eliza, who admittedly had been standing still with a stupid smile on her face.

“Oh, don’t worry about Eliza, she can’t talk,” Xan explained. The inquisitor finished up with the priest’s bonds and the ropes she’d probably torn through out of laziness fell down onto the floor.

“A bard who can’t talk, how peculiar . . .” the man mumbled.

“She makes up for it by being wicked good on the violin!” Xan cheerfully supplied.

“I see . . .” he said, gingerly rubbing his wrists before slowly coming to stand with Xan’s help. “You have my thanks. The Gods will smile on you both for this kindness.”

“It’s nothing. My Ma always told me to respect the priesthood, even foreign ones—no offence meant, Father. Is there somewhere we can take you? The church, perhaps?”

“No! Not there!” he began before pausing to cough into his hands. His face was twisted into a grimace of pain, and he leaned unsteadily on Xan for support. “There’s a house a few streets over from here. It should still be safe there. The people can be trusted, whereas there might be more . . . criminals waiting for me at the church.”

Eliza looked away while the priest gave Xan the safehouse’s address, and as the three of them slowly limped towards the warehouse’s exit, the inquisitor steadily ramped up how much charisma she was using. Soon, the man had told her everything she wanted to know regarding code words and alternate meeting spots, should they arrive only to find the house raided by more ‘criminals.’

Having been forced to spy for Riyoul for so long, Eliza had always thought she was competent, if not good, at subtly milking someone for information. At least she had been back when her skills were safer to use—but if she was good, then Xan was a true master. Eliza wouldn’t be surprised if the bookish-looking woman had a few hundred levels of mind mage squirrelled away with the rest of her other classes.

The elusive priest who had evaded the Inquisition’s spies and assassins at every turn, who’d either been travelling or running through a hostile territory for the better part of a year, happily gave the jovial ‘adventurer’ everything he knew before they’d even made it halfway to the warehouse’s door. Skills were used to aid her, and her monstrous stats certainly didn’t hurt, but there was real talent there intermixed with countless years of experience.

When Xan seemed to be satisfied, she gently placed a small hand on the priest’s chin and loudly ripped the man’s head from his shoulders. The sickening, tearing sound cut off the epherian’s ramblings mid-sentence and Eliza only managed to keep her lunch down thanks to her foresight in looking away.

“Well, that was almost difficult,” Xan remarked unconvincingly while she wiped her hands clean on a silken handkerchief.

“It was gruesome,” Eliza tapped. “Why couldn’t you use a knife like a normal person?”

“Because I like my knife. Protocol is to dispose of any blades that aren’t rune-etched when dealing with someone who’s potentially been tainted,” the inquisitor explained.

“The priest wasn’t tainted.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“I did.”

Xan looked at her appraisingly for a time, and Eliza blinked. From the dangerous look in the inquisitor’s eyes, the bard decided that it was probably best not to mention that she could feel the taint squirming beneath the skin of the infected. She was acutely aware of her lack of fear as she stared back into Xan’s grey-brown eyes that seemed to be searching her for something.

Does Xan think I’m dangerous?

“I suppose next time I’ll ask you whether it’s safe to use my favourite knife, then,” the inquisitor offered. Her warm smile fit her face perfectly, and the scene was only ruined by the severed head lying at her feet.

“Are we done here?” the bard asked.

“Don’t be so sour. Killing that priest just saved every man, woman, and child in Helion. We should grab a drink to celebrate,” the inquisitor suggested.

“No thank you.” Eliza quickly tapped, well aware of what Xan’s celebrations typically entailed. “So can we leave now?”

“Not yet. We still have to inspect the cargo and question the survivors,” she said, tilting her head to the ten possibly alive smugglers who had yet to move from where Xan had slapped them down. “Alchemical reagents are supposed to be hard to get in any real quantity these days and tracking down their supplier might lead to more priests.”

Eliza decided to stay quiet. ‘Talking’ and walking was hard enough these days, and she could do with letting her stamina recover for a time. Together the pair strolled back to where the smugglers had been holding the priest and began cracking open the small assortment of crates that clearly didn’t match those that belonged in the warehouse.

Amidst the cornucopia of exotic reagents—which were heavily weighted in favour of dried herbs, bone shavings, and copious amounts of bottled dragon blood—was something that distinctly did not belong.

Xan held up the vial of inky-black liquid to the light, only for the dim green glow of the moon to utterly fail to penetrate the pitch-darkness of the fluid.

“What in the Gods is this?” the inquisitor asked, but Eliza wasn’t listening.

She felt the contents of the vial call out to the bundle of chaos in her chest. The fluid that looked in every way to be inert reached for her, and something inside of her reached back. Eliza felt the need to sing rise precipitously, and the vial held between Xan’s thumb and forefinger lurched out of her grasp only to smash against a wooden crate.

The bard drew her sword faster than she’d ever done so before and, moving swiftly forwards, she stabbed at the inky-black puddle with the tip of her blade. The liquid tried to crawl away from her sword, but upon contact it boiled and was still.

“Well fuck,” Xan muttered, suddenly serious again.

“Is that all of it?” Eliza asked.

“Not quite,” the inquisitor answered, pulling back the lid of an open crate all the way to reveal stacked rows of similar vials, which each visibly recoiled against Eliza’s presence.

“Well fuck indeed . . .” the bard agreed. “I think I’ll get that drink with you after all, if it’s all the same . . .”

“Silver linings I guess,” Xan said as she looked over at the smugglers appraisingly, then thumbed the hilt of her favourite knife. “But we’re going to be busy for a while.”

“Okay, but one question though before we get started.”

“Oh?”

“Golly? Wicked good? Who speaks like that?”

“Shut up, Eliza.”






CHAPTER 9

FRUSTRATIONS

“Do better, Tamlin.” The dragon’s tone was relaxed, but the boy could hear the disapproval in it all the same.

“I’m trying my best,” he said, and he was. It wasn’t his fault that the candle refused to light. He was a necromancer, not a bloody pyromancer. He brought back the dead and bent their spirits to his will—starting fires was not something he was supposed to be able to do at all, let alone excel at.

“No, you’re not,” Typh said. “You seem to think that screwing your eyes shut and willing the candle to burn will get you somewhere. It won’t, and now you’re trying to blame your failure on your class.”

“I’m not,” Tamlin lied, “Besides, how many times have you told me that magic is all about willing things to happen?”

“Plenty, but it seems like you’ve forgotten the other part. Visualisation is important, especially for fledgling mages like yourself. You can’t just will it to appear—you have to see the flame, feel its warmth on your skin, and hear the quiet crackle as it consumes the wick leaving naught but ash behind. The better you can visualise that, the less will and mana the spell will require.”

“But I’m not a mage. I’m a necromancer,” he grumbled.

“You have an arcana skill. That makes you a mage in all the ways that count. If you want to be nothing more than your class tag, we can end these lessons and you can get back to playing with dead things, but if you want to be great someday, light the fucking candle so we can move on from these beginner lessons.”

Tamlin didn’t bother responding, as he knew that there was no point. Typh only swore when she was frustrated, and now that he’d wound her up, he knew he wouldn’t be getting any more hints out of her until he made another attempt. This whole exercise was frustrating to him as well, for no matter how much the dragon insisted that he could, Tamlin couldn’t light the candle—at least not without a match.

He’d failed so many times before that failure was practically ingrained in his soul. Typh might as well have asked him to tear down the palace’s walls and hand over the Queen’s severed head on a silver platter—or to walk up a flight of steps without a handrail. It couldn’t be done, not by him.

Despite her best intentions, the dragon was an infuriatingly bad teacher who relied too much on repetition to build mastery. She took so much for granted when it came to magecraft that it was actually ridiculous. She tended to oversimplify extremely complex concepts with ludicrously simple explanations that skipped over years’ worth of underlying theory.

Since he’d been living in the estate claimed by the dragon, Tamlin had taken to spending his free time in the library to escape the pains his body routinely inflicted on him. In the months that had passed, he’d arguably learned far more about magical theory from the estate’s musty books than he had from her one-on-one lessons. But the snippets of arcane lore that slipped out from between her perfect lips now and again were beyond fascinating. Those few odd comments that were more likely to be delivered with derision than impetus had the habit of calling into question everything he’d read about the fundamental limits of magic and the very nature of Creation. They made the candle worthwhile, or at least that was what he’d been telling himself.

So, despite everything he had ever read telling him that it was impossible for him to light the candle, Tamlin still tried. He closed his eyes to aid his concentration and reached for his mana. He smiled wide when his deep well of power quickly responded to his call and a thin tendril of invigorating magic rose up from within his core. Tamlin visualised it as a bright green thread that smoothly moved through his body along channels scarred by his earlier misuse of goblin alchemy. When it reached his hand, it made its way from his outstretched palm and towards the candle, which was sitting inert at the centre of the table.

The mixture of hard fats that made up the tallow resonated strongly with his mana, while the wick remained a complete void to his arcane senses. The flax fibres had never lived in the same way that animals did, and so there was nothing for his death-aspected mana to cling to.

The echoes of the creatures whose fats were in the candle whispered to him, begging for release even though the tallow was a poor vessel for their souls. Their insistent urgings made it hard to focus on his goal: a single spark to light a small self-sustaining flame. Ignoring their whispers, he tried to feel for the wick, but it was like trying to grasp at air. No matter how hard he tried, there was nothing there.

Nonetheless, he willed for that nothing to burn. He imagined the warm glow of the fire against his palm, the smell of the melting fats, the smoke of the oily fire. The endless hunger of the flame.

None of these sensations assailed his senses, and knowing that the dragon was staring at him intently, likely with disappointment clouding her gold-flecked eyes, Tamlin felt more than a little bit silly. He was supposed to be a prodigy, but he still couldn’t do it. Unwilling to give up, he pushed harder on his arcana skill, and with mana as his voice, the necromancer demanded that the wick he couldn’t sense burn.

And then all of a sudden . . . he felt it.

The wall of resistance that accompanied that sensation was so high it momentarily took him aback. This was supposed to be a beginners’ exercise? Exactly how unsuited was his aspected mana for starting fires? If the obstacle in his path were a mountain, then it would take him a thousand years to scale it. But this was also the furthest he had gotten in the exercise since Typh had tried to ‘round out his magical education,’ so he refused to stop now. He couldn’t fail her—wouldn’t—not when she was all that he had.

He slammed his will into the insurmountable obstacle, increasing the flow of his mana several-fold only to be rebuffed. The trickle of power from his reserves became a raging river that was almost eagerly eaten up by the candle. Nothing happened. The resistance remained unyielding, so he pushed harder, pouring even more of his mana into the wick. A part of him knew that he should stop, that he was getting carried away, but just as the idea of restraint started to become quite compelling, something began to grow in his senses. An encouraging warmth emanated from the candle that suggested he was on the right track, so when he felt his awareness shift and his other class skills activate, Tamlin thought nothing of it.

“Stop!” the dragon commanded sharply.

Tamlin opened his eyes to see Typh staring down at the table between them with a look of naked disgust on her otherwise perfect face. The candle was on fire, so that was progress at least, but it was undoubtedly another failure.




[Tallow Homunculus level 50].




In a word, the creature was grotesque. At six inches tall, the homunculus was an abomination of twisted wax given some semblance of a chimeric shape. Like a dirty yellow sculpture crafted by too many hands, it couldn’t quite decide what creature it wanted to be. It had the horns of a bull, the head of a horse, a torso that was neither sheep nor dog, and perhaps most concerningly of all, a definitively goblin arm. It was neither bipedal nor quadrupedal in form. With mismatched limbs made of wax, it stumbled forwards, green fires burning brightly in the sockets of its miniature horse-shaped head.

It tried to talk, or perhaps scream, and thankfully failed.

“Well . . . this is a first,” Typh commented.

“I’m sorry—I tried,” Tamlin began, his explanation cut short by the wave of exhaustion that fell on him. He didn’t need to check his status to know that he’d all but depleted his mana.

“It’s fine. We’ll try again when you get back. For now, you should rest, and decide what to do with . . . that . . . before you go and meet the others,” she said, gesturing disdainfully at Tamlin’s homunculus, which had begun scurrying towards him with an awkward lopsided gait.

“I don’t need to rest. I’m fine,” he argued, doing his best to ignore the new pinprick of awareness that stemmed from his newest creation.

“Are you sure?” the dragon asked.

“Yes.”

She stared at him intently while he tried to hide his fatigue behind a confident smile. It would have been harder to feign wellness, but Tamlin was always fatigued these days, so the lie had become much easier with practice.

“Fine. Let’s go introduce you to your new party,” Typh finally assented.

* * *

Descending the stairs was another trial made harder by his lie. Tamlin knew that Typh would have helped him in an instant had he asked, and he had enough minions secreted around the estate to offer him a supporting arm to lean on, but his pride wouldn’t allow it. Tamlin strongly suspected that the dragon knew of his struggle, and also that she wholeheartedly approved of his stubbornness in the face of his infirmity.

As he hobbled down the final steps leading down to the ground floor, Tamlin leaned heavily on the carved bone staff that he’d recently traded his cane for. While he caught his breath and tried to stop the room from spinning, he looked down disapprovingly at the homunculus on his shoulder. The creature had left oily hand, hoof, and paw prints along the fine fabric of his robe on its perilous journey to reach its chosen perch. He hadn’t told it to do that, though the added weight was hardly an inconvenience, so he quickly decided to let the matter rest. Instinctively, he knew he would need to feed it soon, but that could wait until after.

For the first time in a long while, Tamlin felt a nervous knot of anxiety form in his stomach. He was finally going to meet his party. He’d been stuck at level 50 since the fall of Helion, and no matter how much he’d pleaded with Typh for permission to venture to one of the dungeons deep beneath the city, he’d been told to wait. Apparently, it was too dangerous for him to go alone, and also too unhealthy for him to leave his body unattended for so long.

How things changed now that he wanted to use his own power for himself.

The chain of expansive dungeons used by Terythia’s Kings to train Alchemic Knights and honour guards had been repurposed to raise the levels of anyone willing to face the hardship. It was not exactly a pleasant journey to reach them, nor were the dungeons considered to be remotely safe, but Tamlin didn’t care about the danger. He needed to level again. If dragging along a squad of ratling soldiers was the price he had to pay to get Typh to say yes, then he’d find a way to make it work even if he had to physically carry them all with his own feeble arms.

Slowly, Tamlin limped forwards through the marble halls of the manor, falling into a repetitive step, step, thump rhythm while he lost himself in his thoughts. He hated that he needed his staff for more than just empowering his spells, but he remained hopeful that a sufficiently high rank would allow him to push past his disability. Fortunately, it wasn’t a long walk to the courtyard from the stairs and Typh had set a relatively leisurely pace—for his benefit, he was sure.

When he finally arrived, standing tall amidst the usual assortment of soldiers training in the dirt were four classers. Instead of the ratlings he’d been prepared to command, Tamlin was surprised to see three humans and a solitary woodling. All four of them were waiting expectantly in silence, and when their eyes fell on Typh, they immediately dilated with near-palpable awe. Tamlin knew that look well. The dragon’s triple-digit charisma score was probably the most terrifying thing about Typh, especially the way it effortlessly enthralled those significantly below her level. Even now, Tamlin wondered if it was the cut of her dress that so frequently drew his eyes or if it was simply her stats outpacing his.

When she stepped forwards from the doorway, revealing Tamlin standing behind her, he saw the classer’s gazes darken with what he assumed was disgust. Charisma scores aside, a necromancer was hardly as inspiring as a dragon.

“Tamlin, I’d like to introduce you to your new adventuring party. Arbor,” she said, gesturing towards the tall woodling covered in thick plates of petrified wood. “Ilvane, Drusus, and Almira,” she continued, pointing towards the ranger, warrior, and rogue in turn. “Children, this is Tamlin. As you can clearly see he’s a necromancer, but he’ll also be your mage support and leader from now on.”

Tamlin’s eyes quickly swept over the four’s tags, and while the woodling seemed perfectly agreeable, the three humans made him uneasy. To start with, they all had a considerably lower level than him, sitting at exactly level 20, something which he strongly doubted was a coincidence. The larger issue, however, was that the familiar looks of disdain and mistrust had yet to fade from their eyes. He had no desire to suffer the presence of those who couldn’t see past his class tag, and his prior experiences with humans—especially those his age—made him extremely reluctant to entrust his life to their expertise.

“Typh . . . I’m not sure this is a good idea,” Tamlin began.

“Well, I am. They’re about your age, and like you they all have a formerly forbidden class that would have eventually gotten them killed had I not taken the city,” the dragon said. “You can trust them not to hate you for who you are.”

“They do?” he asked, surprised that such normal-looking classers could have secrets of their own similar to his.

“Why don’t you ask them yourself, rather than acting like they’re not standing in front of you?” Typh suggested.

“Sorry . . .” he said, this time addressing the low-pewter classers who were to be his teammates.

“It’s okay, I was as surprised as you are now when I first learned that there were so many of us with less-than-legal options at the academy,” Almira replied, the pale-faced teenager offering Tamlin an earnest smile.

“You’re all from the academy?” he asked, and received three nods in response.

“With respect, Lord Sovereign, I’m not sure how I feel about this. I was told there would be a reward for completing the challenge. While I don’t think he should be killed, I’m not exactly keen on working with a necromancer—it’s nothing personal, but my senses are rather acute and corpses stink,” Ilvane offered.

“I’m not keen either, and it’s not about the corpses,” said Drusus. When Almira shot him a scathing glare, the warrior wasn’t shy in confronting it. “What? You’re thinking it too Mira. We’ve been busting our arses in the vilest dungeons beneath Helion for months just to get to 20 the fastest, and now that we’ve succeeded we’re supposed to follow his orders? What kind of reward is this? I thought there would at least be gold! Look at him, he may be low-bronze, but he can barely stand. How is he supposed to even get to a dungeon, let alone ‘lead us’ in conquering it?”

The warrior’s words hung in the air like a challenge, for that was what it was. Tamlin looked to Typh for support following the youth’s outburst, but the dragon only shrugged.

“He has got a point, Tamlin. Of all the candidates, Drusus excelled in just about every task I set, including leading his peers in group combat exercises,” the dragon began. “Drusus, would you like to lead instead?”

“Of course, Lord Sovereign,” the warrior said, bowing somewhat awkwardly before Typh.

“Tamlin, do you object?”

“Vehemently.”

The starkness of his own refusal startled him. Drusus’s challenge had come before he’d even decided that he wanted to be a part of the group, let alone the leader of it. It chafed Tamlin to follow Typh’s orders, but he did so because she was the master he’d chosen, and in the months that had passed she’d also become his only friend. Sometimes he even dreamed of her being more than just a teacher, but he wasn’t foolish enough to think that those fantasies could ever become a reality. However, the idea of lowering himself to someone as mundane as a low-pewter warrior—forbidden class or not—galled him, and Drusus’s attitude was arrogant enough that Tamlin already wanted to make the other boy bleed.

“Well, why don’t you show Drusus here what you can do?” Typh suggested.

“A duel, then? I think there’s a ring—” Drusus began but never quite finished.

Without a word or even a formalised command, Tamlin’s homunculus leapt from his shoulder and crossed the distance between the two boys in an instant. Drusus’s eyes widened in panic, and he was unable to react any further before the creature made from tallow latched onto his face and melted against it. With a yellow layer of rapidly hardening wax smothering the warrior’s head, the boy clawed ineffectually at the tallow covering his eyes and mouth, desperately trying to breathe while staggering about in an irregular circle.

Tamlin felt himself smile, and because Typh didn’t interfere neither did the other two. In silence, they all watched Drusus struggle until he finally collapsed unconscious onto the ground. A few moments passed, and then the dragon coughed politely, reminding the necromancer to send his first command to his homunculus, which promptly melted off the warrior’s face. It reformed as a different chimeric abomination—sheep-headed this time—and with its lopsided gait, the undead creature quickly returned to Tamlin’s shoulder.

“Arbor, heal Drusus please,” Tamlin ordered, finding the act of issuing commands to the living to already feel quite familiar. The silent woodling proceeded to do just that, and the necromancer wasn’t even surprised that he’d intuited the creature had a healer class in addition to its displayed species one.

“Well, I’m glad that’s been settled without any bloodshed. When Drusus wakes up, Tamlin can arrange for the three of you to be housed inside the manor—Arbor has their own residence, but they will report in an hour after dawn. The rest of you should take some time to get to know one another first—do some human bonding. But when Tamlin says that you’re ready, you’re free to go dungeon diving with only a few conditions,” Typh said.

“I feel like I’m not going to like these conditions,” Tamlin commented.

“No. You’re really not,” the dragon replied with a grin.






CHAPTER 10

EARLY RISE

“Come back to bed . . . it’s early . . .” Typh groaned.

Her words were muffled by the pillow she’d buried her face in and were barely comprehensible as a result, but by now Arilla was an expert at interpreting the dragon’s pillow-speak.

She ignored her lover’s request and quietly slid out of their shared bed, confident he half-awake woman would soon return to her slumber. In the dim light of the early morning, Arilla effortlessly made her way across their cluttered bedroom floor. Her skill [Slayer’s Sight] cast the room in vivid false colour, replacing natural light with stamina and allowing her to get dressed in the dark without even needing to light a lamp. It was a trivial detail, but after a lifetime of early rising it was easily one of her favourite things about her newest skill.

Her bare feet gracefully stepped between pieces of discarded armour and sweat-stained clothing she had refused to return to their proper place the night before. The empty armour stand loomed in the corner, a guilty reminder of the lack of care she gave the near-priceless artefact. Arilla quickly selected her outfit for the day, feeling a flicker of remorse at the grim certainty that she was sure to ruin the fine garments she was about to wear. If today was anything like the day before, or the day before that, then she would be lucky if it was only sweat and grime that was soon to tarnish the carefully folded garments she’d removed from the dresser drawer.

Arilla paused after catching sight of herself in the floor-length mirror. As she was wont to do, she slowly traced the fine scars that adorned her chest—her memento for surviving Rolf what felt like lifetimes ago. The marked skin was softer now than it once was, but her scars were still very much unwilling to fade away entirely, her charisma score be damned on that front. She’d be tempted to think that everybody else was wrong with their claims that the attribute was changing her, if she couldn’t clearly see the results of the much-maligned stat subtly altering her body elsewhere.

The prominent muscles along her otherwise flat stomach looked like they’d been sculpted out of marble, and the near-total lack of fat required to highlight them didn’t really make sense when she considered the size of her breasts and hips. Her hair was an even more vibrant shade of red than ever before, developing deeper tones and lighter highlights that made her think of actual fire rather than the unruly ginger mop she’d once possessed. And she was absolutely positive that her freckles had never fallen in such an aesthetically pleasing pattern before she’d gained her class.

Staring at herself in the mirror, she didn’t hate what she saw, though the irrefutable proof of her own vanity staring back at her was a little hard to handle.

A pillow was flung towards her head at some speed, and the warrior in her instinctively swatted it out of the air. With her strength, the fabric split and a small cloud of goose-down erupted from the sub-par stitching. The escaped feathers swirled in the air on a hidden breeze, taking their time drifting down to the floor.

“I said, come back to bed,” the dragon commanded. When Arilla looked at her, propped up on her elbows beneath thin sheets, the suggestion was far more compelling the second time around.

“I don’t have time—not if I want to be there for first watch,” Arilla explained.

“They can do without you for one day. There are other classers in Helion. Some are even stronger than you,” Typh teased.

“Will you skip your meetings for today if I stay?” the warrior asked.

“I would if I could, but Halith would have my hide! There’s some human nonsense about ‘experience markets’ that needs my personal attention,” the dragon complained.

“I’m not going to be late if you’re unwilling to do the same,” Arilla said, turning away from her lover to resume dressing for the day.

“It’s not my fault my work starts at a reasonable hour. Skip a morning, just this once.”

“I can’t. You know the Queen always tries something after dawn. I may not be the strongest, but people are counting on me to be there. Our people.”

“Fine.” Typh shot her a petulant look in the dark, but no further pillows were thrown, so Arilla assumed she had ‘won’ the argument.

A moment later, a sensual moan accompanied by the sound of wet skin on skin thoroughly dispelled her of that notion. In the crystal-clear gloom of their unlit bedroom, Arilla looked over her shoulder and was treated to her favourite side-benefit of her perception skill.

With her legs splayed open, bent slightly at the knees, Typh’s hand was delicately placed above her sex. Her thin fingers delved into her slick folds with deliberately enticing slowness. The smell of sweet cinnamon steadily filled the room, rising in intensity with the dragon’s obvious arousal.

“That’s horrendously unfair,” Arilla commented. Typh paid her no heed.

Instead of a reply, all the warrior got was another breathless moan. In spite of her resistance, she slowly turned back around to face the bed, because how could she not? The half-done-up buttons of her shirt were already forgotten as her skill-enhanced eyes drank in the sight of Typh masturbating in what was a very transparent attempt to get Arilla back into bed. A lot of things had been running through the warrior’s mind up until that point: duty, honour, the agonising boredom of siege-warfare, and breakfast—but when the dragon arched her back and thrust her breasts into the air it became incredibly hard for Arilla to keep any of it straight.

She bit her lip and took an involuntary half-step towards the bed. The rapid rise and fall of Typh’s chest were mirrored by the increasingly frantic motions of her hand—curling fingers rubbing past her clitoris to delve deep into her vagina only to quickly return for another pass of that sensitive organ.

“Come here,” Typh commanded.

“You know I can’t,” Arilla answered, refusing to either step closer or resume dressing.

“Pity.”

With a devilish smile, Typh began to knead her own breasts with a free hand while she continued to play with herself. Alternating between cupping and tweaking, the dragon put on a show that Arilla couldn’t help but follow. It was gratuitous, and more than a little bit over the top, but that didn’t mean that it wasn’t working.

Everything from how Typh’s hips made slow thrusting circles just above the mattress, to how her slow fingering was so very loud, was designed to entice and tease. Arilla felt her resistance wane; the siege wouldn’t collapse without her, and five or fifty minutes spent here would certainly help her relax.

And she did need to relax . . .

Their eyes met and the dragon smiled. That moment of connection was only thwarted when Typh shuddered in what was a very convincing attempt at an orgasm.

“Come here.”

“No.”

Golden light condensed into Typh’s waiting hand: a curved rod with more than a few bumps and ridges of its own. It disappeared just as quickly as it had been conjured, plunging between her pink folds as the dragon entertained herself. Arilla couldn’t look away—she has no desire to. She watched the dragon make use of her magical construct with slow, languid strokes. Each plunging motion of the glowing rod was punctuated by emphatic moans that gently stoked the warrior’s own building arousal.

“Last chance. Come join me.” It was another command posed as a question, but this time she had no intention of disobeying.

Arilla walked around the side of the bed, and once she was closer her hand reached out to caress her lover. Typh’s legs opened wider, inviting her in, and in that moment Arilla wanted nothing more than to touch and taste. She wanted to ride the dragon’s face until her release reached untold heights just as much as she wanted to be ridden in turn. A thousand base desires rose up in her all at once, with one sinister and more powerful urge soaring high above the rest.

“You know you could kill her now if you really tried,” Rolf suggested, the ghost giving voice to her own abhorrent temptation.

The warrior’s breath caught in her throat, only to be replaced with her own mounting gorge as she fought back against it. There was a horrible, beautiful resonance that she couldn’t help but feel. The Noble Slayer within her chest smelled the Sovereign Conqueror hiding behind Typh’s dragon class and bared its ravenous fangs.

The dragon was vulnerable—defenceless—with Arilla’s strength and the element of surprise she knew that Rolf was right: in spite of the level gap, she could win.

Horrified by her own thoughts, Arilla choked back her vomit. Her outstretched fingers reaching for her lover’s sex—or neck?—then pulled away, closing into a clenched fist. She brought back her hand and held it firmly in place with the other, intent on keeping it far away from Typh where it could do no harm.

“I—I have to go,” Arilla stuttered, her words barely audible over the thundering of her heart.

She ignored Typh’s confused complaints and quickly gathered her remaining clothes and discarded armour from the floor before she fled the room. Moments later, she stood there in the hall, half-dressed and with her arms full of the clothes and armour she had yet to put on. She wanted to cry, but she refused to give Rolf the satisfaction of her falling tears, and as if summoned by her thoughts, the grim visage of the man she’d killed appeared beside her.

As always, he was horrifically burned, although rather than wearing the armour he’d been encased in when he died, Rolf was dressed in simple clothes that were growing increasingly stained by the second. Every one of his movements caused his crisp and blackened flesh to break over and over again, weeping clear fluid with every agonising movement. His perpetually jovial mood seemed to ignore all of that, the ghost grinning widely as he casually packed a pipe with tobacco, uncaring of how his own failing body leaked onto the dried leaves.

“You’re such a pussy, Arilla,” Rolf mocked. “You’ll never get to a hundred without taking risks.”

“Shut up, Rolf,” she said, and she didn’t need to hear the dead man’s echoing laughter to know that she was slipping.

Something was deeply wrong with her. Unfortunately, Arilla already knew exactly what the problem was.

She was a Noble Slayer and her class hungered for noble blood.

* * *

Arilla found her horse already waiting for her outside of the manor’s front steps. The stablehand—a recently classed youth with a tamer tag proudly floating over his head—had saddled and bridled the tawny mare the warrior had affectionately named ‘Moody.’ Moody was not a Thesian Charger, nor a member of one of the other proud lineages of warhorses that were typically favoured by high-level classers largely for their ability to bear their attribute-enhanced weight. Instead, Moody was a common Terythian workhorse, a breed famed more for its stubbornness than its reliability.

Arilla’s status as both Typh’s consort and the Lord of Rhelea entitled her to a far better horse, but she liked Moody all the same. There was a simple pleasure to be had in riding the otherwise unassuming mare, and for someone who had ridden a dragon, it wasn’t like a Thesian Charger or any other beast could ever compare. With a bribe of a half-eaten apple, Moody allowed Arilla to mount her, and soon they were trotting past the clusters of tents that filled the estate’s once well-manicured lawns.

As she rode up to the gate, four mid-bronze classers filling the classic roles of ranger, rogue, healer, and mage hurried after her. They climbed atop their own far more prestigious mounts, and with obvious practice in the saddle they quickly caught up to Moody’s half-trot. Arilla didn’t know any of the classers’ names, but as the adventurers assigned to protect her seemed to change without any real pattern, she had yet to make the effort to learn them. She nodded towards the sergeant on duty at the gate, and then the reinforced entrance swung open to reveal Helion in all of its untameable glory.

Immediately, everything grew significantly louder. The privacy wards that protected their secrets from prying eyes also muted the noise of the city. When the gates opened, the sudden onset of jeers and shouts from the baying crowd reminded Arilla of exactly how unwelcome she was within their city. The four long months of polite occupation had done little to temper this group’s anger. Its members were either loyal to the crown, or just hated the ‘foreign’ army of ‘monsters’ that now patrolled Helion’s streets.

The hundred or so citizens who had congregated in the street outside the estate were unsurprisingly incensed by Arilla’s predictable arrival. Their eyes fixed on her, and just like they always did, their hate-filled shouts intensified in both volume and the creativity of their hurled insults.

“Dragonfucker!”, “Traitor!”, “Monster Lover!”, “Kingslayer!”, and “Bitch!”, rose out above the chorus of angry cries. She hated it, the ungratefulness of it, but so long as they toed the line Arilla had every intention of ignoring them. The mob was primarily unclassed, and therefore completely harmless to someone like her—few who’d taken a class would dare to show their faces amongst this crowd. To prove her point, the squad of pewter-rank warriors who quickly emerged from within the estate’s gatehouse were able to easily push back the mob. With practised expertise, the soldiers wearing Typh’s colours opened up a path wide enough for Arilla and her entourage to ride through.

The size of her horse, along with the distinctiveness of her enamelled armour, made her a tempting target, and they were only halfway through when the first volley of rotten fruit and eggs splattered against the mage shield erected by her assigned caster.

“What a way to start the day,” Arilla sighed, still reeling from her class’s violent urges.

“Do you want us to disperse them, Lord Foundling?” the mage asked, displaying a concerning amount of enthusiasm at the prospect of tossing offensive spells into a mass of tightly-packed civilians.

“No! We can handle a bit of thrown fruit. Just keep the shield up until we’re farther away. We have more important things to do today, after all,” she hastily replied.

The warrior pulled hard on her horse’s reins, and with Moody begrudgingly falling into a brisk canter it didn’t take them long to get clear of the usual commotion around Typh’s estate.

Helion had undergone several profound changes since it had come under the dragon’s control. In the early hours of the morning things were still relatively quiet, which only meant that the bustling crowds weren’t too thick for Arilla to ride through. Species of all shapes and sizes filled the streets and the shopfronts lining them. Wary-eyed humans were gradually mixing with their nonhuman neighbours, the former of which were only just getting used to the idea that the monstrous invaders weren’t there to eat them.

Heavily armoured ratling patrols kept the peace, but with the level advantage firmly in the nonhumans’ favour, their presence was primarily there for the humans’ benefit. Hard lessons had been learned in the early days of the occupation, when freshly classed warriors had tried to earn easy levels from level-capped goblins. Hard-to-clean-up tragedies aside, things were actually looking up for the people of Helion.

Despite the obvious tension that the new arrivals had created, the availability of classes had taken the city and the surrounding countryside by storm. People of all stripes flocked to Helion from all over Terythia, with some even coming from the Kingdom of Tolis to the east and the Sasyarian Republic to the south. Given time and a lack of obstacles, Arilla knew that the offer of unrestricted classes would lure travellers from even farther away, but that freedom of movement was not something she expected to last for much longer.

Along with all the ongoing construction projects to house the new arrivals, businesses were springing up where freshly classed professionals followed the instincts granted to them by their craftsman classes. People walked taller with a new sense of confident pride, secure in the belief—misguided or not—that they would never be taken for granted again. There were constant queues that stretched around corners at each one of the various classing stations set up around Helion. At those locations, eager citizens waited their turn to become more than just helpless peasants, and the streets outside were filled with those happy to show off their new System-granted powers.

It made her smile, but despite the new sense of life she had given the city, Arilla couldn’t escape how those joyous sounds of everyday life always hushed whenever she rode past. There were only so many level 93 warriors in the city, and few were as well known as her. Moody would clop past, and people would pause their conversations to watch her pass. That estrangement ate at her. Even the Rheleans who’d followed her to Helion weren’t that much better, although they at least had the decency to look at her with more respect than fear.

She supposed it was to be expected given all that she had done, but that didn’t mean she had to like it.

Her party turned a blind corner on their short ride to the siege grounds, and Arilla was surprised to be confronted by another angry mob—this time, though, the hostility didn’t seem to be reserved for them. Anticipating trouble, she nodded to her mage, whose translucent blue bubble shield appeared around them. Arilla dug her heels into Moody’s flanks; the horse picked up the pace and her party of five pushed their way through the angry crowd. The edges of the arcane barrier moved the civilians aside, forcing away those who had gathered around the entrance of a nearby classing station.

A beleaguered squad of guards were struggling to keep the throng of people at bay, barring the doors to the small building which housed the dungeon core with their bodies and the wooden shaft of their spears. Arilla spotted the sergeant’s pipped collar and noted the deep cut above the woman’s brow with a frown. When the mage’s barrier parting the crowd pressed up against the doorway with the guards, it readily enveloped them, giving them a much-needed reprieve from the crowd outside, who slammed their empty palms against the blue barrier.

“How long can you hold it for, mage?” Arilla asked.

“Hours if I must. It’s annoying, but until someone with real levels joins in, I could keep this up in my sleep,” the mage answered, with only a slight frown to show that he was upset by her not knowing his name.

“Good. In that case, wait here and let me know if there’s any further trouble. The rest of you, on me.”

Arilla dismounted from her horse and approached the injured sergeant. With another order from her, the healer’s arm was raised and the cuts and bruises decorating the overwhelmed squad sealed up amidst a soft green glow, leaving new pink flesh behind.

“Sergeant, what appears to be the problem?” Arilla asked.

“Thanks, Lord Foundling. I was worried there for a hot minute,” the sergeant replied, leaning against her spear for support. “Perhaps it’s best if I show you.”

The Noble Slayer nodded her assent and followed the guardswoman inside the small office while the rest of her party watched the entrance with the soldiers. Absent-mindedly, she considered the possibility that this was all part of an elaborate trap. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d dodged assassins in the past few months. Before she could begin to dwell on that possibility, she was inside the utilitarian building, which followed the same familiar template that all classing stations did. A clerk with a class-inspection skill and ledger, a chained dungeon core on a cushioned pedestal, and white-painted walls with bare floorboards. It wasn’t a particularly large room, but it was crowded.

While Terythians were well-known for their diverse heritage, the landlocked country having a long history of taking all comers from all corners of Astresia, these people were noticeably foreign. They were uniformly of light skin with an almost olive complexion and jet black hair. Arilla didn’t need to hear their accent to place them as Padians.

What in the Gods are Padians doing here? It takes at least a year to walk the Old Roads from Padia, and without a classed-guide to speed them along, I can’t see them surviving the journey dressed like this.

They couldn’t have heard about the offer of free classes before they had left their homes, so again the question asked itself, what were they doing two-and-a-half-thousand miles west of their country?

She opened her mouth to ask just that, but closed it again when she noticed the worn-out soles of their shoes, their ragged and threadbare clothes, not to mention their smell, which the room’s clerk was obviously struggling with. Scanning the room, Arilla noted that they didn’t have a single item of value between them, and it would have been overly generous to describe their physical health as ‘poor.’ Each adult’s face had the same haunted look of past fear and loss that she hadn’t seen since Rhelea had fallen to a Monster.

“They’re refugees,” Arilla said.

“Yes, Lord Foundling. Or at least they claim to be,” the sergeant added with narrowed eyes.

“You don’t believe them?”

“It’s not that, Milord, it’s just . . . Aber, Agrovia, and now Padia. What’s next? Terythia?”

“No. It will be Aspardella and then Tolis if it carries on. Fortunately, Tolis doesn’t have its capital on the coast so it should recover like Agrovia seems to be. Aspardella will survive as well if they heed our warning, but we don’t have the political clout we once did,” the warrior explained.

“Really? Huh . . .”

Arilla raised an eyebrow at the guard’s almost disappointed response, but she decided to let it go. International politics wasn’t for everyone and Tolisian bankers were hardly well-liked to begin with. Padia’s fall all but confirmed that the elves’ white ships had chosen a southern route around the continent. Which was a shame, as it would spare the most hated countries the brunt of their pillaging while also ensuring that the nations renowned for bravery and valour all suffered beneath their elegant blades.

Still, while the elves’ brutal excesses would account for the Padians fleeing their homes, it didn’t explain their presence in Helion. Arilla left the sergeant behind and marched towards the centre of the room, where the refugees huddled together. Thanks to the dungeon core, they were all level 1 with a variety of classes surprisingly weighted in favour of combat. There was no easy way to tell who was in charge, but when she pointedly cleared her throat it didn’t take long for a middle-aged man with greying hair and deep brown eyes to step forward from the rest.

“My Lady—” the man began.

“I prefer Lord, but please carry on,” Arilla interrupted.

“Uh, yes. My Lord, we are but humble fisherfolk seeking sanctuary in this city. Please do not send us away. We have travelled far for many months without rest. Ever since the white ships came and razed Pones to the ground,” the Padian continued.

“You’re from Pones?”

“Yes, my Lord, a small city to the south of the capital—Marhes.”

“I know of it. What I don’t understand is what are you doing here? No matter which way you go there are at least two Padian cities between Pones and the western border, and then all of Tolis between Padia and Terythia.”

“My Lord . . .” he started to say, then trailed off, worrying his hands while he glanced to the men and women gathered behind him for support.

“I won’t help you if you don’t answer the question,” she threatened.

The man swallowed, and a fevered look momentarily appeared in his eyes. She knew then that trying to send the man and his people away would end badly—not that she had any intention of doing so.

“When Pones fell, rumours had it that the royal family was dead and that Marhes, Cambidralma, and every city within a day’s march of the coastline had fallen. They said the same thing happened in Agrovia and that there was no help to be had there, so we moved inland to escape the ships. Only . . .” The man paused, his fists clenching in anger.

“Go on,” she urged.

“Only they turned us away. Every town, village, and city we approached said they couldn’t cope with our numbers,” he said, spitting onto the floor—which she decided to politely ignore. “When we got to Tolis we thought we’d finally been saved. They even gathered guides to walk us faster on the Old Roads, but rather than take us to a Tolisian city they marched us hard. They abandoned anyone who couldn’t keep up; they didn’t give us nearly enough food or rest; and they forced us to walk past the Terythian border, where they abandoned us. Please, my Lord, we don’t have anywhere else to go.”

Arilla paused for a moment. She tried not to look at all the desperate eyes on her while her mind ran through the calculations. It was hard, and she kept getting distracted by a crying child, as well as the knowledge that whatever came next, she was going to have to disperse a mob of angry civilians outside.

“Helion remains accepting of all comers, regardless of their nationality, species, or class, but I have one last question. I understand why people here would object to your arrival. They’ve had to accept a lot lately and I think your group is currently the straw that broke the ogre’s back. I’m not even mad that you decided to take classes before petitioning the administration here for help or permission to settle. What I want to know is why would anyone care about thirty refugees?”

The man shuffled awkwardly at her.

“There . . . may be a little more than just thirty of us.”






CHAPTER 11

LINGERING WOUNDS

He wasn’t wrong, although the middle-aged Padian, who she eventually learned was named Ilker, had definitely been underselling the scale of his people’s migration. The refugees had been careful in their approach, displaying an impressive amount of coordination and restraint given their circumstances. Arilla wanted to be angry at their lack of good faith, but when she considered how much classes—even low-level ones—would change their prospects for the better, she couldn’t blame them. As destitute fisherfolk, the refugees had already been turned away by so many who could have helped them, so now by gaining classes and access to their status, they had elevated themselves above the common rabble. At least, that remained true in any city where Typh and Arilla didn’t currently hold onto the reins of power.

After some initial scouting, the Padians had decided to split up. Rather than risking everything by swarming one classing station only to be turned away, they had approached every station on the eastern half of the city, all at once. It was an impressive bit of organisation on the Padians’ part, and everything would have gone off without a hitch had they only been a little luckier.

Unfortunately for all involved, a freshly classed mage had started a fire the night before, and the construction work to repair the damage had delayed Ilker’s group by closing off a major road they needed to travel. By the time they had reached their destination, the morning crowd of aspiring soon-to-be classers had arrived and were incensed at the sight of so many additional foreigners in their city. The majority of the Padians, some two hundred or so, had swiftly been chased off by the enraged mob, leaving just Ilker and his thirty trapped inside by the angry crowd.

Which neatly led to Arilla’s latest headache. Five thousand souls’ worth of new frustrations. Ultimately, that number was just a drop in the bucket for a city whose population was rapidly approaching a quarter of a million. But considering that it hadn’t even housed two hundred thousand six months ago, Helion had already begun to burst at the seams. Entirely new districts, expansions to the existing, and renovations to the old, were already required just to house all the new arrivals—to say nothing of feeding, employing, and entertaining them. Five thousand refugees was a manageable number, yet somehow the knowledge that they were just the first wave of many more displaced Padians to come had been passed down to the mob.

The locals had not taken that news well. By the time Arilla had managed to calm those gathered outside and passed the problem over to a sufficiently high-ranking clerk, she was very late for the first shift at the siege grounds.

As Moody’s hoofbeats sounded out across the last of the paved roads that marked the edge of the ‘city’ and the beginning of the muddy warzone, Arilla felt her class rattle the bars of its cage within her chest. Involuntarily she gritted her teeth and smiled. It was an ugly, vicious thing, more of a grimace than an expression of joy, but the beast that lived within her hungered and it knew that it was about to be fed some scraps. She tried not to think about how strongly it had been affecting her lately. The proximity of the siege caused her warrior’s urges to flare up. The constant buzz in the back of her head briefly became a loud clamour. The quiet demands that she bathe herself in blood and violence grew in volume, the voice becoming both more distinct and familiar.

Arilla ignored the whispers as best she could. Not for the first time, she found herself envying the nonhumans with their inherent species classes and the sense of grounding that provided. She and every other human classer lacked that, having to contest the demands of their more specialised classes with nothing but their will. Given how quickly she had levelled, Arilla was in a worse position than most. She’d never had long periods of time to adjust to her class, and the Noble Slayer’s violent impulses were only more insistent as a result.

Earlier in her adventuring career, there had been more than two separate occasions where she had felt surprisingly peaceful when faced with the certainty of her imminent death. She was older now—if only a little bit—and she knew more about how classes influenced their bearers than most humans her age. Looking back, Arilla could recognise those moments of past serenity as alien to her. It was her class whispering soothing thoughts in her ears. The bit of magic that called itself a warrior, which she in turn carried with her wherever she went, had accepted a warrior’s death when the woman she was wanted nothing more than to live. Rather than rail against fate, it had wanted her to lie down and accept it—to accept her role as if a mere warrior was all that she could be and that dying as one was all that she could hope for.

She could feel the urge to throw herself against the walls of the inner city; it was a suicidal impulse to pick the nearest and most direct fight towards a noble enemy, even if it wasn’t what she truly wanted. She had to master her class before it killed her. When they’d retaken Rhelea, Arilla was there at the front of the column when Eliza had sung her song. She’d heard its siren call and found that its whispers sounded just like her class. A role had been offered up for her to step into, and all she could do was thank the Gods she’d had the good sense to refuse. There, she’d seen her fate play out a thousand different times, as those with weaker classes than hers accepted a foreign power and were emboldened by it, then made stronger, faster, and more skilful, only to drop dead when the song told them to.

Eliza’s magic was eerily familiar to Arilla, even if it was something completely unheard of before. It was like watching the lifecycle of a classer on repeat, except it was played out over a span of minutes rather than the centuries they all hoped for.

Arilla needed to master her class, if not for herself, then for those around her whom she loved.

Arilla stopped her horse and forced the unwanted smile from her lips. Her face set into a serious frown, she inhaled a deep lungful of air. The moment she entered the cleared ground that separated the besiegers’ circular encampment from the defenders’ fortified walls, the unpleasant odours of the city were replaced with the far-more-unpleasant scent of war. The stench of it threatened to turn Arilla’s stomach, and with every breath she could feel it tickling against the back of her throat. It was foul—smoke and blood all mixed in with an unhealthy amount of upturned dirt and acrid alchemical fumes. It almost reminded her of the Village back in Rhelea after the fall, where the lingering smells left by craftsmen who’d been dumping industrial waste out into the street for years had been augmented by the recent addition of countless dead bodies that lined the roads.

The siege was very different, but also the same.

The sights, the sounds, and the constant tension of potential violence was the closest thing she had felt to the prospect of being swarmed by the Monster’s tentacled horrors at a moment’s notice.

It was frightening how much she’d missed it.

Not wanting to give the Queen’s archers an easy target, Arilla and her entourage dismounted from their horses and approached the earthworks that made up the majority of the besiegers’ circular encampment. Large mounds of compacted dirt piled three times as high as a man gave the defenders a sense of security while they scurried about in their shadow. Both soldiers and adventurers would dip in and out of the shielded trenches travelling between the relatively exposed platforms where either a siege weapon or a ritual emplacement sat atop a raised circle of thick reinforced stone.

Handing off their horses before they stepped into the trenches, Arilla found the noises of war hard to ignore. The near-constant creak of wood and rope announced the irregular launches of oversized missiles. The repetitive chanting of spells—either for healing the wounded or for sending off great conflagrations up into the sky—were equally oppressive. Together the magical and mundane engines of war dominated the background murmur that overshadowed all conversations in the trenches. Occasionally, the noise would be punctuated by a cry of pain when some unfortunate soul suffered an injury or a death, but for the most part, the sedately paced battle had a frustratingly consistent tune.

The whole thing was a massive war of attrition that, despite their best attempts, showed no signs of ending soon. While the siege itself was repetitive and predictable, there were odd little moments throughout the day that showed how precariously balanced the entire thing was. A mageshield would fail out of nowhere and suddenly an entire squad would be exposed to enemy fire. The defender’s wall would crack and a frantic charge would be turned at the last moment. Enemy warbeasts would pour out of the ground from an uncovered tunnel.

All those classers on both sides, each with unique—if somewhat similar—skills made every conflict wildly unpredictable. As a rule of thumb, the Queen’s forces had higher-level classers, but they were far more likely to be warrior or knight tagged than anything else. They were also in far shorter supply than what Arilla’s side could bring to bear.

Little vignettes of personal sorrow made it impossible to truly detach from the violence. A surprise volley of arrows from the palace’s walls might only end up claiming a handful of lives, but each one of those was precious. In four months of protracted sieging, the casualties on either side had yet to come close to the first night when Typh’s army had taken most of Helion, but that only made each loss more poignant. They didn’t bury strangers anymore, but friends. The deaths were of those brave few who resisted the allure of what Helion had to provide and risked their lives every day because they believed—desperately—that taking the palace was the only way to save Terythia.

Which was why it was so very hard, when one of their own showed signs of cracking under the strain of it all.

“How’s he doing?” Arilla asked.

“No ‘Hello, Myorik. How are you doing, Myorik? I’m sorry I’m late,’ we’re just going straight into it, are we?” the older warrior grumbled.

“Hello, Myorik. How are you doing, Myorik? I’m sorry I’m late,” she parroted back, knowing better than to indulge the grizzled man in anything resembling an argument. Like her, Myorik was a warrior, and while she doubted he was struggling with his class in the same way she was with hers, picking a fight with him—even a verbal one—was not a good idea.

“Well, Arilla, my morning was shit. First, the human commander of this Gods’-forsaken siege was hours late to relieve me, meaning that I missed out on my much-needed beauty sleep and a reservation at Helion’s finest brothel—”

“Myorik, you don’t go to brothels.”

“No, but I could have if you were on time. Now, where was I . . . Oh right. After you were late, the Queen decided to try out a new alchemical weapon on us, some nasty yellow fog that blisters the skin and the lungs—we’ve imaginatively named it blister fog. Needless to say, it’s very fatal. Not too bad up here where we can disperse it, but they’ve been blasting it down the tunnels throughout the day.” Despite the grim news, Myorik didn’t look particularly upset as he leaned back against the earthen ramparts and lit his packed pipe with an arc of lightning from his finger. “That wouldn’t be so bad by itself, but they’ve also been sending down some wee beasties that can ignore it. Only earth sprites and those behind a mage shield can fight in the tunnels at present, and we’ve been weighing up collapsing the damn things and being done with it.”

“We can’t,” Arilla said, shaking her head. “Collapsing the tunnels hurts us more than it does them. Besides, as unpleasant as it is to admit, our losses in the tunnels are the only thing keeping the goblin population vaguely in check. If we stop letting them go below ground, we’d have to find a way to slow their breeding or there’d be riots.”

“That sounds more like a Typh problem than a you problem,” Myorik answered. “But if things carry on, we won’t have a choice. The only way the tunnels stay open is if they run out of blister fog, or if we send a team to shut down production, and we both know that’s not happening.”

Arilla nodded. The screams from the last time she’d sent a strike team into the palace through the tunnels were enough to make sure that she never did it again—at least, not while there were any Alchemic Knights left standing.

“So how is he, then?” Arilla asked, earning a long sigh from Myorik and then an infuriatingly long drag of his pipe.

“Caeber’s doing what he usually does: killing things in the tunnels in the hope that it will make him feel better.”

“It’s almost been a year.”

“It has, but before you say we should do something, may I remind you that he’s spent most of that year drunk whilst still being the best swordsman I know. Just be glad he’s relatively safe and backs down whenever they send Alchemic Knights after him.”

“Fine. Anything else I should be aware of?”

With the pleasantries out of the way, the two of them sat down and began the handover which would see Myorik relieved for the day. Arilla strongly doubted the older man would actually go to a brothel, although if he did it would probably do him some good.

* * *

The boulder, etched in runes, bound in iron, and charged with more mana than it could safely hold, impacted the fractured curtain walls of the palace at speed and promptly detonated. The explosion reverberated outwards, likely deafening anyone standing nearby and sending dust and stone fragments flying across the half-mile of open space that separated the palace’s fortified complex from the surrounding siege grounds.

When the smoke cleared, Arilla was overjoyed to see a large crack in the defenders’ wall. Not large enough for an assault, but the pile of rubble leading up to the narrow gap was just about wide enough for a man to walk through. More importantly, it was wide enough that the Queen’s forces had to repair it.

She re-issued the orders she’d already given and smiled with satisfaction when the siege engines and mage circles noticeably picked up the pace. Without pause, missiles both mundane and magical hammered the gap in their enemies’ defences. She’d had to pull soldiers from elsewhere in the encirclement to pull this off, but it was worth it to see the crack in the centre of the curtain wall erode and widen before her eyes.

Soon enough, the Queen’s forces responded as she’d predicted. A localised mage shield appeared over the breach, and a moment later a team of earth mages peered over the top of the wall to better inspect the damage. Under the shelter of the arcane barrier, they were individually lowered over the sides of the battlements in rope harnesses. There, the distant figures made esoteric gestures with their hands and glowing sigils manifested before them. Whether or not the constant barrage impacting their shield phased them, Arilla would never know, but then again she didn’t really care. Slowly, large chunks of battered stone from the pile of rubble in front of the crack began to float up from the ground, but before the earth mages could repair the damage, Veljo struck.

Arilla smiled when the first shot went out. The particular arrow was prohibitively expensive to manufacture and they only had a limited number in supply. It was made from a single piece of carved satyr horn that had been soaked in dragon’s blood for a week prior to being etched in runes by an extremely dextrous kobold. The entire exposed surface of the arrow was covered in a ludicrously dense coating of arcane script, which served to give it a very singular function. The missile was fired by an iron-rank ranger named Veljo, who was being considerably underpaid with his non-negotiable fee of a single gold talent for making the shot.

Empowered by an iron-ranker’s skills and nearly a century of expertise, the arrow flew true. A trailing line of brilliant white light followed in its wake as the missile zipped across the half-mile of open ground. The carefully prepared materials worked in concert with the runic script, and the skill-enhanced arrow bypassed the defenders’ mage shield without causing so much as a ripple. The arrow then split into three, with each one plunging into the heart of an earth mage performing the reconstruction and blowing out half their spine on exit. About three-quarters of the rocks hanging suspended in the air immediately fell back down towards the ground—yet before anyone could celebrate, a small volley of high-powered shots rained down on Veljo’s position.

Each incoming arrow shook the ground; some had curved above the earthen mound the ranger had ducked behind, while others simply ploughed through it as if the piled dirt were only a paper-thin obstacle. The Queen had at least two steel-ranked archers, which was roughly two more than Arilla had. And while the incoming volley was immense and contained many more arrows from lower ranked rangers, the more impactful shots revealed the steel ranks positions.

With the hostile archers bombarding Veljo’s position, Arilla’s snipers fired back, prompting return fire from more of the Queen’s archers held in reserve, which triggered more to fire from Arilla’s side, and soon the wall reconstruction was long forgotten. Rangers and the few other classers who could compete hurriedly repositioned before firing at the opposing side, only to then find themselves needing to rapidly reposition themselves again when their positions became untenable. On and on it went. It was a lightning-fast game of death that stretched on for several minutes. It shook fear into the hearts of those who could barely see at such ranges, let alone fight at them. It also made Arilla painfully aware of her own extreme vulnerability to ranged attacks while she ducked down low and waited for the barrage of overlapping light and skills to pass.

When it was over, Veljo was still alive, but four of hers and two of theirs were not. Injuries on the Queen’s side were hard to estimate, given the System’s refusal to inform attackers of the wounds they had inflicted, but given the prevalence of healers in both camps that didn’t really matter. After reading the reports, Arilla was forced to concede that four lives for two was a good trade, considering that one of their kills was a steel rank, yet it didn’t mean she had to like it. There were a lot of things she didn’t like about this, her class’s urges notwithstanding.

While she thought about the next play, the initiative of the siege firmly within her court, a bedraggled runner appeared. A youth who was too young for her warrior class and was covered in rapidly reddening blisters ran up to Arilla and clearly didn’t know enough to stop in time. Her entourage of bronzes—the same four classers from the estate—readied their weapons at the girl, who noticeably stiffened, eyes widening in terror.

“Speak, and then get yourself to a healer,” Arilla intoned, prompting the young warrior to visibly relax.

“T-there’s t-trouble i-in the tunnels! Master Rolling-Thunder sounded the retreat, but the Shining Knight won’t leave! I was sent to get you. The earth sprite wants to collapse them with—”

“Which tunnel?!” Arilla asked quickly.

“T-this way!” the teenager responded, then quickly raced off in that direction.

Arilla followed after sending her rogue to deliver a message to the earth sprite in charge. She did not want them collapsing any tunnels that she might be inside, at least not for the time being. Ignoring the protestations of her guard who correctly assumed she was about to do something foolish, she chased after the rapidly retreating messenger girl. Soon enough, she found herself below ground, treading a steadily declining passageway while the massive forms of the retreating earth sprites lumbered past her in the other direction.

Concerningly, the large creatures composed of animated rocks showed increasingly severe signs of damage. Large slashes and cracks that spread across their entire eight-feet-and-up frames started to make her worried about what exactly she was walking into. The messenger girl—or young warrior—didn’t seem to have much in the way of useful information, only that whatever was down there was some kind of monster strong enough to prompt a full retreat from stoic earth sprites who were frighteningly resistant to damage.

The faintest hint of burning garlic made its way to her nose, and knowing by now to fear strangely placed smells, Arilla ordered her accompanying mage to erect an arcane barrier to keep the bad air out. The spell snapped into place, and onwards they went, her sword finally unsheathed and held it firmly in one hand.

They descended for a few minutes more, while the earth sprites who had been fighting below continued to stream past. The scale and frequency of their injuries only seemed to increase. The massive amounts of damage that had been done to them was clear to her, and on creatures whose levels extended all the way up to low-iron, it was more than enough to make her guards jittery.

When it became obvious where they needed to go, Arilla sent the warrior-tagged messenger back to the surface with a gold talent in her hands and an order not to return to the siege for at least a week. It was an order she highly doubted would be adhered to, but at least she’d made a token effort to keep the teenager out of harm’s way.

Her party didn’t have to go much farther before they encountered a wall of dense, yellow fog that completely blocked off the tunnel. Blister fog was just the latest in a long line of the Queen’s alchemical weapons to emerge during the siege. Arilla could immediately see how the lack of visibility was going to be an even bigger issue than whatever flavour of awful it inflicted on your skin.

The warrior hesitated for a moment before stepping into that yellow wall, relying on her mage’s arcane shield to keep the effects of the alchemical weapon back. A thin bubble of blue force extended out from the mage for five or so metres. Combined with yellow fog beyond, the translucent barrier made everything take on shades of sickly green, which would have been more disconcerting if she could actually see anything beyond at all.

The tunnel was wide enough for the party of five to walk side by side if they wanted to, and within the shield they could see normally, but everything on the other side was an unmoving wall of static yellow-green.

“If anything goes wrong, fall back to the surface and wait for me. If I’m not back in an hour, tell Rolling-Thunder to collapse the tunnel.”

The words weren’t particularly hard to say, and a part of her was momentarily worried that the impulse for self-sacrifice came from her class. It wasn’t. Caeber—the Shining Knight—was not her friend; she wasn’t particularly sure that the man she’d once regarded as a hero could even be considered nice or selfless, let alone heroic. He was, however, hurting, and Arilla knew more than just a bit about that.

Taking another blind step into the blister fog, Arilla steeled herself for what was to come. She wouldn’t let him die down here alone in the yellow. Not if she could help it.






CHAPTER 12

SEEING YELLOW

The tunnel opened out into a large cavern where the floor was mostly even. Quite how large the subterranean chamber actually was or how high the ceiling went was anyone’s guess. The thick blanket of blister fog made it impossible to see past the boundary of the mage’s arcane barrier. But if it was anything like the others, then beyond the small bubble of good—if increasingly stale—air there would be a ceiling some additional ten or so feet away.

It was in chambers like this where they’d been contesting the Queen’s forces for months. Each cavernous battleground connected the orderly passageways beneath the palace to the literal warren of underground tunnels that ran throughout Helion. Victory here was unlikely to ever lead to them storming the inner city, since there were simply too many well-defended chokepoints for that. But every soldier stationed down in the dark was one less manning the fortified walls above, and while Arilla had enough troops to rotate tired besiegers away from the frontlines, the Queen did not.

The warrior led her party forwards into the dense fog. Loose stones crunched underfoot with every step while she carefully scanned the surrounding wall of impenetrable yellow for any signs of movement. [Slayer’s Sight] let her make do in the absence of light, and her accompanying party likely had skills or items of their own that accomplished the same feat, yet it did fuck all for the limited visibility. Being surrounded on all sides by the impenetrable, deadly gas was incredibly disorienting and more than just a little bit claustrophobic. Occasionally a swirl of motion would appear in the fog, leaving them to guess whether it was just a gust of wind or a warning of an imminent attack.

If it was the latter, then they wouldn’t know until it was right on them.

Every noisy inch they travelled only reinforced how vulnerable they truly were. While there were signs of a battle up ahead, the fog seemed to absorb what should have been echoing clashes, so all she could reliably hear was her own breathing and the footsteps of her allies.

Looking over her shoulder through the thin slit in her helmet, she could see that her worries were shared by the three classers accompanying her. The healer looked like he was about to shit himself, while the short blades in the ranger’s hands twitched noticeably with every faint sound. Only the mage, his face set in quiet concentration, looked focused rather than afraid, although Arilla strongly suspected that was more to do with the mental effort required for him to maintain his spell.

They moved deeper into the yellow fog, and their roving patch of visibility bound by the edges of the arcane barrier, clipped the body of an earth sprite. When they moved closer to bring it within their bubble of breathable air, Arilla was struck by how large it was. The hulking creature had a wide hole running through its boulder-like chest, and the surrounding rock had splintered outwards from the wound. Glittering veins of copper, silver, and a myriad of other precious metals travelled through what remained of its shattered torso. The exposed ‘innards’ splayed out on the floor looked more like a piece of fine art than something that belonged inside of a body—it was a distinct improvement over the usual blood and guts anyway.

“Whatever did this was big. It looks like the sprite was run through by a spear about as thick as my thigh. The blade was serrated on one side. Definitely a natural weapon, maybe a horn? If so, that would make it at least five feet at the shoulder. Although, if it’s not a horn that goes out the window,” the ranger suggested, crouching down low next to the corpse while he traced the edges of the wound with his fingers.

“Anything else?” Arilla asked.

“I can tell you that whatever can punch all the way through a high-bronze earth sprite can do the same to you. I don’t care how pretty your armour is—it’s not stopping a direct strike from what did this. And well . . .” the ranger trailed off.

“‘Well’ what?”

The man lowered his hand towards the ground. He then gently swept away some loose bits of gravel before he firmly placed his palm on the cavern floor and beckoned for Arilla to do the same. She complied, tugging off a gauntlet; after clearing a space, she touched the slightly damp ground with her bare skin.

“Feel that?” he asked.

“Yeah, but I’m not sure what I’m feeling,” she answered, trying to understand the complex pattern of vibrations running through the floor.

“That’s a shame,” he sighed. “The floor’s practically dancing. Movement from something large. Several somethings with several legs, if I had to guess.”

“How large?” she asked, standing up straight and putting her plated glove back on.

“Large enough that we’d be hearing them if it wasn’t for the damn fog. There could be a fight happening not twenty feet away and we’d be hard pressed to notice it. Doubly so behind this barrier.”

“Well, fuck.”

“Aye. Fuck.”

Arilla had many more questions that she wanted to ask—chief among them, how could the ranger tell so much from just looking at an earth sprite’s corpse, followed by who taught him to read movement through the floor like that. Either feat could have been a skill at work, but Arilla strongly suspected that it was experience. Experience gained from hunting and killing the lumbering giants, and creatures just like them, for coin and levels.

It was easy to forget that every one of the high-level classers she relied on had earned their power through butchering their nonhuman allies. Arilla couldn’t even say that she was an exception to this violent trend, and the earth sprites had certainly suffered more than most. Properly processed, their bodies were worth a small fortune in mana-enriched metals. Those same veins that she found so pretty ensured their species was never truly safe around humans. The monetary value of their bodies only increased with their level and age, adding significant wealth to the allure of their ‘kill XP.’

They swiftly moved on, heading deeper into the fog and towards the faint sounds they could hear through the omnipresent yellow gloom. The density of the bodies littering the floor continued to increase. When the ranger stopped to examine yet another corpse, Arilla caught the man discreetly palming a large chunk of natural silver, which she in turn pretended not to see. After the fifth body showed the exact same wounds, they stopped pausing at each one they passed. Arilla finally noticed that the loose stones crunching underfoot were the chips and fragments from the sprites who hadn’t made it out of the cavernous chamber.

It was a sobering realisation, one that her accompanying adventurers had almost certainly already made. Their fear made more sense in hindsight, and it was almost embarrassing that her ignorance had been misconstrued as bravery. There were still so many things she didn’t know . . . and likely never would. Her rapid rise to high-bronze had skipped over so many formative steps a warrior was supposed to tread. All the stupid novice mistakes adventurers typically made, the hard lessons learned, and the frustrations of the long grind were experiences she would simply never have. And now that she was ‘Lord Arilla Foundling,’ it wasn’t like she could just stop and ask someone to explain what should have been common knowledge to an adventurer like her.

The changes coming to Creation meant that she was probably just the first of many to race through the lower tiers. If the Great Wards truly did break, then in a few decades every classer would passively level to 100 and beyond, provided they were fortunate enough to survive the accompanying turmoil. Her trouble with her class would become a lot more commonplace under such dire circumstances, and she was genuinely afraid about what would happen to humanity if everyone became as fucked up as her.

A line of blazing silver light cut through the fog ahead. The wide arc struck something large, which recoiled. An aberrant creature was briefly illuminated while it shrieked in pain. Its loud cries pierced through the muffling fog. The arc struck again, and then there was silence. The argent flames guttered out, and the figures that had briefly appeared in the distance were lost to the fog.

Arilla urged her party forwards, and they were swift to comply, racing over broken ground that grew more scuffed and scratched by the foot. They were about to reach the site of the previous battle when a chitinous leg belonging to a creature similar to what they’d just seen passed through the mage’s shield, then immediately withdrew. The sound of it—and several others just like it—clacked about on the hard stone of the cavern floor just ahead.

“Definitely not a horn,” Arilla grunted, looking up at the translucent roof of the arcane dome.

“Aye, maybe you’re right at that,” the ranger agreed.

“Gods help us,” the healer offered.

It had been too fast for her to get a good look at it, but if she had to guess they were dealing with some sort of giant crab thing. Whatever it was, it was big, twice her height at least. Its long, segmented legs were covered in a hard-looking exoskeleton that ended in natural blades. They were far thicker than her thighs at their widest point and well over eight-foot in length. The tips narrowed down to a knife’s edge and were sharp enough to have left deep scratches along the rocky floor.

They had a few moments to strategise, but no matter how fast her mind raced, she couldn’t get past the fact that she could no longer see it.

“Ideas?!” Arilla yelled, unsure if she kept the note of desperation out of her voice.

“We could retreat?” the healer suggested.

“It’s not the worst plan,” the ranger agreed.

“Don’t ask me,” the mage began. “I’m reinforcing the shiel—”

Two legs came down. This time rather than passing through the translucent barrier, they impacted against the edge of the shield. The mage cried out and fell to his knees while spidering cracks spread across the arcane barrier. The two massive legs drew back, only to hammer down again and again on the mageshield, which fractured more and more with each strike.

Inside the tight confines of the magical dome, all Arilla could hear were screams. Her caster’s cries were thankfully starting to calm down now that the healer had linked their hands together, and was helping to reinforce the failing shield. The unknown beast’s bladed legs continued to hammer down against the arcane shield, and within the dome each strike sounded like the beat of a massive drum. Above all that noise, was the beast’s unnatural calls which had suddenly become so very loud. Whatever esoteric creature it was, its predatory shrieks were ear-splitting and distinctly animalistic. The high warbling howls were definitely not the kind of sounds she expected a crab—even a monstrous one—to be capable of making.

“Can you hold the shield together?” Arilla barked.

“No,”

“Yes.”

The healer and the mage giving conflicting answers wasn’t helping her confidence in their abilities, but when the creature reared back to attack again, she knew she had to call it.

“Ranger?!” Arilla began.

“My name’s—”

“I don’t care, can you mark it?!”

“Yes, but—”

“Then just fucking do it!” she commanded.

The ranger extended an arm, pointing a short sword at their obscured foe; a moment later, a soft glow manifested around the edges of the creature’s legs. Arilla didn’t know if the effect extended past what she could already see, or if it did anything beyond outlining its silhouette, but she didn’t have the time to find out.

Between her armour, her vitality, and her twin defensive skills—[Slayer’s Resilience] and [Slayer’s Steel]—she was confident she could handle the blister gas’s effects for a while. Looking back at the comparatively frail forms of the two casters she’d been assigned, she knew she couldn’t say the same for them.

“Fall back as far as he can maintain his marking skill. I’m stepping out.”

Arilla didn’t wait for them to agree, fearful that they’d try and stop her. Instead, she sprinted towards the creature. After taking a lungful of fresh air, she passed through the translucent barrier and entered the thick yellow gas, which audibly hissed as she charged through it. Her stamina and mana pools immediately started to drop—the precious resources were being pulled in two directions by both her skills and her armour. The runes scrawled along the outside of her steel plates began to shine brightly while the enchantment dampened the effects of the fog.

Huh, it tingles.

Without the mage shield in her way and with the aid of the ranger’s skill, she could just about make out the majority of the creature’s silhouette. What she could see, however, was not good.

The large crab-like creature walked on six or more oversized legs. Its roughly oval-shaped body seemed to be all mouth, opening and closing in hungry anticipation of its next meal. And above that torso was the limp body of a child? There was a small humanoid figure attached to the monster that seemingly ended at the waist, where it was fused to its much larger, more monstrous half.

Worst of all: above that limp humanoid form was a tag.




[Tainted Spawn level 4].




Arilla’s blood ran cold. Her confident steps faltered, but before she could come to a complete stop the tainted spawn skittered around her while the barely visible dome retreated into the fog, taking the rest of her party with it. Massive bladed legs plunged down while it rotated on the spot, each one large enough to bisect her lengthways. The ground shuddered with successive impacts, and she desperately dodged around the descending limbs.

She tried not to think about what this meant. The implications could wait until she was safe.

Arilla reminded herself that she was here to find Caeber and get out before her own army collapsed the cavern and the connecting tunnels around her. She did not want to overstay her welcome puzzling out this latest bit of dire news.

She felt the warrior in her chest rattle its cage; bowing to the inevitable, she let it out. With a vicious smile spreading across her face, she stopped dodging. She spun around and all that heavy steel she wore only added to her momentum. With her zweihander held in two hands, she put the weight of her whole body into the swing. [Slayer’s Strength] flared, consuming the stamina she needed to ward off the toxic fog, and with the System’s power flooding her veins, her sword cleaved its way through the nearest leg.

Which then exploded.

Where her sword had cut into the creature’s tainted flesh, still outlined in red by the ranger’s skill, a blast of fire erupted from the wound.

The monster staggered back, its oversized mouth booming out another loud howl while Arilla blinked the stars from her vision. Burning ichor spurted from the stump she’d created and coated half her armour in still smouldering black. The familiar stench prompted scenes from Rhelea to flash through her mind, and she looked past the ghostly horde of imagined horrors to focus on the very real tainted beast in front of her.

More bladed legs plunged down. She dodged the first strike and parried the second. Another boom immediately followed, the force of it resonating down her blade while a miniature inferno blossomed in the fog. Nearly a year’s worth of intense combat experience saved her from just standing there in shock. Instead, she trusted her instincts and rolled with the momentum of the explosion. Her sword swung around in a reverse arc and intercepted another overhead blow, which would have ended her. Her zweihander sunk deep into the bladed limb before it was rapidly propelled out of the wound, the resulting detonation sending her back down to her knees and blowing the rest of the half-severed limb off into the distance.

The ranger’s skill would actually be a really convenient skill if I had a bow.

Her ears were ringing, and Creation shifted beneath her feet. Her arms ached far more than she’d have liked them to, but she had to admit that the ranger’s skill almost made the fight easy. Painful and jarring, sure, but not particularly hard. The fires had startled the beast, and the explosions hurt it far more than her own strikes had. She could certainly exploit that further, provided she was willing to suffer through the recoil.

With half a thought, she increased the mana flowing through [Slayer’s Resilience].

Gods, this is going to hurt.

Crawling fires spread across the tainted creature’s body outlining its silhouette with naked flames. Droplets of toxic yellow fog boiled into an equally repulsive vapour and rivulets of ichor dripped ran down to the ground. The beast was illuminated far better than Arilla could have ever hoped for. It faced her, staring her down despite its lack of eyes, and too stupid to know any better, it came for her.

It only had four legs left and, settling into a slow spin, it used all of them to unleash a continuous flurry of stabbing attacks. The sound of sharp chitin clashing against her sword grew louder, each collision earning them both an incendiary blast as she sheared off slivers of its natural weapons with every exchange. Its bladed legs grew sharper and hotter while she was buffeted backwards from the successive blasts. Her controlled parries were acting like a whetstone and the ranger’s skill as the forge. Soon red-hot knives were flashing down to strike her, so Arilla spent as little stamina as she could get away with avoiding them while she waited for her moment.

It steadily forced her back, her dexterity keeping her from tripping on the loose stones that littered the floor.

When she saw her chance, she didn’t hesitate. Aware that her time was limited, Arilla slipped between its glowing strikes and jumped upwards at its underbelly with every bit of her skill-enhanced strength. It was caught in the process of rearing back to begin its attacking pattern anew, when Arilla crashed into the tainted creature’s underside. Chitin crunched and the ranger’s skill activated once again. The explosion hammered her into the ground, costing her more of her health than she would have liked to admit, while simultaneously adding to the impact of her leap and sending the creature racing up into the sky—

—where it hit the ceiling at speed and subsequently exploded again. The force of that sent it rocketing towards the floor, which caused yet another blast. All Arilla had to do was stand back and watch. At some point the ranger stopped maintaining his skill and the charred, battered husk of the tainted creature unceremoniously fell to the floor for the last time and was still.




*Congratulations on defeating a level 4 Tainted Spawn, experience is awarded.*




*Congratulations on defeating an end-stage tainted creature. For your service to the System, additional experience is awarded.*




She felt the usual rush of mana that accompanied a kill notification. This one was noticeably larger than she’d expected to receive, given the creature’s comparatively low level of 4, but it was nowhere near enough to get her to her next level.

That wasn’t so hard.

Arilla walked over to what remained of the monster and, after checking it for any suspicious glows, kicked it over, right-side up. She had to get uncomfortably close to the smoking corpse to make any details, given the blister fog, and when she did see, she struggled not to recoil. What remained of the small human-like upper body had been partially pulped from the numerous impacts, and been burned nearly beyond recognition, but the rest of it wasn’t much more pleasant to look at.

Deep veins as black as night contrasted sharply with its anaemic-looking green skin. Its eyes were nothing but dark pits and its face was contorted into a grimace of horrific pain. There were lingering signs of restraints around its wrists and throat where its flesh had been rubbed raw by manacles and had yet to heal. The goblin was on the thin side, but perhaps her perceptions were skewed—it had been a long time since Arilla had seen one whose diet wasn’t supplemented by meat pies and the giant rats that infested Helion’s sewers.

She debated taking the goblin half of the corpse with her, but ultimately decided against it. Arilla muttered a quick prayer for the poor creature’s soul and was about to move on, when the fog around her began to shift.

Whether it was the muffled sounds of her—admittedly very loud and very bright—fight that had drawn them in, or some unexplained effect of the ranger’s skill, didn’t matter. What did matter was that three hulking silhouettes belonging to more tainted spawn emerged from the fog.

One had been an easy kill; three all at once was bound to be a considerably more challenging fight. Her assumptions were swiftly proved correct when the creatures’ erratic movements, coupled with the thickness of the fog, caused their forms to blur and shift together. Countless attacks raced towards her, each accompanied by a swirl of toxic gas. Arilla darted back, and a cloud of shattered stone erupted from where she had just been standing.

With the taste of acrid fumes on her tongue, Arilla ran away.

She simply had too many disadvantages to risk the fight, and killing all the creatures down here wasn’t the point anyway. She needed to find Caeber.

It wasn’t as hard as she’d feared. Unburdened by her ‘adventuring party,’ Arilla was able to cover a lot of ground. She was hardly the fastest classer, having built herself for strength and durability, but with [Slayer’s Promise] reinforcing her attributes she was significantly faster than an unclassed human. The ground raced beneath her feet. The heavy metal of her thick runeplate barely slowed her down, while the harsh stabbing sound of onrushing monsters clacking against the hard stone quickly faded away into the distance.

Her eyes scanned the ground in front of her, searching for signs of recent battle while her lungs tried to process the steady build-up of fumes making her cough and splutter. More signs of battle meant more monsters, both dead and alive. She raced past fresh corpses, seeing them neatly severed into messy chunks, and tried not to fixate on their still-living kin nearby, who were quickly added to the small horde pursuing her through the fog.

A blaze of silver erupted in the distance, and she raced after it, arriving just in time to catch sight of the Shining Knight slice a tainted spawn in half with an almost casual swing of his sword. As usual, Caeber elected to wield a one-handed longsword, forgoing the protection of both a shield and a helmet. Considering the battered condition of his usually pristine armour, she suspected that this time he might regret that choice. While she watched him, embers of silver fire licked along the edges of his body. The magical flames consumed both the fog around him and the ichor that had spattered against him. Just by standing close, Arilla could feel the burden on her lungs lessen, so she used the chance to pant and catch her breath.

“You shouldn’t be here, Arilla,” Caeber chastised.

“Neither should you,” she answered.

“I don’t have time for this. You need to leave while you still can.”

“I will. Just as soon as you come with me.”

“I’m not leaving. This is a fight I can’t walk away from.”

“No one is going to be walking away from this fight if we don’t leave. We’re collapsing the tunnels and conceding the underground. We need to go before we’re both trapped down here.”

“I know. It was my idea to order the collapse. We can’t let it get out.”

“It?”

“Arilla . . . You’ve seen earth sprites fight before. Given how strong they are, did you really think that a few dozen taint-warped goblins could force us to retreat? I’m talking about that,” he said, pointing his sword off into the yellow gloom.

Arilla didn’t even have the time to process that creatures she’d been fighting had once been goblins before her eyes finished following Caeber’s outstretched arm. What she saw pulling itself out from the fog was enough to make her forget all about the creatures hurrying to catch up with her.

It was as immense as it was horrible. In places, the beast resembled a massive centipede, and in others a squid. Large pieces of segmented plate were built into a towering form that easily brushed against the ceiling. It dragged itself forwards on legs that resembled those belonging to the tainted spawn she had fought earlier, but as her eyes travelled down its long form, its trailing frame degenerated into a messy bunch of slithering tentacles studded with mismatched eyes. Since it was obscured by the fog, she couldn’t say how long it really was, but she saw enough undulating coils dip in and out of visibility to know that it was long. At the front was a bulbous reptilian head, and when its oversized mouth opened up, in addition to countless rows of serrated foot-long teeth was the limp form of a knight in the familiar armour of the Queen’s Alchemic Guard.




[Tainted Spawn level ???].




“What in the fuck is that?” Arilla swore.

“That’s a really good question. More importantly, though, you should stand back,” Caeber said, taking a step forwards to put himself between her and the lurking monster.

“No. I’m not letting you kill yourself fighting that thing alone,” she said, unfortunately coming to the conclusion that she was serious.

“I’m not asking for your permission, Arilla.”

“Mara wouldn’t want this for you,” she said, and Caeber immediately froze.

“Mara’s dead. What she wants doesn’t matter,” he said, but there was a sudden fragility in his voice that she disliked. For all of the iron-ranker’s superior strength and skill, she didn’t fancy his chances—not when he sounded so painfully lost.

“What about Julian? He’ll take you back, we both know he will. Just don’t fight that thing. Run with me,” she implored.

His broad shoulders slumped, and he took another step away from her.

“Even if I wanted to, I can’t. It’s too fast when it actually gets moving. It will chase me. Someone has to stay and fight it until they collapse the cavern. And no offence, but you wouldn’t last more than three seconds against it,” Caeber explained.

“Maybe I wouldn’t. But if I leave you alone, you’ll do something suicidally melodramatic,” Arilla said.

“I wouldn’t.”

“You definitely would.”

“Fine . . . maybe I would,” he sighed. “You sure about this?”

“I am.”

“Okay, but I’m taking the brunt of this, and you’re backing me up. We’ll switch if it gets too much, and—Arilla, did you lead a pack of them right to us?” he asked, his eyes widening as he looked over his shoulder.

“Maybe?” she grinned.

“Shame there’s not a bard around, this will make for an interesting tale if we survive,” the Shining Sword said with a laugh before settling into a more poised fighting stance.

Arilla laughed with him and readied her blade. They had some killing to do.






CHAPTER 13

MISCALCULATIONS

The first strike Arilla checked with her zweihander had enough force to rip the sword from her hands and send her crashing down to her knees. The second knocked her flat onto her back, and if she’d been a hairsbreadth slower in rolling away, she’d never have stood up again.

It didn’t get much better after that.

When a perfectly executed block sent her soaring through the cavern until she clipped the ceiling and crashed painfully back down to the ground, Arilla had to acknowledge that she may have made a mistake.

The tainted spawn was utterly beyond her—beyond Caeber too. It was faster, stronger, and far more resilient than either of them at their best, and after fighting it for several long minutes, their best was no longer within reach. The creature had no obvious weaknesses to exploit, except for perhaps a lack of martial skill, which it more than made up for with viciousness and sheer, unmitigated power.

Arilla had ‘fought’ Alchemic Knights before—prior to any horrific centipede monster transformations—where she’d traded a few blows whilst mostly sheltering in Typh’s large shadow. Now she was learning quite how inferior a peak-iron warrior was in comparison to a similarly levelled dragon.

Caeber was brilliant. Every one of his moves was flawlessly timed, and the man smoothly pivoted from attacking to defending in a constant fluid dance that made a mockery of his heavy armour. And none of that mattered. Maybe if it was just an Alchemic Knight his superlative skill might have counted for something, but in this battle it was wasted. His skill-enhanced strikes landed more often than not, but they barely even scratched the surface of the spawn’s grey-black carapace. His blocks and parries bled off massive amounts of force, but what remained was more than enough to send him reeling backwards, while pieces of his thick plate armour were regularly sheared off in a hail of metal and blood.

Whenever Arilla stepped in to deflect a blow or to distract the beast so that the other warrior could strike, it took everything she had to mitigate a glancing impact down to something she could survive. The sheer size of the gargantuan creature made every one of its attacks comparable to being hit by a battering ram—if said battering ram was a sharpened wedge of chitin some twenty feet long and wielded by a steel-rank abomination. It sounded hyperbolic, but it wasn’t. The long centipede monster had plenty of legs to choose from and rarely attacked with just one. It was fast enough to hit far more frequently than it had been, and Arilla didn’t know whether to credit its unfamiliarity with its new natural weapons, their own defensive skills, or plain old cruelty for keeping them in the fight for as long as they’d managed.

Time blurred and she lost herself to the frantic combination of dodges and parries that kept her breathing. Her bones creaked, her skin split, and shattered pieces of her armour hung from her body, only held together through stubbornness and spite. Arilla’s sword was the only piece of her gear that looked relatively intact, but she didn’t need to run a finger down the edge of the runic blade to know that the seemingly invulnerable piece of adamant-infused steel was blunt and notched from her brief exchanges with the steel-ranked monster.

The crowd of lesser spawn—those with goblin bodies half-fused into their larger crablike forms—stood back and watched for the most part. There seemed to be a nascent hierarchy forming within the ranks of tainted creatures, which left them content to let the larger predator have first dibs on the still-breathing meat.

Whenever Arilla was flung too far back and she was fortunate enough to avoid hitting the floor or ceiling, she would bounce off one of the waiting monsters, who had formed a makeshift ring around the spot where the triple-digit horror had chosen to face them. Then she would fight in earnest, and it was rewarding in a sense. But no matter how many of the opportunistic lesser spawn she killed, eventually she had to go back and confront the steel-rank threat—Caeber needed her, even if it was just to guilt him into living for a few more seconds.

Spitting out blood and orange phlegm, Arilla scrambled to her feet. The warrior ignored the alchemical burn in her lungs and the tingling warmth on her skin while her eyes took in the scene around her. Bladed legs rushed down from above to end her, but compared to the beast that had sent her flying, the wood-ranked spawn moved like it was crawling through molasses. Tired and aching, she stepped towards the monster and into the strike. It was much taller than her, so there was plenty of space beneath its crab-like limbs where she momentarily sheltered.

The muted sound of Caeber taking yet another hit reached her ears through the swirling fog, and she resolved to get back to the real fight as quickly as possible.

Two massive lengths of razor-sharp chitin slammed into the ground behind her, while she leapt up into the air with her swordpoint raised high. With a crunch followed swiftly by a sickening squelch, super-dense steel slid between the segmented plates that protected the tainted spawn’s relatively vulnerable underbelly. The six-foot-long blade continued to penetrate deep into the creature’s flesh, not stopping until the wide crossguard hit the wound and thick ichor began to well up then flow down around the leather-wrapped hilt.

Understandably, the tainted spawn skittered about on the spot, shrieking loudly as it tried to shake her loose. Arilla hung suspended off the ground, dangling underneath the large creature by her firm grip on her zweihander’s handle. She wouldn’t have been surprised if her weapon had penetrated all the way through the monster’s body, but she was at the wrong angle to see for herself, and ultimately she didn’t really care. Instead of dislodging her, the tainted spawn’s struggles only managed to add nausea to Arilla’s growing list of complaints. It also attracted the attention of its contemporaries, who—sensing its weakness and the potential of a fresh meal—added their own powerful attacks to Arilla’s.

Thundering strikes reverberated across the spawn’s hard carapace. Rivulets of ichor splashed against the cavern floor while the monster recoiled and shrieked, echoing the vicious cries of its hungry kin. With her shoulders protesting, Arilla rotated her body against the anchor of her stuck sword until she was hanging upside down. She planted her feet against the underside of the thrashing monster and activated [Slayer’s Strike]. With the thinnest trickle of stamina fuelling her skill, her strength surged and her muscles bulged. She roared, and the oversized blade messily ripped its way out from the spawn’s body, splattering the other monsters nearby and carving a deep furrow out of the briefly impaled creature’s carapace.

It promptly collapsed, falling to the floor like a puppet with cut strings while those nearby continued to rain down blows on its helpless form. Arilla was already on the move, having fled before it hit the ground. She was halfway towards the larger, higher-levelled monster when she got the kill notification. Praying to the Gods for guidance and luck, she dismissed the notification and steeled herself for yet another round.

She arrived in time to witness Caeber land a strike against what passed for the monster’s face—not that it noticed. Instead, it surged forwards, headbutting the Shining Knight, who stayed on his feet even if they skidded some thirty feet back over broken stone. Its mouth opened to bellow a roar, and Caeber’s longsword stabbed forwards. His blade extended into a beam of brilliant silver that speared into its open mouth. The limp knight inside was struck true, the strike penetrating its armour with an audible crack—for the first time, the beast recoiled.

Was that pain?

Either way, it recovered swiftly. The larger spawn raced to close the gap on a multitude of bladed legs and tentacles. Its maw opened again, and this time it completed its challenge. A ghostly green wave of falling insectoid legs rippled forwards in advance of its ground-shaking charge. Each one hammered the rock floor in front of it in turn, pounding the stone into a cloud of dust and splinters that formed a literal avalanche of shrapnel to accompany its skill-enhanced attack. Rather than face it head-on, Caeber burst into argent light and shot to the side of the beast, where he reappeared, already swinging his sword, though breathing heavily.

The steel-ranked horror ploughed into the lesser spawn, its wave of hammering green turning several into mincemeat before it could stop; at the same time, Caeber landed several more strikes against what passed for its head and neck.

Arilla, not wanting to be outdone, swung her sword like a butcher’s axe into its trailing mass of tentacles. They lashed against her armoured form, and the fractured metal creaked against the strain while her failing runeplate drew further on her waning mana reserves. Each mismatched eye studding its rubbery flesh fixed her with a hungry stare while she hacked her way through the mass of thin, whiplike fronds. They were strong, constantly buffeting her back, but since they were lacking a sharp edge or a solid-enough bulk, she was willing to endure their assault. Resolutely, she hewed her way through the mass of writhing flesh. Ichor spurted against her, misting the air and washing away the blister fog while the taste of its foulness filled her mouth and clouded her eyes.

At some point, she must have done enough damage to warrant a response, as the snaking wall of flesh moved into her. She was forced back, tumbling head over heels like she had done so, so many times before. Except this time when she stood to hurl herself at it again, a solitary rock fell from the ceiling.

It was no larger than a human fist, and by itself it meant nothing, but when another significantly larger block of stone followed and the walls began to rumble—not just from the spawn’s passing—it quickly became apparent what was going on.

Their hour was up. The army was collapsing the tunnels.

Arilla’s eyes scanned the walls of murky yellow, trying to remember where the exit was, but it was no use. In all the fighting she’d completely lost track of the tunnels leading to the surface.

“Caeber?!” she called out, too tired to keep the notes of desperation from her voice.

“I see it. Are you ready to run?” he asked, before throwing himself to the side in a flash of silver.

“I thought it was too fast.”

“It is. Are you ready?”

“Fuck. Yes. Which way?!”

“On me!”

She didn’t ask how he knew the way out, largely because she was too scared that he simply didn’t. Instead, Arilla kept her mouth firmly shut and just followed, barely keeping up with him even though Caeber had developed a pronounced limp at some point during the fight. The tainted spawn didn’t react well to them trying to leave and chased after them with a deafening roar. On countless skittering legs and slithering tentacles, the monster pursued, and its lesser cousins followed in its wake.

The Shining Knight ran into the yellow gloom. The silver flames that had once danced over his armour now smouldered weakly, but they were enough for Arilla to keep track of him while rocks continued to fall from the ceiling in ever-increasing numbers and size. Smaller stones glanced off of her remaining armour and skill-enhanced skin, while the larger ones sent her stumbling or forced her to desperately dive out of the way.

The noise grew louder, and she ran as hard as she could on faltering limbs, praying she would make it out before the cavern collapsed on top of her. Caeber, like her, seemed to be having increasing trouble just putting one foot in front of the other. They were both exhausted and battered beyond the point of breaking. Their inhuman resilience was a testament more to their classes and resource pools than any personal strength.

The larger spawn gained ground on them quickly. In truth, it had never been that far behind. The ever-louder sound of its roars and the encroaching staccato clack of its bladed legs tearing into the hard ground spurred them on. And if that wasn’t motivation enough to push through the pain, the periodic waves of cascading green energy that emerged from its mouth certainly were. Whenever an avalanche of shrapnel and force was about to consume them, Caeber used his movement skill and dragged them both farther away in a blast of argent light.

Each use left him reeling, just a little paler, and a little slower than before, and soon Arilla was shouldering his weight as well as hers. She raced onwards through the yellow umbra, while a monster larger than she cared to admit remained hot on her heels.

Their only saving grace was now that the ceiling was collapsing all around them, the creature’s colossal bulk seemed to be working against it. Where before it had brushed against the roof in its hurry to move around, now those same motions dislodged loose stone, so it had to literally force its way through the collapsing rock.

The tainted spawn roared in frustration, the loud wail sounding almost human as it reverberated off of all that falling stone.

Together, they made it to the edge of the collapsing cavern, where Caeber was able to point her towards the tunnel leading out. Concerningly, the tainted spawn remained right behind them. It lunged forwards, serrated fangs snapping in anticipation as it suddenly closed the distance between them. Again, the Shining Knight burst apart in a flash of brilliant silver light, and Arilla found herself being dragged along a dozen feet up the neck of the tunnel, which was far less stable than the cavern they’d just escaped.

The beast’s head slammed into the wall of the cavern prompting more stone to fall. Arilla sucked down a painful breath and lurched forwards. She half-ran, half-carried Caeber up the slope. The Shining Knight limped alongside her as best he could while the monster coiled up and turned, already racing to reclaim its lost ground.

Its bulk more than filled the neck of the tunnel they fled through. Loose dirt and stone constantly fell with its passage, narrowing the traversable space with every passing second. Arilla made the best time that she could, but her injuries and fatigue took a colossal amount of effort to push through. Even with the tunnel collapsing around it, the tainted spawn was faster than her. It kept catching up, and whenever it grew close enough to strike at them, Caeber was once again forced to transmute into silvery light and drag them both out of harm’s way. Arilla could tell from his shortness of breath that he had overdrawn on his mana and was using it as fast as it regenerated.

How Caeber was still standing was a mystery, and the fact that he’d occupied the creature’s time for so long was a testament to his expertise. The man had gained his legend duelling giants in his youth, though Arilla knew this was a far-more-formidable feat.

She pushed against the yielding earth, felt the fire of alchemy in her lungs, and experienced the familiar burn of acid in her veins. Arilla could scarcely breathe, yet she had to run. She ignored the piece of her that wanted to stand and fight—a futile gesture that would buy Caeber all of half a second before she died. She fought against that instinct to pursue a warrior’s death and accepted that if she failed in her escape, at least she’d tried to live.

Onwards they raced, taking the sloping tunnel to the surface and pushing through the rocks that got in their way. It was not the same route she had taken down. Too many tunnels had already collapsed for that, but it was a warren down below, so whenever there was an intersection she took whatever led up, unknowing and uncaring exactly where it led.

She felt the monster’s rancid breath against the back of her neck, felt the tremor of its claws tearing through the ground where she had just stood, but she never looked back. Like a spell she didn’t want to break, Arilla kept running, kept lugging the barely conscious weight that was the Shining Knight, always anticipating another forward lurch when the man was cognizant enough to push mana through his life-saving skill.

When she reached the surface she kept on running until strong arms caught her and held her down. She promptly lashed out, screaming and swearing, anticipating that the tainted spawn would emerge a second later to kill them all.

When it didn’t follow, she collapsed, and eventually allowed her soldiers to take her to a healer’s tent.

Hot tea, five minutes of screaming into her pillow, and a lot of healing mana poured into her aching body dealt with the worst of it. Caeber was less lucky and was going to be in and out of healers’ tents and dealing with mana burn and internal injuries for at least a week.

Still, they were alive, which was a small miracle in and of itself.

Of course, she couldn’t rest—she hadn’t received a kill notification.

Arilla wanted to be optimistic, to hope that her attacks had been so ineffective that she simply hadn’t been credited with the kill, but when she had the healers force Caeber back to consciousness for a few brief seconds, he too claimed not to have received one.

Which meant that it was still alive beneath Helion.

That was a significant problem.

Almost as significant as the fact that the Queen had clearly made it. While it was a good sign that the alchemical reagents needed to maintain her knights were scarce enough she was willing to sacrifice one in what looked like a weapons test, it was much worse news that the weapon was far more dangerous than a lone Alchemic Knight.

The siege had always been precarious in the fact that the Alchemic Knights could always have broken out, but their limited numbers and human statures made it possible for them to be overwhelmed. Arilla could not say the same if they were all turned into tainted spawn. If four or five of those monsters with comparable power crested the walls and began to lay into the defenders, the siege would be broken.

Arilla had a lot of ideas why the Queen might not have done that yet, but it was cold comfort considering the possibility remained. Fortunately, she was the proactive sort.

* * *

An hour later, she rode out on Moody’s back. Her horse’s demeanour was still as grim as her namesake, despite an afternoon eating oats and being brushed by a particularly enthusiastic stablehand. The soft sound of hoofbeats travelling over upturned dirt was echoed by the steady rise and fall of ratling boots belonging to the squad of twenty who trailed behind her. To Arilla’s left was Veljo, who had been suitably bribed for this extra duty with his customary fee of an additional gold talent, and to her right was Corianus of House Mantacuzene.

Neither Corianus nor Veljo looked like they particularly wanted to be accompanying Arilla—Veljo appeared absolutely sullen riding a loaned horse out into the middle of no man’s land, whereas Corianus rode his mare with all the poise and dignity befitting a true-born member of Terythia’s northern nobility—which honestly wasn’t very much considering how unsuited the mountainous terrain up north was for horseback riding.

With the white flag borne aloft by Veljo’s reluctant hands, they walked their horses away from the relative safety of their earthen fortifications and stopped short a good hundred or so feet away from the inner walls separating the rest of Helion from the palatial compound beyond. If Arilla hadn’t been so incomprehensibly tired, she was sure she’d feel some degree of anxiety over this. They were well within bow range of all but the most inadequate of classers, so if the Queen decided to forgo tradition and just kill her, there was very little she could do about it.

But they were at war and there were rules.

The Queen may have bent those with her use of alchemical weapons—and now tainted monsters—but she had yet to break them outright. Arilla was betting her life that that wasn’t about to change. It was stupid to make the bet at all, but it felt like a lesser gamble compared to what she’d already risked today.

No one challenged them while they waited, but with her skill-enhanced sight she caught numerous worried faces peering down at her from the battlements above. It took a surprisingly large amount of willpower not to smile and wave back at them. She had no idea what they said about her on the other side of the fortifications, but if it was anything like the rumours repeated on her side of the walls, then Arilla was a very frightening person indeed.

The Dragonrider, the Dragon’s Consort, the Monster’s Bride, the Kingslayer, that bitch with the red hair. How she loved to collect titles. Depending on who you asked, Arilla was guilty of everything from eating babies at dawn, to the original sin which spawned the first monster.

Admittedly, if she had wanted to dispel any of the more unpalatable rumours associated with her at the moment, then she should have probably changed into some fresher armour. The thick runeplate she had started the day in was a cracked and fractured ruin. A mixture of ichor, dust, and the dried residue of blister fog—to say nothing of her own blood—had formed a hard paste which more or less held the fragments of her armour together. The once vivid, red enamel that decorated her runeplate was now a significantly duller shade, and that was where it wasn’t coated black entirely. The dried paste, which varied in colour slightly with its composition, bled out from the expansive cracks and trickled down the metallic plates, where it then dried in unflattering black-grey drips.

She didn’t need to look in a mirror to know that she herself looked worse. From how quickly she’d turned the basin of water she’d washed in brown, and how no one—not even the ratlings—could look her in the eyes without flinching, it was a safe assumption that she was quite a sight.

Eventually, the inner wall’s gate opened as Arilla had known it would. A procession of warriors—high-pewter one and all—marched out in polished armour, matching her ratlings man to . . . ratman and level to level. To contrast with Veljo and Corianus, the Queen on her palanquin was accompanied by a stoic Alchemic Knight and the same mage Arilla had seen her with the first time they had met.

She wasn’t sure precisely what she had been expecting. The siege had been unrelenting. A gruelling act of mass cruelty imposed on the Queen’s defenders by the forces loyal to Arilla and Typh. She knew that they weren’t starving or about to die from thirst, but rations had to be both limited and bland, to say nothing of the stress of living under constant bombardment for well over 100 days.

What Arilla hadn’t expected was for the Queen to look so damned good.

Queen Constancia appeared exactly like a Queen should. Regal, elegant, wise, and beautiful. It took Arilla all of five seconds to realise that she was being influenced by something insidious. Fortunately, her hour’s reprieve had given her enough of a rest that [Slayer’s Resilience] had more than enough stamina to draw upon so she could shrug off its effects. With her mind suddenly clear from any unwanted influences, she still couldn’t deny that the woman was undoubtedly attractive. More importantly, the Queen looked well-fed, well-groomed, and to be in good spirits. If Arilla hadn’t known any better, then from just looking at her, she’d assume that the woman was ready to host a ball, not engage in diplomacy. The only hint that she was in an actual war, was the thin sword belted at her generous hips and the blatantly ceremonial helmet that had the Terythian crown set across its brow.

“Queen Constancia,” Arilla began.

“Lord Arilla Foundling. You should know that the proper way to address me is ‘Your Grace,’ unless you’re proclaiming yourself a pretender to the throne. In which case, your propaganda is sorely lacking, as I’ve heard no such claims trickle through from your camp.”

“And I’ve made none. I have no desire to sit on your throne, Your Grace.”

“Good. You’ll find that it won’t tolerate the likes of you. Now, may I ask my cousin a few questions before we begin?”

“So long as you stick to questions regarding the hostages’ wellbeing, yes. If you stray into tactical matters or details of the city, I’ll have to cut you off,” Arilla agreed.

“That is acceptable,” the Queen answered.

Arilla beckoned the noble she’d brought with her to move closer to the Queen’s entourage, while the high-pewter soldiers who made up the bulk of it seemed to relax slightly after the first almost-amicable exchange.

“Cousin, I trust you are well,” Queen Constancia asked.

“Y-yes, Your Grace,” Corianus replied.

“And you’ve experienced no torture, mistreatment, or undue distress since your captivity?”

“N-no, Your Grace. They’re treating us fairly.”

“Is there anything else that you feel I should know?”

“N-no, Your Grace. Nothing at all.”

The Queen narrowed her eyes for a moment. Perhaps she was displeased by Corainus’s taciturn answers, or maybe she was hitting him with a subtle skill. Either way, it didn’t really matter. After a long pause, Constancia’s eyes softened, and she adjusted herself in the cushioned seat of her chair.

“You may go, Cousin. I’m sure we’ll meet again soon,” the Queen said, dismissing the man with a wave of her gloved hand.

“Of course, Your Grace.” Corianus bowed as deeply as he could whilst remaining in the saddle before pulling on his horse’s reins to fall in beside Arilla.

“Satisfied?” the warrior asked.

“Quite. I’d ask to have him checked by a mind mage, but I assume you won’t consent to have one of those in your presence,” Queen Constancia replied.

“You assume correctly. Now, can we get on with this?”

“Fine. Now, what is this about? I had assumed I would be talking with the dragon. I did not know you had the authority to negotiate on its behalf.”

“Her behalf. And I do, at least in matters like this. The creatures in the tunnels—the tainted spawn. I take it you authorised that,” Arilla asked, and if she’d had any lingering doubts, then the Queen’s broad smile dispelled them.

“I did. What did you think? Were they suitably terrifying? I am not particularly keen on the tag myself, but my alchemists assure me there’s nothing they can do on that front,” the Queen said with a grin.

“You’re not going to make any more of them.”

“I’m not? Why would I do what you say and turn away a perfectly good weapon? From where I’m sitting you hold the monstrous advantage—all I’m doing is evening it up,” she said, gesturing to the ratlings behind Arilla. “While I’m reluctant to sacrifice a knight or three, I can’t deny that the resulting beast is worth the trade, especially when your siege is making it so troublesome to maintain the ones I already have.”

“Because if you do it again, we’re going to have to kill you,” Arilla warned.

“Making threats is how an amateur conducts diplomacy, Lord Foundling,” the Queen scoffed. “If you’ve got nothing to offer me in exchange for my restraint, then you’ll be sorely disappointed with the result.”

“It’s not a threat, it’s a promise. You’re still alive right now because Typh hasn’t given up hope that we can use you as a hostage to placate the north. The palace is a symbol, a powerful one that every Teythian recognises. It’s bad form to kill the sitting monarch, unless you want a popular uprising.”

“Which is why my position is secure. Now, how about we go back to our respective sides of the wall? We can try this again once you’ve learned the appropriate etiquette, or perhaps when my reinforcements arrive and put a stop to your little bout of treason.”

“I’m not fucking finished,” the Noble Slayer growled, as a wave of anger rushed through her. Seeing the Queen startle, Arilla pushed her class’s violent impulses back down and took a slow, calming breath. “As I was saying. You’re still alive because you have value to us. Typh intends to rule Terythia—to save it from the end of everything. That will be considerably easier with you in our pocket. However, the risk you pose is starting to outweigh the potential gains of your enforced cooperation.

“Use all the alchemical weapons you want to try and stop us,” Arilla continued, “but if you continue to experiment with whatever you’re using to manufacture tainted creatures, I’ll have to put a stop to it. There won’t be a grand fight or a valiant last stand. No knights will come to defend your virtue, and no barbarians will batter down your doors. The next time I see a tainted creature, hear a report of a soldier gaining extra experience for their ‘service to the System,’ or so much as smell a hint of ichor on the breeze, I’ll give the order to turn you and the rest of your compound to ash. Trust me on this, my Liege, it will be considerably less bloody than trying to take you alive, and if you doubt my capabilities, ask your spies to enquire about what happened in Rhelea.

“You do not want to test me on this.”

When she was finished, Arilla stared into the Queen’s eyes for a long time. Constancia’s emerald irises sparkled while the warrior took the other woman’s measure.

“I think we’re done here.” Arilla turned her horse around and led her entourage away from the Queen and her guard. When they were far enough away that she was confident they wouldn’t be overhead, she beckoned for Veljo to approach. “How would you like to send a message for me?”

“I can do that, but Veljo doesn’t get out of bed these days for less than a gold talent,” the older man said somewhat testily.

“I highly doubt that,” Arilla said, fishing the requisite gold coin from her purse and tossing it to the ranger, who then bit it out of habit. “Really?”

“It pays to be careful,” the ranger replied.

“It does at that.”

“Do you think she’ll listen?”

“Maybe she’ll surprise me,” Arilla sighed, not caring to elaborate. “But just to be safe, you’re going to send word to our alchemists to ramp up the blackpowder production. And then, you’re going to visit the goblins.”

“Do I have to?” Veljo winced.

“Yes. You’re going to get an audience with the one they call ‘the Goblin,’ and you’re going to tell him that he has my permission to construct a cannon. Tell them to work with ratling smiths, but I want to see a test firing by the end of the week.”

“I can do that.”

“Good, now go.”

Arilla hoped that she was wrong, and that her precautions wouldn’t be necessary, but when she had stared into Queen Constancia’s eyes, she’d seen the familiar look of ambition. Worse, when the Queen had looked back at Arilla’s battered and bloody state, she hadn’t flinched.

One way or the other, Arilla knew this wasn’t going to end well.






CHAPTER 14

AMBITION

The smell of meat roasting over the open fire filled Tamlin’s nostrils and tickled his imagination with half-forgotten imaginings of real food: the texture of rich steak, soft to the touch with but the faintest hint of resistance from where it had been seared by the licking flames. He’d watched, his lip bitten in silent anticipation, while Ilvane had delicately salted and spiced the meat. The young ranger had explained the need to enhance the natural flavours that came from the marbled fats running through the animal’s flank without overpowering them with the dried herbs he’d brought with him.

To Tamlin, it was all sorcery—far more incomprehensible than the magic he couldn’t yet manifest. He’d never learned to cook, and after his mother had passed his father had barely even remembered to feed him. After that, it had been the orphanage’s gruel, and then camp rations after going straight into Typh’s care. The dragon’s patronage should have seen him fed with luxuries comparable to a King, had Tamlin not crippled himself and been forced to eat only gruels and soups so thin that they’d have given the orphanages watered-down meals a run for their money.

The scintillating hiss of hot oil dripping from the suspended meat and landing in the fire drew him out of his self-pity. His stomach grumbled painfully, adding to his moroseness as he looked down at the unappetizing bowl of broth he’d requested for himself.

“Are you sure you don’t want some of this?” Ilvane asked.

“No. I’m fine, thanks,” Tamlin said.

“Suit yourself,” Ilvane replied with a shrug.

The ranger turned away from Tamlin and sliced off a bit of still-cooking meat with his belt knife, then he promptly ate it in one bite. Jealousy bloomed in Tamlin’s heart at the casual display of normalcy. The necromancer forced himself to tear his eyes away from the slowly rotating spit and brought a spoonful of the watery broth to his mouth. Unlike Ilvane, who smacked his lips in satisfaction at his tantalising meal, Tamlin had to use all of his willpower just to swallow.

His broth, like every other broth he ate, was bland. Any lingering flavours had been thoroughly drowned by the hot water he diluted the thin slivers of unseasoned meat with. Still, even this ascetic meal wasn’t enough to ward off his fear. He could already feel his stomach begin to cramp in anticipation of the food’s arrival.

It was a small pain, one he was used to and more than capable of enduring, but when everyone else was about to feast on Ilvane’s cooking—Arbor notwithstanding—it was hard not to be bitter.

“When do you think the others will get back?” Tamlin asked, trying to take his mind off the painful chore of eating.

“Why, aren’t we enough company for you?” Ilvane smiled.

“It’s not that. You and Arbor are fine,” he said, gesturing towards the ever-silent woodling standing still by the fire. “I just worry. Scouting is dangerous and rogues always die first.” Rather than sharing his concerns, Ilvane laughed, momentarily forgetting to turn the meat over the fire while he looked at Tamlin incredulously. “What?” the boy asked.

“You’re not very good with people are you?” Ilvane smirked.

“What’s that got to do with anything?” the necromancer asked.

“They’re not really scouting ahead, Tamlin.”

“They’re not?”

“Well . . . I’m sure they’re doing some ‘scouting.’ Especially if that involves finding secluded spaces where they won’t be overheard. But Almira certainly isn’t bringing Drue along with her for that. That boy may be good in a fight, but stealth is hardly in the warrior’s skillset.”

“You don’t mean . . .” Tamlin trailed off, finding the notion surprisingly uncomfortable.

“Yes. I ‘mean,’ ” Ilvane said. “The two of them have been together since the dragon pulled us out of the academy.”

“But the two of them go scouting every day.”

“Yes. They do,” the youth laughed.

“Why? What does she—”

“See in him? I don’t know, Tamlin. Maybe it’s his broad shoulders, chiselled jaw, or abs you could literally grate cheese on. I know you don’t like him much, but he isn’t actually a bad guy.”

Tamlin grunted in acknowledgement. He hadn’t known any of them for long. It had only been a little over a week since they’d left Helion and daylight behind, but already Almira had proven her worth as more than just a capable member of the team. Drue, however, had been less impressive. The warrior was competent, especially for his level, but there was nothing he could do that Tamlin’s necromantic minions couldn’t do better. The only thing giving Drue some passing relevance were Typh’s ‘restrictions’ that severely limited both the number and quality of his little undead horde.

Something about Drue and Almira being ‘together’ irked Tamlin far more than it should, and it wasn’t just him coming across like a fool for not noticing it. He was trying to place the familiar-yet-elusive emotion when his minions picked up Drue’s heavy stomps approaching the campfire.

Almira was nowhere to be seen, but for a rogue that was almost to be expected. No sooner than Tamlin began to look around for her in earnest, did the woman suddenly appear by the fire. Reclined and in good spirits, Almira stretched herself out into yawn before moving to reach for the meat on the spit. Ilvane was quick to bat her hands away and shot her a scathing look for good measure.

“Ouch!” she protested, cradling her hand dramatically as if it had been wounded.

“Next time you lose a finger, wench,” the ranger threatened.

“We all know how much you like those, Ilvane,” Almira teased, waggling two of her slender digits for effect. “Are you getting so lonely by yourself in your bedroll that you’re having to resort to dismembering your allies to satisfy your needs?”

“Hardly. We both know you’re not exactly my type.”

“Hmm, maybe we could get Tamlin to loan you one of his minions for a quick minute. Surely one of them is manly enough for you.”

“Gods above help me. Consorting with necromancers, cultists, and vampires! And now I’ve been offered the forbidden flesh of the unliving in my hour of need,” Ilvane sighed, then turned to Tamlin with an exaggerated wink. “Well, what do you say, necromancer? Think you can help me out?”

“Uhm . . . what?” Tamlin had never exactly been a social person, but this kind of teasing banter was completely foreign to him. He felt like everyone else was following a script that he’d been denied access to. The familiar ease in which they joked with one another was something he couldn’t begin to imitate, let alone join in with. No matter how much he wanted to be one of them, there was the impenetrable barrier of his own awkwardness that he just couldn’t get past.

He was . . . reasonably certain that Ilvane didn’t actually want to sleep with a corpse. It was an invitation for him to say something witty and fun—a metaphorical olive branch offered to the group’s newest member—but all that came to Tamlin’s mind was that he was so unlike them.

Ilvane and Almira were both of mixed blood. Their apparent nonhuman ancestry had manifested itself as a trait on their statuses: [Elf Blood], and [Vampiric Blood], respectively. Rather than consigning them to a life of frailty and pain, these traits were positive if anything, and in addition to some minor physical changes that grew more prominent with their rising levels—pointed ears for Ilvane and teeth for Almira—they also influenced the pair’s class choices.

According to Ilvane, at level 5 one of his rank-up options was ‘elf’ tagged, at 20, two of them were, and the ranger was growing increasingly confident that at level 50, three out of his three choices would follow that trend. Why the System, or the Gods, were so intent on pushing Ilvane and Almira down a less-than-human path, Tamlin had no idea.

Typh’s amnesty for forbidden classes had saved them from being culled by the Inquisition. But contrary to what the dragon had claimed, they weren’t the same as him. Only Drue had a forbidden tag to go along with his forbidden class, although like Tamlin, the ‘warrior’ used a skill to hide it.

And Tamlin didn’t exactly like Drue, for reasons he had a hard time vocalising.

“What’s Ilvane want?” Drue asked, finally stomping past Tamlin’s silent wall of the unliving to re-enter their camp, where he took a seat on the ground next to Almira.

“So many things. Unfortunately, they will all have to wait until we get topside,” Ilvane answered.

“Gods, I miss the sun—don’t laugh—and actual wind. The breeze you get running through these tunnels always stinks of death, or some monster or another,” the rogue chipped in.

The three adventurers, who were supposed to be his peers, took turns to reminisce about the inconsequential things they all missed about Helion. They laughed and joked while Tamlin stared at them uncomprehendingly.

“Why are you talking about the surface?” Tamlin asked.

The laughter stopped, and this time it was their turn to stare at him in silence.

“Because . . . we’re heading back? The boss monster is dead, so once we’ve carved it up for parts and looted anything worthwhile . . . then we’re done here, aren’t we?” Almira said.

“I’m afraid there’s been a miscommunication. That’s not a boss monster,” Tamlin said, gesturing to the large lamia corpse only a dozen or so feet away. “It’s a floor guardian. We’re just getting started.”

No one said anything for a few moments, and Tamlin wondered if he’d made some kind of a mistake. Incomprehensible looks were shared between them, and eventually, Almira turned back towards him with an easy smile that he doubted was genuine.

“Tamlin, that thing nearly killed us, and we’ve now been underground for over a week. I understand that you’re in charge, but it will take us days just to get back to the surface. We need to rest. We’ve all gone up five levels from this floor, which is amazing, but we shouldn’t rush this. We can come back better prepared for a longer delve.”

“You’re right, I am in charge, and I say we go deeper. Everyone’s gear is intact, no one is injured, and we’re all resting now—it’s not my fault if you choose to exert yourself rather than recover in your downtime. Five levels in over a week isn’t amazing—it’s slow. I don’t want to waste another week travelling up and down dank tunnels when we can just go to the next floor of the dungeon now.”

“Tamlin, five levels in a week might be slow for you, but we aren’t looking to be the next great terror that shakes the foundations of Creation,” Almira said somewhat melodramatically. “Rushing through levels gets people killed when caution wouldn’t. We need to go back, rest properly, and adjust to our raised stats. Then we can come down again and clear the next floor safely.”

“Then you’ll die,” he said, and a vicious part of him smiled when he saw the rogue’s hands drift towards her weapons. “Relax. I won’t hurt you, but in case you hadn’t noticed, a dragon just took Terythia’s untakeable capital city. Coastal nations are dropping like flies, and an eldritch abomination just ate half of Rhelea. This is the end of days, Almira. If you want to pretend to be safe until something with actual power decides to kill you and everyone you hold dear, then go back to the surface and be cautious. But if you want to be a terror that shakes the very foundations of Creation, you’ll come with me. Five levels in a week is too slow, and I’m going deeper into this dungeon until I get what I want.”

“And what’s that?” she asked, her mouth half-open with something he couldn’t place.

“Power.”

Tamlin didn’t have to say anything else to persuade them. They ate, they rested, and then after the lamia rose from the grave, green fires blazing for eyes, they all went deeper.

* * *

The second floor was much the same as the one above, with very little in the way of mysteries, traps, or puzzles to break up the near-constant escalation of increasingly challenging fights. The dungeon had been used by Terythia’s monarchy for centuries to train Alchemic Knights from raw recruits still new to their classes into steel-ranked behemoths, and that violent legacy was on display everywhere.

Tamlin’s group had crossed miles worth of densely packed rooms and killed anything that so much as even twitched at them. Almost every traversable space featured a different kind of obscure magical beast, forced to remain within the confines of its assigned territory by the dungeon core’s persuasive whispers. Tamlin wondered what it would be like to hear them for himself, but of his party, only Arbor was capable of direct interaction with the core, and the woodling didn’t talk.

Typh’s rules meant that Tamlin was only ‘allowed’ to maintain four minions—not including Tallow—and he was also forbidden from raising their levels beyond the average of his human-ish allies. Improving his undead level by level to match the slow growth of his party was grossly inefficient. Tamlin winced at every bit of preventable damage dealt to their bodies that arose from their reduced efficacy. To get the best out of what he was permitted, he was constantly tweaking the composition of his corpses, swapping out old bodies for new, and generally experimenting with his limited ability to alter their anatomy like never before. In a sense, it was a fascinating challenge to have to optimise his minions like that, but the necromancer within him chafed under the restrictions imposed by his draconic mentor.

As much as he wanted to bury himself in the experimentation that naturally arose from the limitation, he knew that wasn’t what he was supposed to be focusing on.

Typh wanted him to make friends.

Initially, Tamlin had been against it. Other people were hard to talk to and they never gave him the respect that he was due, but having seen Almira and Ilvane fight, he was keenly aware of how vulnerable he was in their presence. Tamlin’s physical body was his greatest weakness, and having classers like them protecting him was the surest way to resolve that failing. But people were hard, much harder than magic or pain, and he frequently wondered what he could do to fix what was so obviously wrong.

The joviality of the earlier floor had long since faded. Their days were now filled with close-calls and near-misses while Tamlin stood back with his tallow homunculus and directed his other minions to supplement his mortal team’s lacklustre performances. He hadn’t been aware of it at first, but the tension between them had risen along with the levels of the monsters they killed. No matter how much they rested in the dungeon, his party looked tired; they were accompanied by paler skin, sunken eyes, a general lethargy that should have been banished by their rapid level gain.

He didn’t understand their reluctance. Classers were supposed to want to level, and he was giving them levels in spades. He contributed as little as possible to every fight, intent on ceding the vast majority of the kill XP that would have otherwise been wasted on him.

No one complained; in fact, his party practically jumped to do as he commanded. In every measurable way, they were the perfect allies—four elite units to round out his squad of the dead. But Tamlin could see it in their eyes: that persistent reluctance to go on that was never outright vocalised. They joked around less, had arguments over inconsequential things, and no longer made the same efforts to include him in their joking banter, which had taken on a noticeably grim undertone.

Tamlin knew he was making a mistake in pushing them so hard—that he should stop. But Tamlin had issues with stopping when he knew he was right. Creation was ending, so if he wanted to be something other than a victim when it came for him, then he needed levels fast. He’d already wasted so much time just getting permission from Typh. He was loath to waste any more of his life on unnecessary journeys to and from the surface in the pursuit of rest.

The necromancer looked to Arbor, the party’s healer and Typh’s silent minder. That she thought Tamlin needed a babysitter at all was galling, but the woodling’s watchful presence kept him from bending any rules and also allowed him to take more risks.

Which was a very good thing.

He was, after all, pushing his living companions quite hard, and he had no intention of letting up until they threatened to break. Even then, he might push just a little bit after that too.

He knew they’d thank him for it when they hit bronze.

* * *

Tamlin sat in his chair and tried not to look bored. The result of the ongoing battle was not in any doubt, because it never was when he was present. His wasn’t the most comfortable seat that he’d ever been in. Despite the impressive set of attributes running through his homunculus’s body, at the end of the day it was still made out of tallow, and animal fats were not typically used to construct furniture for a series of what he now knew were obvious reasons. Chief amongst his complaints was that the chair had too much give to it. When he drummed his fingers on the armrests provided, the sound was far from satisfactory.

He was still disappointed that Tallow’s body could only be altered with his skills to tweak the composition of the fats and to increase or decrease their quantity. As a result, his dreams of incorporating blades of bone into the little abomination weren’t progressing as quickly as he’d wanted, but he had taught it how to assume the shape of a chair, so that was something.

Since Tamlin was too infirm to run himself, his chair skittered along the ground for him, dodging shrapnel and shockwaves in accordance with his will. Tallow’s four waxen legs smoothly glided over the paved stone while the necromancer sat back with his staff over his knees and tried to let the others win without him.

As if trying to prove the futility, Drue chose that precise moment to take a longsword through the chest. The warrior predictably screamed when the obsidian blade erupted from his back amidst a spray of gore. The musclebound youth’s hands then grasped the floor guardian’s wrist—surprisingly, he managed to prevent the level 35 beast from retrieving the weapon lodged inside of him.

Arbor quickly cast a spell and verdant growth sprouted out from around the wound. Clumps of moss and wildflowers replaced torn and bleeding tissues. The magical flora was a large part of the woodling’s unique brand of healing magic, and while it was undoubtedly effective, apparently it was extremely disconcerting to experience. Tamlin had no idea what it actually felt like, and he had only vague memories of receiving healing in general. In his entire adventuring career, he’d yet to experience taking a wound that wasn’t self-inflicted.

Drue stopped screaming and started to yell instead, a subtle difference Tamlin didn’t care for. While the warrior noisily began his transformation, Ilvane hammered the six-armed lamia with a volley of glowing arrows that rocked it back onto its tail. Almira appeared from a patch of darkness and leapt onto its back. The rogue’s daggers flashed in the flickering light of the chamber before she plunged them both into the floor guardian’s scales. From there, she proceeded to climb the beast, dagger over dagger, one bloody ‘handhold’ at a time.

This lamia was much like the one from the floor above—an oversized humanoid torso fused at the waist to a large snake’s tail—except where the one Tamlin had collected for his diminished squad came with two arms and no weapons, this one had six of each. The obsidian longswords it held in each scaled hand shone with an unearthly light, and it had proved to be more than just proficient in wielding them.

Before Drue could finish his transformation, the six-armed monster finally brought down its remaining five swords on the immobile warrior. A skill-enhanced arrow through the wrist brought that number down to four, and when Almira rammed a long knife into its spine, an arm went limp, bringing the incoming attacks down to three. It was at this point that Tamlin stepped in . . . figuratively speaking, of course. His lesser—albeit necromantically augmented—lamia slithered forwards, catching two of the arms with its hands and taking the weapon wielded by the third in its chest while it wrapped its tail around its larger cousin’s.

The new floor guardian was stronger than Tamlin’s, even with his bronze-rank necromancy closing the gap. His undead minion, however, was large enough that its tackle forced the guardian to relinquish the weapon stuck in Drue. The blade and the man then fell to the ground while the pair of snake monsters thrashed about on the paved stone. Tamlin’s three remaining minions darted forwards from the sidelines—some obscure troll analogue and two boar-like monsters—where they proceeded to savage the larger lamia with their sharpened tusks.

With the beast thrashing on the ground, the rest of the chamber became markedly safer, so Tamlin slowed his chair’s evasive movements to a gentle stop. He listened to the guardian’s loud cries, mirrored by the total silence of its already dead co-combatants. He watched on impassively as its claws found flesh, but then went on to elicit stagnant blood that seeped rather than flowed.

Their victory was a foregone conclusion if Tamlin just watched and waited—but that wasn’t the point of this whole exercise.

He looked over to see the warrior finally rip the obsidian sword from his chest with a spray of algae and red. Mossy leaves quickly filled in the gap in his torso and his tag flickered before switching outright, revealing Drue’s unpalatable truth.




[Diabolist level 34].


Drue’s form blurred out of focus momentarily, and when he returned he was different.

Metallic orange skin had replaced his usual chestnut brown, and his muscles had bulged and elongated unnaturally. Long, bloodstained claws extended from the tips of his fingers. Bone spurs poked out through the back of his armour—the leather of which was already tattered along the spine from previous transformations. Sweeping ivory horns extended back from his brow, and cloven hooves had replaced his feet, which now bent backwards on digitigrade legs. Drue looked like an unattractive cross between an orange lizard and a muscular goat. There was very little in common between the seven-foot-tall diabolist and the five-foot-eleven warrior Tamlin had come to know, but if Tamlin was supposed to be scared, he wasn’t.

With the obsidian blade in Drue’s hands, he raced forwards. He arrived at the dogpile of thrashing beasts, the smallest of which was more than three times his new size. The diabolist brought down his stolen sword on the floor guardian. The aura around the blade flared orange the moment before impact.

The enchanted weapon cut deep, penetrating through the floor guardian’s thick scales. It immediately tried to pull away from Tamlin’s minions to face this new threat; lacking any reasons not to, the necromancer commanded his undead to back off, allowing Drue to face the six-armed lamia by himself.

Along with a good chunk of its health, the greater lamia had also lost its swords to the floor in its previous struggle and seemed too incensed by Drue’s attack to attempt to retrieve them. Uncaring that it had lost its greatest advantage, it laid into the transformed diabolist with four clawed hands swinging while its other two hung uselessly to the side. Tamlin had to admit, Drue was fairly good with a blade. He used the enchantment on the sword to great effect, batting away grabbing limbs and scoring numerous gashes in the lamia’s scaly hide.

Ilvane never let up with his arrows, firing heavy stamina-infused shots at the beast. He aimed exclusively at the creature’s face, and while his arrows glanced off its thick scales, enough of them hit the creature’s vulnerable eyes to cause it to rear back and scream.

In the end, it was Almira who brought the fight to a close. She reappeared on the lamia’s back and resumed her bloody climb. While it roared in pain under Ilvane’s assault, or swung its sword at the demon in front of it, the comparatively smaller strikes of her knife appeared to go unnoticed. When she reached its neck, Almira threw her head back and with bared fangs bit into the larger creature’s jugular.

That the beast even had a jugular was a gamble as far as Tamlin was concerned, but perhaps she had a skill to detect that—he’d never asked. Within a handful of seconds, the lamia was slumped down on the ground, struggling to lift its head in an ever-expanding pool of its blood. A few seconds more and it was unconscious. A minute later and it was dead.

Instead of celebrating, the triumphant rogue merely sat atop it, cautiously fingering her canines with a look of concern on her pleasantly pale face.

“I think I chipped a tooth,” Almira complained.

She had, but it was nothing that Arbor couldn’t fix, although she did spend the rest of the night complaining about splinters in her mouth. They made their camp in the shadow of the lamia’s corpse, and for a while Tamlin was hopeful that the continued evidence of their success would be enough to spur them onwards.

While Ilvane cooked and Tamlin experimented with grafting a third skeletal arm to his lamia from the first floor, Drue and Almira disappeared for a while as they always did after a hard fight. When they returned, things seemed lighter for a while. Conversation flowed and Almira told jokes at Drue’s expense while everyone else enjoyed Ilvane’s latest culinary accomplishment. In the morning, no one argued when it was time to go down to the next floor, and he almost felt good about the change in his party’s attitude.

But when Tamlin effortlessly pushed his magic into the six-armed lamia and it rose to its full height, he saw them look up at his latest minion, to him, and then to each other. This time their wide-eyed look was not incomprehensible. Tamlin knew it all too well.

It was fear.

He knew then what he’d always known from the start but had been too hopeful to admit: Typh’s entire plan was doomed from the beginning. The others may have had forbidden classes, yet they were nothing like him.

He was a necromancer. He was exceptional—a prodigy. His name was Tamlin Stroud, and by the time he was done, he’d have shaken the very foundations of Creation.

Even if he had to do it alone.






CHAPTER 15

THE MARKETPLACE

Eliza answered the door to see a frustratingly spritely Xan beaming down upon her. The inquisitor’s tag read as that of a level 38 warrior, and at a glance it appeared she was maintaining the overly cheerful façade that went along with her disguise. The bard could never tell how much of the other woman’s positivity was part of the act—Xan always seemed to be in a good mood around her. Even when the inquisitor claimed to be irritated by one of Eliza’s many failings there was usually an undercurrent of good cheer beneath her scathing criticisms.

Considering exactly how much she’d seen Xan drink last night in the spirit of ‘blending in,’ Eliza struggled to believe that the smile was real. But if she was being honest with herself, Eliza struggled to believe that anyone who knew about the true extent of her complicity in Riyoul’s crimes could ever be so pleased to see her. Suspiciously absent hangovers aside, the cheerful inquisitor barged into Eliza’s room with a bundle of tattered leather tucked under one arm.

“Get dressed, I found our man,” Xan said, grinning.

“I am dressed,” Eliza tapped.

“Not in this,” the inquisitor said, shoving what turned out to be a ragged suit of stained leather armour into Eliza’s chest.

“Is this real blood?” the bard asked.

“Are you sure you want me to answer that? Now enough tapping. Put it on.”

They stared at each other in silence for a long moment—Eliza holding her costume while Xan ignored the fact that she was still standing in the bard’s bedroom. The awkwardness rose and Eliza dearly wished that she could clear her throat. Eventually, she settled for a questioning eyebrow.

“I’ll give you your privacy, then, but don’t forget to wash off the make-up—or failing that, make it look several days old. As much as I appreciate a nice red lip, you’re not supposed to look pretty for this,” the inquisitor stated.

Her piece said, Xan stepped back into the hall, and Eliza quickly closed the door. With the inquisitor out of sight, she pressed her back against the hardwood and listened to the other woman chuckle while she walked away from the bard’s room and moved down the stairs. Ignoring the bloodstained outfit she was destined to wear over her clothes, Eliza raised a hand to her mouth and tried not to think the words.

She likes my lipstick.

It shouldn’t have meant anything. It probably didn’t. It was almost certainly a throwaway comment meant to soften the blow that she’d wasted half an hour putting her face on. Yet Eliza still found herself with a smile almost as broad as the one the inquisitor had treated her to.

Fuck.

Then she frowned, her dismay overcoming her optimism. The flirting that seemed to come hand in hand with the inquisitor’s attention was nice, though it seemed foolish to encourage it when Eliza didn’t know if she was even capable of being in a relationship, let alone anything physically intimate. After Riyoul, she was hesitant of being touched platonically and she’d never wanted more than that.

Could that ever be enough for someone else?

She didn’t think so. Relationships were not something she could let herself fantasise about, least of all with someone like Xan. The inquisitor was an ancient creature, more classer than human, and whatever she saw in Eliza would surely pass once she grew bored.

Trying not to think any more on the subject, the bard sighed—consigning herself to the discomfort of wearing what was certain to be ill-fitting leather armour stained in someone else’s blood.

Surprisingly, it fit her like a glove, and Eliza couldn’t decide if that was worse than the chafing she’d been prepared to endure for her country.

When she was ready, she climbed down the stairs of the Amorous Beagle, the inn where they’d both been staying for some time. Eliza’s slow descent didn’t go unnoticed, and it wasn’t just her charisma score that earned her numerous stares. The bloodstained armour Xan had provided would have appeared well-made, if not for both the numerous and obvious stab holes that covered the legs, arms, and torso.

Eliza was dressed like someone who had been stabbed to death. Repeatedly.

Unfortunately, she wasn’t in a position to question the inquisitor’s plan. In their dubious partnership, Eliza was decidedly the junior to Xan in all things related to espionage. While the bard thought that the ruined armour was overkill, she was about to risk her life on her ability to play the victim—whoever had been wearing the tattered leather when it gained several new holes had certainly been the victim of several sharp somethings.

She hated the plan already. Eliza had promised herself that she was done pretending to be less than she was, but it was a role that she knew well, and the stakes were high. The gang who had gotten their hands on what they were calling the ‘Capstone Solution’ had been unable to give up their source. Not for a lack of trying—Xan had certainly seen to that—but ability. Their only lead was that the solution was being distributed by the upper echelons of Helion’s criminal underworld, the very same people who ran the increasingly infamous Experience Markets.

Eliza found her erstwhile partner sitting at their usual table, enjoying a hearty breakfast of some fell-beast or another—an expensive choice considering the ever-rising price of meat. Thanks to the sudden increase of classed farmers surrounding Helion, the price of grains and vegetables had actually gone down despite the massive growth of the city’s population. The same could not be said for the price of meat, which was unlikely to be affected by the newly classed farmers until their levels started to outstrip those of the animals they reared.

Xan was also drinking a large mug of frothing ale, which again was unusual for breakfast.

“It’s for the effect. It needs to be genuine,” she said, responding to Eliza’s questioning look.

“You sure you’re not just trying the hair of the dog?” the bard asked.

“If only . . . I have to travel far and drink a lot to even get a light buzz these days . . .” the inquisitor said with a sigh.

“You could have fooled me.”

“Fooling you isn’t the point, dear Eliza. It’s the rest of Creation I sometimes have trouble with,” Xan said, momentarily maudlin before her good cheer reasserted itself. “You look good in the armour. After this is over we should actually get you a set.”

“No breakfast for me?” she asked instead, determined to ignore the compliment.

“You can if you want, but you’re probably going to vomit it up. Which isn’t a bad thing, since it will lend to the believability of your character. I just don’t think we need to go that far.”

Xan’s words gave Eliza pause, but in the end the rumbling of her stomach overrode any caution; the bard ordered an equally large breakfast, much to the inquisitor’s obvious amusement.

* * *

They eventually departed the Amorous Beagle for Helion’s busy streets. For all of Xan’s enthusiasm to start the day, she was not an early riser, and it was approaching midday before they joined the hustle and bustle of the city.

The roads were filled to capacity, and it was only by following close in Xan’s wake that Eliza felt like she actually had the space to breathe. Eastern accents from Padia and Agrovia were just the latest additions to the din. Their voices subtly altered the sound of the city almost as much as the nonhuman throats that had come before them. Everywhere Eliza went, nonhumans’ spat out intelligible words in a depth and breadth of pitches that would have made her head spin a few years ago.

With the sun high in the sky, there wasn’t enough space for people to give the nonhumans the wide berth they’d likely prefer, and out of necessity they mingled. It was a surreal experience, worming your way through the crows to come face to face—or mid-thigh to face—with a well-dressed goblin, or a ratling patrol clad in thick runic steel. It reminded Eliza of the camps outside of Rhelea, but even then, as well as on the long march to Helion, they had been separated by the luxury of personal space.

There was none of that here. Instead, while there was certainly fear—especially in the eyes of the new arrivals—by and large people dealt with it. A silver drachma handed to you by a warg spent the same as one given by a human, and the powers that be frowned heavily on any discrimination when it came to the spending of coin. Eliza understood enough about commerce to know that several shocks were currently running through the local economy, and she was decidedly glad that dealing with them wasn’t her problem.

They continued to travel through busy thoroughfares until they passed into the heart of the mercantile district, where the streets grew noticeably quieter. The prices displayed in windows grew ever larger and the shopfronts grander and better spaced out. When they came to their intended street, Eliza couldn’t help but crane her head. Each building was a veritable chapel to the church of coin, far more impressive than the handful of temples they’d passed in the city. While there were no noble classers walking alongside them on the road, the few people who did all bore the marks of wealth and prestige.

Although fear remained just a distant memory for Eliza, she did find herself growing concerned. When Xan had told her the plan, she had initially expected to find herself taken into Helion’s seedy underbelly, and in a way she was—she just hadn’t expected crime to look so upstanding on the surface. She was prepared to deal with violent thugs, but wealth on this scale had its own more respectable enforcers, and those kind she had far less experience navigating.

They ducked into an immaculate alleyway beside Westhorn’s Menagerie, a well-known mercantile company that sold exotic pets to the wealthy and also dabbled in providing wild beasts for the ludicrously wealthy to kill. For all intents and purposes, they were the original Experience Markets before the demand had far outstripped supply. Typh’s decision to take the vast majority of the noble population hostage should have put a large dent in the institution’s coffers. While there was enough old money to keep the business limping along until the nobles’ eventual release, she was surprised to see the store flourishing with a steady flow of well-dressed classers coming and going from its main entrance.

“This is the place?” Eliza asked.

“Sort of. Westhorns is deeply involved in the markets, although they do most of their business elsewhere. There are other offices and buildings throughout the city where people are delivered and stored, but it’s here where the majority of the actual selling is done. “This is also your last chance to back out,” Xan warned, producing a slender knife in her hands.

“I’m not backing out, but can’t we get away with an illusion or a glamour?”

“No. Both of those can be detected and dispelled, and either of which would get you killed. The real thing is unpleasant, but there’s no better way.”

“Fine. But are you sure it’s necessary at all? Can’t you just stroll in and use your charisma on them until they spit out the name of the smuggler?”

“I only do that to people I intend to kill, and as distasteful as this operation is, we’re leaving Westhorns intact—we’re only here for the Capstone Solution. Leave the markets for the dragon to deal with. We’ve gotten lucky that they’re being relatively decent in their approach, so they’re not a priority right now.”

“Decent? They’re selling people to be murdered for experience.”

“Yes they are.” Xan shrugged. “But they’re not sending out slavers in the dead of the night, or stealing people from their homes. They’re only buying those who are sold to them, which makes them a cut above their competitors in terms of morality.”

Eliza hesitated, un sure how she felt about that. The Experience Markets were evil, unmitigatedly so, but were they really inevitable? Was it remotely acceptable to leave them intact for fear that what came next could be worse?

“I can do this by myself, Eliza. There’s no shame in sitting this one out,” Xan offered, jolting her out of her thoughts.

“No. I want to do it. I just have issues being cut . . . it brings back bad memories,” she tapped, and Xan only chuckled.

“Relax, this is mostly for me,” she said, before pricking her finger. “Now open up, I don’t want to risk losing you in there.”

Xan gestured for Eliza to open her mouth and when she did, the inquisitor smoothly stepped forwards, invading the bard’s personal space in a way that wasn’t quite uncomfortable. The older woman placed one open hand behind Eliza’s neck, and using her thumb and forefinger, she squeezed a single drop of blood onto the bard’s waiting tongue. It should have been disgusting, yet it wasn’t. Instead, because of the way Xan cradled her head, it felt intimate.

The inquisitor held her for longer than was strictly necessary, and Eliza didn’t hate it.

How she wished she could say more than that.

“What exactly are your classes?” Eliza asked, staring into the eyes of the woman whose face was so very close to hers.

“Never you mind. Now hold still.”

Xan took a step back and was still. Or at least, she took a step back and then moved far faster than the bard could see. Suddenly, where the gaps in Eliza’s loaned armour had once revealed her clothing underneath, now there was nought but bare skin. She felt chilly and exposed. She was also keenly aware that she was standing alone in an alley with a woman who’d never been shy about making her desires known.

Once again, she wished for her body to have some reaction besides gooseflesh.

“Are you ready for the hard part?” Xan asked.

Eliza nodded, too nervous to speak.

“Good, now this will hurt and for that I’m sorry.”

And then Eliza was on her side, sprawled out on the surprisingly clean cobblestones while everything slowly spun around her. She felt a hand make a rough fist in her hair and she was dimly aware of being dragged around the back of Westhorns Menagerie.

She tried to stand, but couldn’t—tried to speak, yet knew that she shouldn’t. The familiarity of the unpleasant experience dredged up half-faded memories. Her old flat’s floor superimposed itself against her cheek in vivid multi-sensory clarity while the accompanying self-recriminations and self-hatreds ran rampant through her mind. The old voices that told her this was now her purpose in life—her just punishment for her many crimes—came back into focus, no quieter for their prolonged absence.

More than that, Eliza was dismayed to realise that the wounds she’d thought she had left behind had been only one punch away. The skin around her left eye started to sting, and by the time she was dragged through the back door of the shop, it had swollen shut.

She cried on the varnished floorboards she’d been tossed onto, trying to ignore the persistent link in her life between intimacy and violence. She knew it wasn’t real this time—that she’d harried Xan to let her help, that she’d consented to being struck—but now that it had happened she realised she’d just brought her old traumas into her new relationship.

A conversation was happening around her, one voice raised with alarm while a second was calm and collected: Xan’s. With the throbbing of her face, it was hard to even think, let alone hear, but she pushed through the burgeoning pain by relying on her skills. [Troubadour’s Ear] was shakier than it usually was, but hearing a conversation in the same room as her remained well within its capabilities.

“For someone so concerned with causing a scene you should stop yelling. I came in through the back door,” Xan explained.

“You can’t just bring a person into my shop in broad daylight! What if you were seen!” the shopkeeper yelled.

“Relax, I told her we had business in this quarter, and I only hit her once we were practically outside the door. No one saw us.

“I suppose that’s better than nothing. But you really shouldn’t be here—”

“Yeah, yeah, I’ve heard it all before, but this is the right place? Coin for levels? She’s got 42 of them sitting in her useless chest, and after all she’s cost me I want something back for my trouble.”

“That depends, do you have a referral? Or do I have to fetch a guard from the front?”

“Keep your hair on,” Xan said, and Eliza heard her retrieve something from a pocket. The sound of crumpled paper against skin was repeated as it was handed over. “Are we good, old man?” And just like that the conversation resumed.

“We’re good. Now, onto business,” the shopkeeper answered. Eliza could practically hear the man grin. “I can offer you 4 gold talents and 2 silver drachma for a bard of that level.”

“Goblinshit! I know you charge more than twice that for classers half her level!”

“Nonhumans maybe. Humans are worth less. Many of my higher-paying clients are squeamish about taking their levels from the Gods’ chosen people.”

“Yeah, and we both know that some of your highest-paying clients are the exact opposite and only take humans.”

There was a pregnant pause and Eliza heard the man shift. His leather shoes scuffed against the varnished wood, and a moment into the silence, someone in the shop called for him.

Garlin, what an interesting name for someone who trades in sapient flesh.

“Can she fight? I have warriors and the like who claim to get a better absorption efficiency if she can put up a decent effort,” Garlin asked.

“Not worth her salt. All of her skills are tied up in her broken voice—healer bodged the repair—so unless you hand her an instrument or fork out the cash for a complete throat reconstruction, she’s harmless,” Xan lied.

“Well, then, arena fights are out as well. I can put her up at the next auction, and you’ll probably get more that way, but it’s a bit of a wait. If you’re after a quick payday then I’d suggest you take my first offer.”

Another pause—this time it was Xan pretending to think about it. The auction was what they were here for, although Eliza didn’t like the sound of a ‘bit of a wait.’

“Do it. Auction her off to the highest bidder. I can wait for my coin,” the inquisitor said.

“Very well, I’ll see it done. We can discuss the details while she’s being processed, but until then is there anything you’d like to say to your former party mate? The next time you’ll see her, she’ll be on stage.”

“Yeah . . .” Eliza was roughly rolled onto her back, and for the first time since entering the Westhorns, she saw something other than clean floorboards. Xan was crouched over her, a firm hand holding her jaw in place while the shopkeep loomed above them both with a look of cold disapproval.

“Remember why you’re here, bard. I expect to see a good show when they put you on stage.”

Xan’s smile was cruel, and not for the first time Eliza found herself amazed by how good of an actor the inquisitor was. Still, even with her head yet to clear from the blow, she knew that the words were important.

A stage. They’re giving me a stage.

For some reason she found that incredibly funny.

Eliza opened her mouth to laugh . . . and puked all over herself instead.

Maybe I should have skipped breakfast after all.

* * *

Garlin took Eliza down into the basement, where she was quickly handed off to a team of disturbingly professional staff. They stripped, washed, and mercifully had her checked out by a healer before she was dressed again. She wasn’t sure if the plain shift they clothed her in was meant to be provocative or utilitarian, but she could tell from how they had neglected to give her underclothes that a man was ultimately responsible for this part of the organisation’s cruelties.

The tight-lipped staff were rough, but not excessively so, and when they were done one of them fetched a guard, who led her through what turned out to be a large underground complex, large enough to rival the building above. She glimpsed well-decorated halls with carpeted floors before she was taken into the narrower staff corridors, which likely ran parallel to the ones she’d briefly seen.

Eliza did her best to remember the layout of where she walked, using every memorisation trick that Xan had taught her. Having been freshly healed, she’d thought it would have been easy, but lacking the inquisitor’s impressive mental attribute scores, she knew that she fell far short of the idealised total recall. Still, what she did see was impressive in a perversely organised sense.

The first subterranean floor primarily consisted of servants’ quarters: bedrooms, living spaces, kitchens, and the like. The second was mostly stables and storerooms, where true to the business’s name, they kept a collection of large magical beasts.

The third floor was where the inhumanity set in.

Holding cells and—most concerning of all—operating rooms dominated this level. Eliza tried not to look while she was led through the narrow halls that were more often than not lined with cages. With her skills, however, it was impossible not to hear the sobs, and closing her eyes just made it worse. With so much audible misery, her brain had no trouble putting together a convincing picture that was far more detailed than what she could see with her eyes.

She knew instantly that she was going to have nightmares about the third floor of Westhorns, just as sure as she knew that if she opened her mouth and sang she could break them all out.

That was hard not to do. She wanted to promise them that she’d come back for them, but that wasn’t the plan. She wanted to believe that their suffering was the lesser evil, yet she simply didn’t. Evil was evil, and Eliza didn’t want to be complicit in anyone else’s crimes.

Before she could do anything stupid that would jeopardise Xan’s plan, she was led down one more floor. Based on the number of heavily armed guards, this one was for the more valuable—or dangerous—‘merchandise.’ She passed through thick iron doors, each guarded by bronze-rank classers outfitted with enough steel to make most people think twice and covered in sprawling defensive and sound-dampening wards. For this reason alone, the entire floor was silent, something she wasn’t sure was a mercy.

Finally, she arrived at the cell that was to be her home for the foreseeable future. She was pushed through the entrance, only for the door to slam shut behind her.

After checking the room for listening devices and scrying wards, she allowed herself a few minutes to lie on the uncomfortably thin mattress provided. There, she took her time to process the reality of what she had gotten herself into.

If she could feel fear, she knew that she’d be terrified. The plan simply might not work, something could even go wrong and she could very easily die, but with Xan in her corner she was certain that everyone involved would deeply regret that outcome.

Eliza tried not to think about the people cowering in cages above her, but after failing at that for the better part of an hour, she resolved to do something. She knew that she had the power to save them, but a grand rescue wasn’t in the plan.

So, she’d just have to improve on it.

It probably wasn’t the smartest idea to deviate from the set of instructions that all but guaranteed her safety—especially when she’d been ‘sold’ to an organisation intent on auctioning her off to a powerful murderer. Fortunately, Eliza couldn’t feel fear, so the consequences of failure didn’t bother her nearly as much as inaction did.

The bard closed her eyes and felt the bundle of chaos in her chest that had displaced much of what her class was. She’d let it loose in Rhelea, and for a time she had transformed ordinary civilians into martial heroes. Since then, her limited experiments, while powerful, had been far less impressive.

Clearly, Eliza needed more practice.

Looking around her cell, she saw nothing but four walls, a bed, and a bucket to help her pass the time, so she’d have ample enough opportunity for that.

After checking again for signs of magical and mundane observation, Eliza sat cross-legged on her bed and stretched her skills. She pushed stamina through each of them in turn as fast as she could. The rapid beat of her heart took on meaning, broadcasting her intentions to both the room and her audience of none, while its volume grew to stress the soundproofing wards etched deep into the walls. Her hearing expanded to pick up the collision of each dust mote that danced in the air. Her aura reached out to pull nonexistent eyes towards her, while her voice begged to be used. Her fingers hungered for an instrument, and the broken thing in her chest pleaded for a song.

The bard felt the chaos rise in time with the demands of her class. Her skill weakened the fragile bonds that kept it in check. Power surged within her, threatening to consume everything. She felt her ribs bend and flex with the uncertainty the boundless chaos brought. Her heartbeat, suddenly loud enough to send tremors through the walls, lost its rhythm and took on a staccato beat while something other than blood raced through her.

She tried to control it, choosing a song not because it was necessary, but because it was what she knew. While the blazing chaos remade her chest iteratively to better hold its power, she channelled what remained into her words.

Eliza opened her mouth and sang.

Within the confines of her cell, Creation shifted and reality conformed to meet her melody. She gave structure and rules to the unstructured and unruly. The wards lining her cell strained, flickering brightly, and across its entire length her thin mattress grew maybe half an inch taller.

With a large amount of effort, Eliza closed her mouth and the roiling storm within her quietened. A sheen of sweat covered her, drenching her shift. A part of her wanted to complain, but it was admittedly a huge improvement on the last time she’d tried to consciously use her power.

“Everine, did you just hear someone sing a song about . . . a comfy bed?” A voice said from the other side of the wall.

“I doubt it. These cells are warded not to transmit sound; you’ve probably gone insane like I said you would,” said another, oddly hissing voice.

“I haven’t gone insane.”

“Alph, you’ve been held captive for almost a month. Your fragile human mind couldn’t handle the isolation and now you’ve finally cracked. Hearing songs through the walls proves it, my poor, poor mentally deficient friend.”

“The wards on this wall are broken.”

“What? Since when? Are you sure you’re not hallucinating?”

“No, I’m not. Look!”

“I’m a snake, I can’t read runes.”

“You’re my familiar! You. Are. Not. A. Snake.”

“Maybe . . . I bet if you fed me some of your food I’d be a better familiar.”

“You don’t need to fucking eat!”

The two voices quickly descended into insensate bickering, but Eliza was just happy to be able to hear the goings-on all around her in perfect clarity. She hadn’t intended to damage the wards, but each one that lined her cell was now cracked and nonfunctional. It was a potential problem if it was ever discovered, but at least it had a silver lining.

The bard turned to face the wall, where the crazed man was talking to himself; after settling into a comfortable beat she pushed her intent through the wall.

“Hello? Is someone there?” Eliza asked.

“What the actual fuck was that?” Alph said.

“I don’t know, Alph, but I think I might have finally gone insane,” Everine muttered.






CHAPTER 16

TRADE

“The Sasyari Empire was one of the first great powers to emerge from the fall of Old Epheria. Rich in land, lumber, and classers, they were an expansionist power that swept west in a bid to consolidate and absorb every fractured noble house and dynasty they came across. Many thought this grand campaign was nothing but a prelude to claiming the ivory throne and reimagining Epheria as a new Empire led by its southernmost former province.

“So great were the first Sasyari Emperor-Kings that once their burgeoning nation had swollen to encompass what is now Nymhegia and the southern edge of Lintumia, they thought they could renege on their debts to the bank.

“Needless to say, my predecessors were not best pleased.

“So, they did what any good banker in their position would do. They funded every rebellious individual with even a half a brain, so long as those individuals understood the notion of debts and dues. Within a decade, the great Sasyari Empire was fighting no less than sixteen distinct uprisings that brought its once unstoppable advance to a halt. While the Empire was bogged down with unwinnable wars, Lintumia counterattacked and Sasyari collapsed as all empires inevitably do. The briefly great Sasyari Empire, which could have potentially gone on to rule over all of Astresia, descended into turmoil and emerged a century later as a simpering republic. To this day, its leaders remain too busy squabbling amongst themselves to ever do anything remotely consequential.

“But do you want to know the very first thing the High Chancellor of the Sasyari Republic did after taking his office? Just like the Grand Duke of Nymheghia, and the Mage Kings of Lintumia, he made the first in a very, very long line of debt repayments to the Bank of Tolis.”

His monologue finished, the banker brought his hands together and leaned forwards over the table conspiratorially, practically beckoning Typh to do the same. Instead, she reclined farther back in her cushioned seat.

She understood the threat; it wasn’t particularly imaginative, because it didn’t need to be. Regardless of what really happened to the Sasyari Empire—she made a habit of not trusting humans when it came to recalling their own history—she was certain that it wouldn’t take them a decade to ruin her plans if the Bank of Tolis became her enemy. And yet for a very simple reason, she couldn’t take the thin banker’s threats seriously.

The human didn’t have a class.

She understood that the vast majority of humanity lacked them and that this particular man had far more power at his disposal than most classers she encountered, but the cognitive dissonance between what she knew, and the lack of words proclaiming his power above his head, was hard to get past.

“Are you even listening to me?” the banker asked, clearly frustrated that she’d scorned his implicit invitation to lean over the table.

“I’m trying to, but it’s hard. Especially when you’re being so unremittingly dull,” Typh replied honestly. She stretched in her chair and suppressed a yawn as she tried to work some sensation back into her legs. They had fallen asleep during the Tolisian’s long, pontificating story about his precious bank, and she deeply regretted being unable to join them. “I’m sorry. Where were we?”

Anger flashed across the banker’s face, but it was quickly suppressed—replaced with a stern expression that she again struggled to take seriously.

“This is not a laughing matter, Lord Sovereign. This conversation will determine the future of Terythia and your role in it,” the banker chastised.

“No, it won’t. I will admit that this is important, but Terythia will survive without you,” the dragon stated.

“Lord Sovereign, if I may be frank: you’re a half-step away from financial ruin. Fighting a war is costly at the best of times, but the quantity of classers you’re employing would beggar most nations in considerably better positions than your . . . coalition of species. When we factor in the land grants and the construction work you’ve been approving—not to mention the absurd amount you’re spending running forges and workshops in both Helion and Rhelea—your expenditures are far beyond sustainable.”

“I understand that you are new to ruling over humans,” he said, his nose wrinkling like he’d smelled something foul. “And Helion’s expansion is admirable, especially given the rate at which new citizens are flocking to the city. But you can’t afford it. And may I remind you, you’re doing all of this when you don’t even control the entirety of the city and the majority of Terythia is hostile to your rule.”

“And I take it you have a solution to all my ills?” the dragon asked.

“All of them? No. But I feel that it would be irresponsible for the Bank of Tolis to approve this treaty with Helion in its current state. Even if you can consistently provide these reagents and goods in such quantities—which I doubt—the coin you’ll receive from us won’t come close to righting this ship, not until you drastically cut back on your expenditure,” the banker intoned.

“You could always pay us a fair price for our goods. That would go quite a long way to ‘righting this ship,’ as you’ve put it,” Typh suggested.

The banker’s face set into an even-harsher frown.

“Lord Sovereign, the terms stated in these documents have been agreed by your own Minister for Trade. I assure you it’s all quite fair.”

“We both know that it’s not. But as you correctly summarised, we’re desperate for coin and are willing to accept below-market rates for what we can provide. Don’t insult my intelligence by implying that Tolis is doing anything other than extorting us, especially at a time, I might add, when your country is flooding my city with refugees who have come to you looking for aid.”

“I cannot possibly comment on the situation to the east, or on whatever my King may or may not have chosen to do to help the Padians in their time of need,” the banker said.

“Of course you can’t. I take it if I want to get someone who can comment on such things it will be at least another few months to talk to someone in Almitante?” the dragon asked.

“Again, I can’t possibly comment on—”

“I get it. Now, can we get to the part where you try to force me to agree to do something heinous?”

“Lord Sovereign, the Bank of Tolis would never ‘force’ a leader of an independent people or a nation into accepting anything. We deal in coin, not policy. However, if you insist on being difficult, perhaps we should revisit this matter in two weeks, once you’ve had time to properly assess your fiscal situation.”

Typh gritted her teeth and had to resist the urge not to eat the man sitting opposite her.

“I’d rather not wait. Can I hear your proposal?” Typh asked instead, struggling to keep her tone pleasant.

“Of course,” the banker replied with a smile.

The Tolisian smoothly produced a sealed scroll from the confines of his jacket, then handed it to her over the table. When she read it, she had to strongly revisit the idea of simply eating the man sitting opposite.

“You want me to agree to move the border west by . . . two hundred miles, giving you dominion over three Terythian cities,” the dragon said, placing the parchment face-up on the table between them.

“Four. The proposal calls for Knicea’s administration to be passed to Tolis as well,” he corrected.

“And why would I ever agree to this?”

“Why wouldn’t you? It’s not like the governors of those cities acknowledge your rule. We have it on good authority that Knicea and Kiossa have even sent their standing armies south to fight you. This at least would give them a reason to turn back, while also providing you with all the necessary funds to limp on until you can get your spending in order.”

“This deal is offensively one-sided.”

“You said it yourself: you’re desperate. As things stand you cannot possibly afford to maintain the siege on the palace for another month, and you’ll have at least one hostile army outside your gates long before that. If you don’t take the deal, you’re going to lose this little rebellion of yours, and the Bank of Tolis presently has no interest in offering more generous terms to a failed monarch.”

Typh thought on that for a time while the words on the parchment stared up at her accusingly. It was a bad deal, but the Tolisian did have a point: she was going to have to make a compromise.

“If you were convinced that I was going to win you’d be able to offer better terms, correct?”

“Yes, but I don’t believe you’ll—”

“Good. I need to show you something.”

* * *

The journey out of Helion was bittersweet. It reminded Typh of quite how much she had missed being outside of the city. So many of her days now seemed to involve being trapped inside stuffy meeting rooms with officials who exhibited varying degrees of open hostility towards her. She’d replaced quite a bit of Helion’s infrastructure with people who were either loyal to her, or sufficiently disloyal to the crown that they could be bought, but all too often she was forced to extract a compromise from someone who wanted nothing more than to dance atop her rotting corpse.

It was exhausting—and worse, no one truly understood her frustration with humanity’s unending obsession with bureaucracy. She still had no idea why every little problem required going through a series of increasingly obstinate intermediaries before she was finally faced with either a guild master or an equally obscure sanctioned official. Naturally, every one of these people wanted to be paid their dues. The number of bribes she’d handed out over the past month just to grease the bureaucratic wheels contained more than enough gold to provide an impressive hoard for a dragon twice her age.

Typh had never been both so rich and so poor at the same time—her inability to spend or stockpile any of the wealth that flowed through her city regularly infuriated her. Every scrap of wealth was earmarked for any one of a dozen vital projects that she backed—projects that no one besides her even thought were necessary.

Arilla was always willing to lend a sympathetic ear, and Halith was predictably quick to descend into her favoured rant about how much easier things would be if the human population was reduced down to a tenth of what it was, but neither of them really got it.

Typh was a dragon. She was a solitary creature by nature, so no matter how much of a deviant she was, sometimes she longed for solitude and quiet. Two things which were perpetually denied to her. The nonhumans she’d collected into her ‘coalition of species’ were all social animals. Whether they formed packs, tribes, or broods, didn’t really matter—they all worked together to achieve their aims, whereas she competed with her kin to be the best.

Obviously, she was not the best sovereign dragon—not in her clutch, and certainly not in the Dragonspines. Although, she supposed that would technically change once the dragons who made the mountain range their home fled west to escape the coming monstrous tide. Typh was the very lowest of the low—a literal outcast—but she still had needs, and the allure of retreating to a quiet cave somewhere grew more enticing with every passing day.

She closed her eyes and, perhaps foolishly, starved [Sovereign’s Perception] of the mana it needed to function. Creation rapidly retreated. All of the noise and activity that surrounded her fell away as she was suddenly limited to two human ears that, even empowered by her skill’s passive effects, gave her a much-needed reprieve. She inhaled the fresh country air, savouring the distant scents of prey on the wind over the more-refined stench of the people crowding around her.

Blissful dark descended, and for a brief, beautiful second she could think again. The urge to stretch her wings and fly away from the responsibilities she had taken on asserted itself again. It was so much pressure—at times it was too much. Worse, the very people that she wanted to save seemed to delight in making it harder than it needed to be. She would never have thought that ruling over Helion would have involved quite so much time on her metaphorical knees.

Every day, some urgent crisis or another demanded that she scrape or kneel before someone who wasn’t even worthy of standing in her presence. She was so sick of it.

Someone annoying cleared their throat and the illusion of serenity shattered. Reluctantly, Typh opened her eyes.

“I’m failing to see why we had to trek so far out of the city for this,” the banker complained.

“Be patient. You’re about to witness something significant,” Typh intoned. She turned her head and her gaze swept over the collection of classers gathered on the small hill. Nearby on the plains below, the device was being set up to face away from them and at another—thankfully, vacant—hill. “How much longer?”

“Not long, Lord Sovereign. We’re just waiting on the mages to finish their wards,” a polite soldier responded.

“Wards?” the banker asked, showing the first genuine signs of curiosity.

“Anti-scrying. We don’t want this to be observed by any . . . third parties,” Typh explained.

“I assume that I’m supposed to feel honoured by my exception to that rule, but I don’t. My time is precious, so I would appreciate it if we could skip the theatrics.”

“We are. This is not for you, although I will admit that I brought this test forwards by a day so that you could observe. Now if you would like refreshments, ask a servant, but for now please be quiet.”

Suitably chastened, the banker turned away from Typh and snapped at some poor boy for an expensive bottle of Padian red—a formerly cheap wine that grew more extortionately priced by the hour now that Padia was no more. The dragon did her best to ignore him and watched the proceedings below with bated breath.

A large cylindrical metal tube, rounded on one end and open on the other, was suspended between two wooden wheels, rimmed in iron. Every inch of the machine was etched in runes, a swirling pattern of power meant to channel the arcane energies and reinforce the barrel. Freshly classed youths assisted diligent alchemists in measuring out the black powder, while smiths and rangers made their last-minute checks and manoeuvred the cannon into position respectively.

When they were finally ready, and the mages reported that their wards were holding, Typh gestured for them to begin.

“Watch carefully, Tolisian.”

Dutifully, the banker sat forwards in his seat and made a passing attempt at feigning attention, although it was obvious to anyone who cared to look that he was far more interested in his glass of wine.

“3!”

“2!”

“1!”

“Fire!”

No sooner than the soldier had said the words did a loud boom roar out of the neck of the cannon. A second distant crash quickly followed while the wheels of the engine rocked back along the grass. A cloud of dark grey smoke momentarily obscured the machine from Typh’s mundane sight. The acrid stench of sulphur filled her nose, and in the distance the small hill that had once sat facing them was now mostly a crater.

For the first time since the start of their meeting, the banker looked interested.

“What exactly was that?!” he said.

“It’s a weapon. Obviously. But more importantly, it’s why I’m going to win my ‘little rebellion’ no matter how many soldiers they throw at me. Now hush, they’re not done.”

“That wasn’t the test?”

“Hardly.”

The classers scrambled around the cannon, presumably checking it for cracks or other signs of damage; when they found nothing untoward, Typh breathed a discrete sigh of relief. It would have been a very anticlimactic test otherwise. Once the cannon was cleaned, the team pulled back, leaving a lone ranger to reload and re-aim the weapon by herself. She was considerably slower than the team who had set up the first shot, but speed was not the point. When she was done, she rested her hand on the barrel of the canon, which began to glow a brilliant white.

“What’s going on? Why is it glowing?” the banker asked.

“She’s using an active skill,” Typh began, before turning her head to a clerk making notes nearby. “Do we have a description of what exactly she’s using?”

“Uhh, yes, Lord Sovereign. One moment, it’s right here . . .” the clerk said, retrieving a thin slip of paper that looked suspiciously like a full status. “She’s using [Marksman’s Final Shot], a level 51 active skill. It looks fairly standard for a low-bronze ranger at first glance. ‘You may make an attack with a ranged weapon that splits into a number of missiles equal to the skill’s rank’—so that’s three—‘Each missile’s velocity is improved by a number of feet per second equal to this skill’s level,’ so 51. There’s an additional aiming effect that stops the duplicate shots from spreading, and it says the missile then detonates on impact with a blast that scales according to the missile’s peak velocity.”

“Satisfied?” Typh asked the Tolisian.

“Did he say it splits into three? And how big of an explosion are we talking about?” the banker spluttered.

“That’s a very good point.” The dragon quickly conjured a series of arcane barriers around everyone present, including a partial—albeit incredibly thick shield—around the ranger.

The classer must have overheard the banker’s wish to skip the theatrics, for she decided to forgo the count. The ranger touched the lit brand she’d been given to the cannon’s fuse she had set in place.

The sound that emerged from the neck of the cannon made the previous roar sound like a muffled whimper. It was quickly followed by three simultaneous impacts that immediately detonated with enough light and force to test all of Typh’s raised shields. When the flare finally faded from her eyes, she saw that the hill the ranger had been aiming at was simply gone . . . as was the majority of the one behind it.

Regrettably, the cannon had also been destroyed. Fragments of sharp metal littered the grassy plain, with the majority of them focused around a shallow crater where the weapon had been set up. The ranger who’d fired the shot was also on the ground. Large shards of blackened iron had ripped through her left leg from where Typh’s partial shield had left her vulnerable.

While healers flocked to the injured woman beneath the rain of flaming soil that had just started to descend, Typh instead glanced over at the banker, who fallen from his chair and spilt his wine.

“How is that . . . possible?” the man asked, clearly in shock. “I’ve seen the King’s personal classers duel, mage tournaments sponsored by the Bank. I’ve even watched iron rankers go against wild beasts, yet that was nothing—nothing like this . . .”

Typh didn’t bother to suppress her smile; instead, she shrugged and, feigning nonchalance, waved over a dazed servant to help the banker to his feet and refill his still-trembling glass.

“A mundane cannon will launch an iron ball at a sufficient speed for it to mow its way through about forty men in a line before coming to a very gory stop. With the right runes on the ball and the barrel, we can very easily improve the force of impact tenfold. A high-pewter smith can then increase the density and durability of a cannon by another factor of ten, which allows a high-pewter alchemist to improve the powder without blowing the whole thing up . . . and then you add in a combat classer with an active skill and we’re deep into the silly numbers.

“We’re still having trouble standardising that last part. Given the varying levels and skills of the craftsmen involved in every shot, it took us a while to make cannons consistently reusable. The black powder’s explosive yield per ounce fluctuated wildly at the start, which certainly didn’t help. We were producing anything from as low as 5 to as high as 20 times its base effect!” she laughed, before taking a sip of her own drink for the first time.

“Now, we build cannons to handle a tenfold increase across the board and benchmark everything at that, which is where we’ll stay until we can get more iron-rank craftsmen,” Typh finished.

“You make it sound like building these artefacts is . . . routine,” the banker said.

“I won’t go into the details—this is a secret weapon, after all—but yes. Making a cannon is ‘routine.’ While it remains quite technical, the entire manufacturing process is significantly cheaper than crafting a full suit of runic plate out of ‘monster hide’ or mixing mana-infused alloys of adamantine and viridium into a sword.

“We haven’t even started experimenting with anything more durable than iron,” she added as an afterthought.

“So you have more of these ‘cannons,’ ” the banker asked.

“More than I know what to do with,” Typh said, catching the Tolisian’s eye. Slowly, and likely with the help of his wine, the man’s shock gave way to the familiar stench of greed. Typh knew then that she had him. “Ask the question.”

His eyes shifted to the sides before eventually refocusing on hers. While she strongly disliked the unclassed man, he was no fool; he understood the significance of what he had just seen. The banker took a steadying breath and very nearly licked his lips before he spoke again.

“Are they for sale?”

“That depends on how willing you are to revisit some of these less-than-generous trading terms,” the dragon smiled.

The banker’s lips stretched wide, and the man took another deep glug of his drink.

“In light of this . . . development, I think we can certainly come to a more amicable arrangement, but first, seeing as how you’re about to become a very, very wealthy woman, may I first extoll to you the many virtues of Tolisian mercenaries?”






CHAPTER 17

ADMISSIONS

“And you are?”

“Lady Torrens. We have a reservation,” Typh said, discreetly lowering her arm to pull Arilla’s hand resting on her hip tight against her. The foyer of the Dorchoen was grand, far more ostentatious than she’d imagined, and she was fearful that her warrior might wander off in the face of all the finery on display.

“Of course. You have my apologies for making you wait. It is . . . unusual for a noble such as yourself to arrive without servants to herald them. Had I known you were here, the wait would have been much shorter,” the waiter explained.

“It’s no bother. We were hoping for a quiet meal without the pomp and ceremony that my title usually brings. Besides our coachman we came intentionally without servants.”

“I understand completely. You are not the first noble lady to seek a private evening with one of the classers under their employ,” he said with a significant look towards Arilla, whose squirming couldn’t have been more organic. “And you are unlikely to be the last. Rest assured, here at the Dorchoen we pride ourselves on our diners’ privacy—your spouse need never know.”

“I appreciate that,” Typh said.

The unclassed waiter took their coats and then beckoned them to follow him as he turned and strode off deeper into the building. Arilla took Typh’s arm in hers, and together they followed the waiter’s retreating figure. Their steps clicked in concert as they travelled quickly over the polished tiles. They passed half-way through a room full of wealthy patrons and came to a stop when it was time to claim their seats at the table offered to them.

The man took their drink orders—whiskey and water—before departing. After a cleared throat reminded Arilla of her painfully brief etiquette lessons, the warrior pulled out Typh’s chair and then the two of them sat down.

“So, what do we do now, Lady Torrens?” Arilla asked.

“We talk and pretend to be normal people. There will be a brief pause while we eat, and then we’ll do some more of the same,” Typh explained.

“And after that?”

The dragon smiled.

“Maybe you’ll get lucky?”

Arilla laughed; her loud outburst, while pleasing to Typh’s ears, did attract some unwanted attention from nearby tables. The Dorchoen was very exclusive and while vague promises and wrangling had persuaded the warrior to dress the part, getting her to act like the member of the aristocracy she technically was remained a work in progress.

They talked, and eventually food was served. The restaurant had a set tasting menu for the evening, which for better or worse eliminated the need to agonise over what to eat. It was their first evening out in a long while and Typh was determined not to waste a moment of it.

“I have to admit, I didn’t think it would be so easy,” Arilla said, visibly trying to choose the correct fork to eat her starter with.

“Are you disappointed that they don’t recognise you without your grumpy horse, ridiculous zweihander, and bright red armour?” Typh teased.

“Honestly? A little bit. I understand that hiding your dragon tag makes you relatively anonymous, but I had thought I’d made a more lasting impression on Helion.”

“You have. Half the conversations in this place are about you and the siege. If you want people to recognise you, maybe you should stop wearing a helmet in public quite so much.”

“And catch an arrow in the eye? No thank you,” she scoffed, before turning her attention towards her plate. “What exactly am I looking at anyway?”

“Fish and potato, mostly,” Typh explained. “Why don’t you try it? We have a lot of courses to get through and this is unlikely to be the most exotic.”

“I will once I decide on my cutlery for the evening.”

“You know that’s not how it works. You’ve had lessons.”

“I could have realistically forgotten them. My memory isn’t nearly as good as yours,” the warrior grinned.

Arilla eventually selected the wrong fork for her course—almost certainly on purpose—and proceeded to shovel the dish into her mouth regardless of propriety. The thin slices of sautéed potato artfully resting atop a seared scallop were no match for her heavy-handed strokes, and in a matter of seconds the course was gone. Typh made a point of not thinking about how the restaurant had managed to source saltwater fish a good two thousand miles from the ocean, and instead finished her plate with dainty little bites from the impractically small—correct—fork provided.

She didn’t know why she used it. Arilla’s way looked far more fun, but Typh had soaked up her etiquette lessons like a sponge. Her high mental stats made it a challenge for her to forget which piece of cutlery went with what course, and while it was a trivial rule, her life was bound by so many that breaking one might very well lead to breaking them all.

Did the tiny course taste any better for her due diligence? She didn’t know, but she wasn’t prepared to find out if she could handle the chaos of using a salad fork on crustaceans—she was not Arilla.

“So how was your day? Did things go well with the banker?” the warrior asked and Typh couldn’t help but contort her face into a grimace that perhaps contained the traces of a hesitant smile. “That bad?”

“Sort of. We needed a better deal, and I got one, but I had to agree to sell Tolis cannons,” she said. “On the upside, our financial worries are largely solved, but eventually they’ll lure away our craftsmen—or kidnap them outright—and then we’ll lose our monopoly.”

“And then the second wealthiest nation on the continent will have the weapons they need to become the wealthiest if they don’t decide to simply use them for themselves,” Arilla finished.

“Yes. Of course, that is all conditional on our eventual victory. If Monsters kill us all then it’s all moot. Realistically, we’re going to need significantly better weapons than just cannons if we’re to win this thing. I’d just hoped to keep them under wraps until after we’d used them at least once,” Typh said with a sigh.

“I’ll double the guard around the workshops, increase salaries all around, that sort of thing. Should buy us some time.”

“It will help,” the dragon agreed. “But we’re not supposed to be working tonight, remember? We’re here to enjoy a nice anonymous meal . . . Dare I ask how your day went?”

“Death, destruction, horror, painful reminders of the utter futility of war, and a good helping of boredom to space it all out. No more tainted monstrosities though, so that’s good news.”

“I’m so glad I asked.” Typh smirked.

“It was a fairly predictable answer.” Arilla shrugged. “You know what this means though?”

“A significant escalation of all future wars on Astresia?” the dragon suggested.

“No. Not that.”

“Then what?”

“It means that we’re celebrating. We now officially have one less major crisis to deal with!”

“I suppose we are.”

Arilla laughed and their hands met across the surface of the table. They had just enough time to interlace their fingers before a silent waiter—also unclassed—came to replace their plates with the next course. The couple pulled back while two small dishes, each containing a fine-smelling cube of unidentifiable meat, were placed in front of them.

No matter how good it tasted, Typh was already of the opinion that it wasn’t worth the interruption.

A foot softly kicked her under the table and the dragon smiled. It was hardly sensual—Arilla’s leather boots certainly prevented a more intimate interaction—but it was a nice reminder that she wasn’t alone with her thoughts.

Plates came and went, gradually increasing in size and complexity until they required far more than just one mouthful to consume. Arilla kept using a salad fork and a steak knife for each course—much to Typh’s amusement—and when it became clear that the waiters all disapproved, the warrior’s enthusiasm for her mismatched cutlery only grew.

Arilla really did have an authority problem.

All in all, it was a lovely evening until it wasn’t.

A commotion by the door drew the dragon’s attention, and with her skills it was all but impossible for her to ignore—not that she had any intention of doing so given the nature of the conflict.

“We don’t serve her kind here, and you should know better than to associate with such a . . . creature,” the waiter said, his tone cold and unpleasant as he addressed the couple—a human man and a ratling woman who, while well-dressed in fine cottons and silks, fell noticeably short of the grandeur displayed by the restaurant’s other diners.

“We have a booking,” the man said, calmly repeating himself from before. His partner clutched his arm in silence while he stared down the waiter guarding the entrance to the restaurant.

“And had we known what you intended to bring, we would have refused it.”

Typh found herself rising from her chair to intervene, but she was far slower than Arilla, who had already closed the distance. The warrior interposed herself between the two parties before things could escalate, and while the waiter glanced at the unclassed doorman by the door, a second look at Arilla’s tag made them both think the better of it.

“I understand that this is distressing, but please return to your table. We have this matter well in hand,” the waiter spoke.

“I promise you that you don’t,” Arilla said. “Now, you’re going to let them in and serve them well and without complaint. Otherwise, I’ll personally drag you off to the nearest jail.”

“And exactly who are you to make such threats? I think your warrior tag has gone to your head. This is the Dorchoen. There are standards that cannot be lowered even in these interesting times. It is my sacred duty as the head of the interior to protect this culinary institution. I will not bow to threats from an upjumped warrior of some foreign noble no matter how high your level!” the man spat.

The waiter motioned for the doorman to remove Arilla . . . and to Typh’s utter shock the unclassed guard actually complied! He mouthed what looked like a sincere apology as he hesitantly approached the warrior. The doorman seemed thoroughly unsurprised when he was casually tossed some twenty feet onto the street outside.

“Are we done?” Arilla asked.

“Gods no! I’ll see you barred and cast in chains for this. The Dorchoen has powerful friends in Helion and they’ll see you punished for disrespecting it!”

“I think her friends are more powerful than yours,” Typh offered, and concealed tag or not, the ratling woman who’d remained silent up until this point sniffed the air once and prostrated herself on the ground.

“It seems the animal knows its place in front of nobility,” the waiter sneered.

“Not quite,” the dragon said. Her tag flickered as she manipulated [Sovereign’s Form]. The words changed to display her true dragon tag and accompanying level—not that anyone present was a high-enough level enough to read it. The waiter staggered back as if struck, his mouth flapped wordlessly while a hush descended on the diners who’d all been watching the confrontation from their tables. “I think at the very least you owe everyone present a very sincere apology . . . and the doorman a raise . . .”

The head of the interior’s gaze alternated between Typh and Arilla while he slowly connected the dots and recounted just what he’d said and to whom he’d said it. He inhaled deeply and took on a much more subservient role so quickly Typh would have suspected it was a skill if she didn’t know any better.

“Of course, Lord Sovereign. You have my deepest apologies. I will see these two seated immediately. In accordance with your wishes, I’ll also see that the doorman is justly rewarded once his health has been seen to. I would also like to extend the Dorchoen’s thanks to you for choosing to dine with us today. We are honoured by your attendance.”

His change in attitude left a sour taste in her mouth, but he had apologised and she was currently being watched by a room full of Helion’s wealthiest individuals. She chose her next words very carefully.

“I’m glad this has all been cleared up so amicably,” she said, ignoring the groans of the doorman lying face down on the cobbles. “I think Arilla and I will be moving on for the evening. You can forward the bill to my estate.”

“Of course, Lord Sovereign,” the waiter bowed.

“Before we leave, can we box up the rest of our meal to take with us? I believe we had six courses left to go . . .”

“Of course, Lord Foundling,” he said again, this time with noticeably less enthusiasm.

The warrior took a step back and looked towards the other couple. The man was crouched down protectively by the prostrated woman, who seemed deeply resistant to stand in Typh’s presence.

“On second thought, I’m not sure these two are going to be in the mood for a relaxed dinner after we leave. While you’re taking care of ours, why don’t you pack two more sets of the tasting menu for them to take home as well? I’d hate to deprive them of the Dorchoen’s fine cuisine.”

“Of course, Lord Foundling,” he said, and this time Typh thought she heard the clack of his grinding teeth.

* * *

It took a long time for their food to be prepared. While the courses they had eaten were divine, the delay between requesting and receiving the remainder of their meal was a perfect example of the unbridgeable gap between the classed and the unclassed. Someone with the appropriate skills levelled to a sufficient degree would have been able to produce the exact same quality of food far faster and with far fewer ingredients.

Typh had no doubts that despite the restaurant’s apparent aversion towards employing classed staff in their front of house, behind the scenes classers were doing all of the cooking and cleaning. While she had no particular desire to ever return to the restaurant—certainly not with the current head of the interior—she was curious what it would look like in a decade or two once higher-level cooks were more prevalent throughout Helion.

The wait wasn’t all that bad, however, as they made liberal use of the bar attached to the restaurant. Eventually, the ratling rose to her feet with the aid of her partner and joined them for a series of increasingly cordial drinks. Theirs was a curious pairing—Typh hadn’t been aware that humans were even attracted to fur—but who was she to judge? Love had the persistent habit of crossing boundaries, and she pitied those who couldn’t respect that simple fact.

The couple—Rhodan and Atys—were relatively new to the city. Both of them had fought in Rhelea and had met on the long march to Helion, where they had bonded over their shared experiences. Despite her ability to pass for human, Typh found it oddly relaxing to spend time with a couple that mirrored her and Arilla, even if the comparisons were strictly superficial.

By the time they left the Dorchoen, Typh’s head swam with a mild buzz of alcohol, whereas Arilla remained entirely sober. At Rhodan’s insistence, they forwent their carriage and allowed themselves to be led through the moonlit streets of Helion to a raucous tavern on the south side.

It was loud outside the building, where warm light escaped from the shuttered windows to spill out onto the cobblestoned street. When Rhodan opened the door, Typh felt like she’d been hit by a physical wall of energetic chatter and joyful music. Peering inside, they were treated to the sight of goblins dancing beneath tables while satyrs’ tried to do the same atop them—much to the innkeeper’s dismay. A trio of bards played a jovial upbeat tune, laced with enough magic to make even Typh’s feet twitch with the urge to dance. There in the confines of the small tavern, she saw everything that she’d been working towards. Humans of all stripes—Rhelians, Helions, Padians, and more—mingled and drank freely with their nonhuman neighbours. The only glimmer of discontent within the entire establishment was the overworked staff, who in between pouring drinks rushed from table to table, shooing enthusiastic satyrs back onto the straw-lined floor.

From the fresh hoof marks scuffing the varnish, it was clear they had been failing more often than not in this repetitive duty.

Rhodan and Atys entered and were greeted warmly by a series of what Typh assumed were regulars. When she followed suit, her first step into the tavern immediately caused every nonhuman to freeze in the midst of their revelry. It was like a spell had been cast. Drinks that were half-raised to lips hung suspended, dancers remained motionless, and the unwanted scent of fear mixed with awe rolled off of their frozen forms.

While her disguise had failed to hold up to the nonhumans present, the humans all looked around in blank confusion. Typh walked confidently towards the innkeeper. She ignored the mixture of disappointment and anxiety that bubbled within her stomach. Hushed whispers spread, and slowly the humans looked at her with the same muted fear their nonhuman counterparts displayed.

The innkeeper stared at her, first with confusion, and then finally with dawning recognition.

“L-Lord Sovereign. What brings you to my humble establishment?” His gruff voice shook almost as much as the washcloth in his hand, and Typh truly wished that it wasn’t so.

“I come for merriment. Will that be a problem?” she asked.

“No, My Lord—Lord Sovereign, I mean. All are welcome here. Just not necessarily on top of the tables,” he said, somehow finding the courage to glance away from Typh’s gold-flecked eyes to glare at an unabashed satyr standing mute and motionless atop one of his precious tables. “U-unless y-you want to of course, My Lord—Lord Sovereign. Exceptions can be made for your esteemed Lordship . . . Sovereignship?”

“I appreciate that.” Typh reached into her purse, and after squeezing the metal bar in her hand for comfort she handed over the gold talent. “This should cover everyone’s drinks for tonight, perhaps a few new tables as well. If that’s not the case, send the bill for any damages to my estate and I will see you paid.”

“Of course, Lord Sovereign,” the innkeeper said. “By everyone do you mean . . .”

“I meant everyone present,” she clarified.

In the silence of the tavern, her words spread instantly, and before the innkeeper’s eyes could widen any farther in fear, a drunk satyr made a run for the bar on unsteady hooves. There he loudly ordered a round of drinks and proclaimed to anyone listening that ‘the dragon’s paying.’

The subsequent rush was far larger than what Typh had perhaps naively assumed, and she soon found herself handing the innkeeper a second talent, just to be safe. Music started playing again, and with slurred toasts to their Lord Sovereign, the revelry recommenced. She left the innkeeper to deal with the recent avalanche of drink orders and made her way over to a recently abandoned table. There, she hiked up her dress and stepped from a vacant chair and onto the tabletop. It teetered and creaked, but the wood didn’t buckle. After a few experimental sways, she held out her hand for Arilla to join her.

To hoots and hollers the warrior ascended, and then to the loud groan of splintering wood they were both swiftly returned to the ground. They rolled over each other before coming to a stop on the floor. Loose straw made wet from spilt drinks clung to them both, ruining the formality of both Arilla’s two-piece suit and Typh’s floor-length dress.

Face to face, only inches apart, they kissed, exchanging far more tongue than they should have given the setting.

“I love you,” the dragon said.

“I know. I love you too,” the warrior replied.

* * *

In lieu of the appropriate cutlery, they ate their leftovers from the Dorchoen with their hands. Someone in the kitchens must have felt bad about the altercation and had attempted to soothe the dragon’s ruffled feathers with an excess of food that may or may not have factored into their extra-long wait.

It had almost worked.

While Typh probably could have finished it all by herself, the atmosphere within the tavern was so vibrant that she ended up sharing it with anyone who dared to approach the mound of packaged meals left sitting on her table.

Earlier she had wondered if her food tasted better for eating it with the correct fork. Now, tasting it again, cold and battered from being carried outside in Arilla’s less-than-careful hands, she knew that propriety made it taste worse. Perhaps it was the vindictive knowledge that the bigoted waiter would never have approved of the sight she was seeing, or maybe it was just the copious amount of drink, but regardless, everything had richer textures and deeper tones.

Typh didn’t know why, and very much didn’t care. She was just happy to be enjoying herself, and the great food played a large part in that.

Their evening went on until it was morning. There was drinking, dancing, nudity—and suddenly a lot more nudity once the satyrs really got going—and the dragon ended up paying the innkeeper for a lot more broken tables than she’d planned to.

When Typh finally staggered out of the tavern, it was still dark, although possibly not for long, and with Arilla’s steady arm in hers they began the long walk back to their home.

The city was quiet and the sky was filled with stars. The moon’s green malevolence seemed muted by all the bright lights that surrounded it, casting short shadows and pushing back the dark. The streets were nearly empty, occupied by that odd mixture of partygoers stumbling home and those who were unfortunate enough to have to start their day quite so early.

It was one of those nights where anything felt possible, and the dragon in the shape of a woman leaned in close to her human lover. Typh rested her head on Arilla’s strong shoulders and was content to just let the moments pass.

When they came to the river Aregium, which marked the boundary between south and central Helion—namely where the poor and the wealthy resided—rather than crossing the bridge, Arilla turned and led them both down by the riverbank. Together, they walked in silence for a time and Typh soaked in the unfamiliar sights while holding her lover close. Her time in the city had largely been spent inside “liberated” noble estates and government buildings. She hadn’t had the chance to get to know Helion like she had Rhelea, and that was a mistake she was keen to rectify.

Instead of the well-manicured greenery and the carefully sculpted hedgerows she’d grown used to, here the summer grasses bloomed unabashedly between wildflowers whose pastel colours were only visible thanks to her skill-enhanced sight. The buildings had a haphazard quality to them which reminded her of her former home, and everywhere she looked there were signs of construction and renewal. Even in the dark and the quiet, the city was alive, and that was a good thing. The busy settlement was growing day by day to make space for its new residents, who were not shy about putting their touch on things.

While the majority of the nonhumans still resided in liberated noble estates, increasingly more people were taking their wages and using them to build a new life in Terythia’s capital. Judging by the eclectic mixture of decorations adorning the houses on the south side of the river, it was clear to her that a large proportion of the nonhumans had chosen to live there.

“We did this, Typh. Do you ever just stop and think about it? All the things that we’ve changed?” Arilla asked.

“Not really, no. I’m far too busy to reminisce. Besides, one small district isn’t much to boast about,” Typh answered.

“I think it is. It’s tangible proof that we can be better than our ancestors. That we can stop killing each other and just live together in harmony.”

“I suppose so, but I much prefer what we saw back in the tavern for signs of our eventual coexistence.”

“You’re just saying that because the satyrs took their clothes off.”

“They’re satyrs. They only wear clothes so they can take them off in public.”

Arilla laughed and pulled her closer. They kept walking for some time before Typh felt confident enough to ask the question.

“Arilla, this is nice and all, but why are we here? We both have a lot to do tomorrow and we do need some sleep.”

“I—I need to tell you something,” Arilla said reluctantly, and Typh dearly hoped that the accompanying scent of dread wafting from the warrior was unfounded.

“What is it?” Typh asked.

“I’ve . . . been having some trouble with my class since we came to Helion. Well . . . since the coup, really.”

“What do you mean, specifically?”

“My warrior class is affecting me more than I’ve let on,” Arilla grimaced. “The ‘Noble Slayer’ part especially.”

“Aah . . . I see. And it’s been well over three months since you actually fought a noble, hasn’t it?”

“Yes. Not since the duel at the ball.”

“You know that specificity brings power.”

“Is this the part where you chastise me for picking the class?”

“No. Those days are long behind us, don’t you think? You make your own choices now and this is hardly your worst one. You probably wouldn’t have survived the palace without it,” Typh admitted.

“So, what do you mean then?”

“You have a tiny bit of the System living inside of you. It doesn’t just make you a warrior, it also makes you want to act like one. Your class is just a bit more specific than most. The advantages are obvious, but the disadvantage is that your narrow focus translates into a very narrow set of urges that are only more intense for it.”

“So how do I ignore them? It’s—it’s hard sometimes,” the warrior said. Typh realised she hadn’t heard her sound so vulnerable in a long time.

“The same way we all do. Practice and time. Everyone struggles with their classes, Arilla. Humans who actually manage to level theirs have it the hardest, but don’t think that you’re alone. Even I get the urges,” Typh admitted.

“Yours don’t make you dangerous,” Arilla said bluntly.

Typh stopped abruptly. She pulled back from Arilla and stared straight into her hazel eyes.

“Are you though? I get it, I really do. I’m noble tagged and your class is whispering in your ears to hurt me—probably to do worse—but would you ever actually do it? If I was vulnerable and you were physically capable, do you feel like you’d be capable of hurting me?”

“No,” Arilla said after a long pause. “I think I’d rather die.”

“Good. You let me know if that changes.”

“And if it does?”

“I don’t know. I’ll probably lock you in a cage and feed you a noble once a month. System knows we have enough hostages. Who’d notice if one or two went missing?” Typh mused.

“You’re joking, right?” Arilla asked.

“Only half,” the dragon said. “Atys gave me plenty of ideas about what you can do with a cage, silence wards, and a large basement. I had no idea ratlings were so filthy!”

They laughed together at the thought, and then Typh recounted some of Atys’s more entertaining ideas. The dragon was somewhat dismayed by how little they shocked Arilla, though the change in conversation helped to lighten the serious mood that had fallen over them. When Typh moved to walk forwards, Arilla reached out and grabbed her hand, once again bringing her to a stop.

The warrior looked at her. Arilla’s expressive eyes were wide with fear and were made all the more intense by her red hair framing her green-brown irises. In that moment Typh wanted nothing more than to kiss her until she felt better, but unfortunately there were times when words were more appropriate.

“Typh, are you positive that I can handle it? Maybe I should sleep in a different bedroom until we know for sure.”

“Don’t be silly. We’ll handle it like we handle everything else—together.”

And there by the banks of the river Aregium, they kissed and this time they exchanged a very appropriate amount of tongue.






CHAPTER 18

MOONLIGHTING

Heedless of the noise it would create, Typh pushed Arilla into their bedroom.

The doorway that separated their relatively modest space from the ostentatious grandeur of the estate’s halls didn’t pose much of an obstacle. The brass lock shattered the moment the warrior’s body hit the door, and then Arilla was on her back inside the room.

The floorboards creaked under her weight in time with the door loudly slamming against the wall. Arilla’s lip quivered in anticipation when Typh let out a low, predatory growl.

With Arilla’s red hair splayed out behind her like a fiery halo, the dragon took a moment to appreciate the sight of the woman on the floor. The warrior’s fine clothes were dishevelled from their long night of revelry, and more than a few shirt buttons were missing from Typh’s earlier attempts to both taste and feel.

Arilla sat up on her elbows, her knees bent and her eyes wide while she stared at the open doorway. With deliberate slowness, the dragon entered the room. She stalked forwards towards her prey, and there amongst the heady swirl of pungent emotions, Typh could smell the warrior’s excitement. Their gazes locked, and the woman on the floor whimpered.

Mirroring the dragon’s advance, Arilla shuffled backwards on her hands and feet until her shoulders bumped up against the bed. The soft mattress let out a gentle squeak that contrasted sharply with the hard taps of Typh’s heels on the floor.

She kept moving until they were close enough to kiss. The warrior opened her mouth to speak.

“I—”

“No talking,” Typh commanded, raising a painted finger to her lover’s lips.

The dragon pushed her mana through the magelights in the room, setting them to a dim glow. Thanks to their skills they could both see perfectly in the dark, but it was important to Typh that she set the mood. A small part of her wished for candles and flowers, until with a wry smile she realised that crafting an illusion of both was well within her capabilities.

Typh paused. She concentrated on the shape of the spell, and with a modest expenditure of mana she made the scene around them change. The walls of their bedroom retreated, replaced with the raw rock of a large cave. Magelights became flickering candles smelling faintly of smoke, the bare floorboards transformed into packed dirt over rough stone, and the bed stayed exactly as it was—Typh may have been a dragon, but she wasn’t a savage. It was all an illusion of course, but just smelling the rich loams of the false soil and hearing the quiet crackle of the burning fires did wonders for the dragon’s mood.

“Strip.”

“Typh, I—”

“I didn’t say ‘talk,’ Arilla. I said ‘strip.’ Now, are you going to keep me waiting?”

The warrior opened her mouth to speak for the third time, and then thinking better of it she began to shed her clothes onto the cave floor while the dragon watched. The cravat was the first to go, quickly followed by her jacket, cuffed shirt, shoes, and trousers. With a bit of coy hesitancy and the familiar sparkle of arousal in her eyes, Arilla let her underwear finally join the small pile of discarded garments beside her.

“Good girl,” Typh murmured appreciatively, drinking in the sight of her lover’s naked body on the floor. Still fully clothed, she squatted down on her heels. The fabric of her dress resisted the motion as she lowered herself to Arilla’s eye level. With an open hand, the dragon gently stroked the side of her lover’s face, and the warrior turned her head into the caress. The barest hint of a moan escaped from her parted lips, prompting Typh to smile wide with satisfaction. “It has been a little while, hasn’t it . . . You can ask that burning question of yours now.”

“I . . . Are you sure you want to do this?” Arilla asked.

“Of course, I’m sure,” Typh responded.

“But what if I’m dangerous?”

“Do you want to hurt me right now?” the dragon asked, rising to her full height and taking a single step backwards so that she was looking down at the woman on the ground.

“No.”

“Good. Then you may lick me.”

Typh raised her arms out to the side, and with the aid of a subtle golden glow, the hem of her dress travelled up the length of her legs and into her waiting hands. She straightened her back, lifting her dress up past her hips so that her bare sex was exposed mere inches away from Arilla’s face. From the way the warrior’s breath felt against her lower lips, she could tell that they were already flushed and sensitive with her desire.

Regardless if it was the sweet smell of cinnamon that leaked out with her arousal, the sight of her glistening mound, or a combination of the two, Arilla didn’t last long. The warrior scrambled forwards, her knees never quite leaving the floor as she hurried to bury her face between the dragon’s legs.

Arilla’s started with small probing licks, barely delving between Typh’s delicate folds, and that restraint only served to frustrate Typh. She was not in the mood to be teased or warmed up. Every stolen kiss and impassioned squeeze on their long walk home from the riverbank had served that purpose well enough.

Now she had a hunger and she wanted to be satisfied.

With a firm hand placed on the back of Arilla’s head, Typh pressed her lover’s face into her. Naturally, the licks intensified. That delicious tongue went deeper, and its strokes became firmer, pressing into her with all the strength that the warrior could provide. It was heavenly. Typh felt an orgasm start to build, and she rode those crests and waves of pleasure with just as much abandon as she rode Arilla’s face.

When the warrior raised her hands to grip the back of Typh’s thighs, likely to press herself deeper into the dragon’s sex, Typh batted the woman away.

“No hands. Not yet,” the dragon commanded, and she received a pleasantly unintelligible mumble in response. She was thoroughly enjoying being in charge for a change. It was not her usual role in the bedroom, yet she found that on this occasion it came naturally to her.

While she slowly ground her hips into her lover’s face, mimicking a thrusting motion that saw Arilla’s tongue alternate between diving deep into her vagina and hurriedly lapping at her clit, she thought about all the things she would do to the kneeling woman who seemed so intent on serving her.

Typh wrapped one leg over Arilla’s shoulder, granting her better access whilst using that same limb to pull her in close. Typh let her dress fall down over her lover, burying her beneath the fabric just as surely as Arilla’s tongue was buried deep within her vagina. With her hand finally free, she looked down at the tented silk and squeezed at her own breast.

The slight pain of a pinched nipple added to the euphoric sensation of those sensual licks, then finally pushed her up and over the edge. Her orgasm crashed down around her, prompting Typh to rock her hips harder against Arilla. She used the other woman’s entire face to heighten her pleasure, grinding the warrior’s lips and nose against her sensitive vulva while aftershocks left her trembling and barely able to stand.

When she felt steady, she removed her leg trapping her lover against her, and after releasing Arilla from the confines of her dress, Typh took a step back.

“That was good,” she said. She bent down to kiss Arilla, and for a time she was content to taste herself on the warrior’s tongue. When she was satisfied, she broke the kiss and wiped the flavourful juices from her mouth. “Now get on the bed. We’re just getting started.”

Arilla hurried to comply, mutely climbing up onto the mattress where she assumed a favoured position of theirs. The warrior lowered her face until it was pressed against the bedsheets and raised her heart-shaped ass up towards the roof of the cave with her knees tucked under her chest. She’d yet to say a word since Typh had demanded her silence, but in choosing this position it was very clear what the warrior wanted.

With a satisfied smile on her face, the dragon climbed up behind her onto the bed, where she conjured a large semi-solid object out of hardened light into her hand.

She looked at the slowly undulating thing that she’d yet to perfect, and then at her lover’s shivering form and smiled. It was times like these when she really, really loved magic.

* * *

Once she was certain that her warrior was asleep, Typh slipped out from underneath Arilla’s arm and quietly left their bed. There was barely an hour left before the sun rose, and she was already late. She didn’t regret spending far more time than she’d planned to in bed, but that little self-indulgence now meant she had to hurry.

Shrugging on Arilla’s long coat over her shift, she crept on bare toes towards the window. Typh pushed back the wooden shutters, and after a quick look to ensure that the coast was clear, she hopped outside. Rather than falling swiftly to the ground, she spread her arms wide and soared away with the early-morning breeze. The carefully placed jewellery that decorated her body was bursting to the brim with stored mana and easily contained enough power to carry her aloft. She leaned into her skills, assigning complementary vectors to each expensive adornment, and with the aid of [Conqueror’s Reservoir] she rapidly flew away from the estate on wings of worked gold and spun silver.

It was a versatile skill—one of her favourites—and she routinely abused it to mimic true flight. It wasn’t remotely close to the real thing, as she was effectively flinging herself through the sky like a cannonball, but lacking real wings it was the best that she could manage.

The sea of canvas that dominated the expansive lawns of her estate rushed past. The orderly rows of tents beneath her were quickly replaced by the less-than-orderly streets and alleyways that surrounded the grand buildings of Helion’s centre. She wasn’t far from the palace and the siege grounds, but she turned away from them and headed west as she raced through the sky, just above the waking city’s rooftops.

For a time, she allowed herself to just enjoy the thrilling sensation of her rapid flight. She wove between chimneys and plumes of choking smoke whilst trailing her outstretched fingers along the slate tiles that lined the roofs of her city.

It was hard. Her skill was not designed for this, and it was a constant challenge to make the last-minute twists and turns necessary to avoid a crash. The speeds at which she travelled did not lend themselves to making gentle manoeuvres, and so every subtle adjustment caused her stomach to lurch inside of her chest with the sudden change in acceleration.

Still, it was flight, and she had missed it so.

After only a few minutes of blissful escape, Typh had crossed the city and softly set down on the ground a street away from her destination. She took a single step forwards, then stopped, her skill-enhanced ears picking out an eerily familiar call.

“What are you doing out so early, little chick?” a deep voice asked.

It wasn’t addressed to her. Even with her dragon class concealed, few would be so foolish as to assume that a fourth-tier noble would be easy prey. But it was almost word for word what she’d heard on her first night in Rhelea so many months ago. She could think of a thousand reasons why she should swiftly move on, but her curiosity won out, so instead of walking towards her meeting, she turned and went deeper into the alley.

She didn’t have to travel far. Around a blind corner, the dragon found a very familiar sight to match the unpleasantly nostalgic catcall. An objectively beautiful woman—although a bit too far on the pale and waifish side for Typh’s tastes—stood alone and unguarded in a dirty alley surrounded by four armed men.

She appeared unclassed whereas they were clearly new to theirs, having just entered their first tier. With less than ten levels apiece, their classes were unlikely to be that much of an advantage, but between their numbers and their knives, at first glance it looked like it was destined to be a very one-sided altercation.

The woman was barely wearing anything. Her ill-fitting summer dress left very little to the imagination, but it seemed like being poorly prepared for the weather was provocation enough to drag her assailants’ minds down into the gutter. Typh quietly watched from the shadows as it all played out: the familiar motions of the knife, the predictable dropping of the trousers, and the off-putting penis bared to the elements.

Typh knew that she should step in and save them, but they were practically asking for it.

The ‘helpless waif’ made all of the appropriate noises to get them close—she even went so far as to wrap a delicate hand around the gang leader’s erection. Her apparent willingness to submit failed to elicit the caution that it really should have. Since they were enslaved to their base urges, it wasn’t until the woman leant up on her tiptoes to kiss him that he seemed to notice something was amiss.

Of course, by then it was far too late.

The pale woman threw back her head and sank her teeth into the gang leader’s neck. His delighted groans turned into a choked, gurgled scream—a punctured jugular tends to do that to a person—as he tried and failed to push her off of him while she drank her fill.

Despite their obvious and appetising fear, the other three quickly advanced with their knives held low. Their competence and resolve were jarring at first. Typh’s mind failed to reconcile their obvious experience with a knife and their low levels. She had to remind herself that while classes were new to the people of Helion, violence was not.

Their short blades flicked out. Fast by unclassed standards, but to a classer with a decent number of levels, the attacks were so slow that they might as well have been swinging through molasses. The pale woman certainly seemed to think so.

With delectable crimson still dripping from her chin, the vampire avoided each probing strike, breaking each of their knife arms in turn before appearing to grow bored. Rather than hit them again, she used a skill that dropped them all to the floor. Alive but unconscious.

Typh sighed and stepped out from the shadows.

“If you had just killed them all, I probably could have looked the other way, but if you’re taking them back to your nest then we need to have words,” Typh said.

The vampire spun to face her—displaying an almost animalistic expression of fury that quickly morphed into calm confidence. The fresh blood dripping down into her cleavage was distracting, but given how messy the creature had been, the entire alley reeked of it, and Typh’s stomach was already grumbling in eager anticipation.

“A noble, how strange . . .” the woman said. A moment later her eyes flared red with mana, and she unleashed a wave of hostile mind magic that scratched against Typh’s mental walls.

“Not just a noble. Now stop trying to eat me,” Typh warned.

The vampire responded by twisting her face into a frown and devoting even more of her energies into the mental assault. The increased intensity of it caught the dragon off guard even though she’d been braced for it. Typh took an involuntary half-step backwards, which only encouraged the vampire more. A devilish grin stretched wide across her pale features, and the dragon could smell the ravenous hunger wafting off of the vampire.

“I said stop it!” Typh yelled.

The dragon conjured twin lances of golden fire, rocketed out of her chest to strike at the creature’s knees. The vampire screamed loudly as she melted, the flesh popping like sizzling fat. Her human face briefly contorted into something considerably more angular and bestial before reverting back to its pleasant façade. She fell to the side, sliding off from her shins, which remained planted squarely on the ground, her molten flesh parting more like hot wax than burning meat.

Before the spell probing her mental defences could withdraw all the way, Typh wrapped her will around those fragmented tendrils of the vampire’s magic and stitched them back together with her mana. She felt the creature’s predatory consciousness recoil from hers as it tried to get away, but with chains made from her intent, the dragon held the squirming thing firmly in place.

Fear, pain, embarrassment, dismay, but most noticeable of all hunger radiated out from the creature she had shackled. The surface thoughts of the nocturnal predator brushed against Typh’s with far more clarity than what she could usually smell. Already, she felt dirty for the violation she was committing. She hated that she needed to do it, but vampires were tricky and she couldn’t risk making a mistake.

“My legs!” she screamed emphatically.

“Don’t be dramatic, you just ate. You’ll be fine in an hour,” Typh scolded.

“In an hour the sun will be up!” the vampire whined, but from her thoughts, Typh knew that the creature was calm.

“Well, perhaps if you’re good I’ll move you inside before that happens,” the dragon offered.

Typh took a moment to parse through the conflicting feelings that arose in response to her proposal. She felt the vampire’s initial hesitancy give way to a predictable hunger as her eyes flickered from Typh to the unconscious men on the ground.

“Fine, but I worked hard for my food. I’ll give you the three who are still alive as tribute, but I want the one that I tasted.”

“Bold of you to make demands, considering you don’t currently have any feet.”

“As you said, I just ate.”

The two hunters of men stared at each other in silence. Typh would have been lying if she didn’t admit to feeling some degree of kinship with the vampire. She was a disgusting invader of minds that ate people, but in this particular moment that slur applied to both of them.

“I can agree to that . . . If this goes well,” Typh said.

“Fine. What do you want, noble?” the vampire asked.

“I’m going to ask you some questions, and your answers will determine how helpful I’m willing to be. I have no dogmatic issues with vampires living in my city, provided that you can play by my rules.”

“Your city?” the creature asked. A long moment passed, and then a look of understanding passed behind her eyes. “You’re the dragon.”

“I am.” Typh’s tag briefly flickered to confirm her statement before reverting back into her noble one. “It would generally be polite for you to show your tag at this point.”

“I’d rather not.”

“Suit yourself. Now . . . What’s your name?”

“You may call me . . . Sapphire.”

“Okay, Sapphire. Are you affiliated with a larger clan that I should know about?” Typh asked.

“Not anymore. I came to the surface as an independent,” Sapphire explained.

“I see . . . And are you the only independent vampire in Helion, or do you have a nest? Four bodies are a lot for just the one of you.”

“They were for me alone. I do not ordinarily share my food,” the vampire said, neatly sidestepping Typh’s question. “You should be honoured to be gifted so much of my hunt.”

“I am suitably honoured, believe me,” Typh drawled. “How many of my people have you eaten?”

“More than thirty, fewer than fifty,” Sapphire replied with a shrug.

“That many . . . don’t worry, that’s not too many. It would be hypocritical of me to draw a line there. I’ve killed and eaten far more humans than you.” The dragon smiled. “Now this is my last question. When did you last eat a child?”

Sapphire’s eyes widened. Just a little, but it was enough.

“Wait! I would never—”

Typh felt the mote of panic arise alongside the explanation. She smelled the deception and she immediately stopped listening. The dragon raised a hand and blanketed Sapphire in golden flames until the System told her that the vampire was dead. She could tolerate a lot of things in the spirit of coexistence, but some crimes just crossed the line.

Which left the dragon alone in a dingy alley with three unconscious would-be rapists, the waxy remains of a vampire that would evaporate with the coming dawn, and a dead man in a large pool of congealing blood. There was a time in her life when she would have reached straight for her trusty flesh-melting spell to dispose of the evidence, but she had matured since then, and one summary execution was enough for one day.

Instead, Typh tried to focus on the silver linings to her little detour and her eyes drifted towards the still-warm corpse lying nearby. It would be a crime to let it go to waste . . . and she was awfully hungry.

The dragon gently set Arilla’s coat to the side—she’d learned the hard way that blood did not wash out of wool—and cast a bright spell up into the sky to attract the attention of the nearest patrol. While she waited for them to arrive and take the surviving men into custody, Typh decided to indulge herself.

It wasn’t every day that she stumbled onto a free breakfast.

* * *

“You have blood in your hair,” Xan sighed.

“I do?” Typh asked.

She slowly ran a small hand through her curly locks and frowned when it came away wet, then licked it clean and tried not to moan. Xan was permissive of a lot of things, but Typh had learnt the hard way that while many humans were comfortable with her dietary habits in theory, they often baulked at witnessing it in practice—to say nothing of her cracking open a ribcage to get to the good bits.

“I suppose I don’t need to ask why you were late, then,” the inquisitor said, taking a large drink of her morning ale while the dragon proceeded to finish off the last scraps of her meal.

“I killed a vampire on the way over,” the dragon stated.

“Really?” Xan said with an arched eyebrow. “They’re not supposed to come here. We have a treaty.”

“Well, this one ignored it. She wasn’t particularly strong—third-tier, mid-bronze.”

“I know how tiers work translate into ranks, Typh. They’re not particularly complicated, one for each available class slot, although it kind of falls down with zero tier, doesn’t it?”

“It’s better than naming an entire level category ‘pewter.’ You know that stuff leaches into your drink and poisons you?” Typh grumbled, gesturing towards Xan’s metal cup. The steel-rank looked down at it before shrugging and taking another large gulp of her alcoholic beverage.

“I think I’ll take my chances. Speaking of leeches—the vampire, what clan was it?”

“Independent.”

“That’s not necessarily good news. The clans are supposed to control the routes to the surface. If one made it through, she either got very lucky, or they’re having trouble of their own down there.”

“The vampires will be aware of our Monster issue and that the council species are abandoning their strongholds and heading west. If they want to survive in the long term—and what vampire doesn’t think in centuries?—they’ll go west too. It’s a long journey to Eleurum. Too long for them to take their herds with them. If their elders have abandoned their castles, instability will soon follow. We could be seeing a lot more of them cropping up throughout Terythia,” Typh warned.

“That’s just what I was hoping to get from this meeting,” Xan groaned. “I’ll have the inquisitions’ agents keep a lookout for them.”

“By agents you mean assassins, right?”

“Don’t be crass, Typh. Call them agents.”

“Fine. But aren’t your agents getting stretched awfully thin? I had confidence in them when they were just looking out for Epherian priests. Then we added Epherian merchants and smugglers to the watchlist. Considering how many you’ve had to send to neighbouring countries up and down Epheria’s border, can they really handle vampires being added to their plate as well?”

“Why do you think I’m working with Eliza instead of a team?” Xan winced.

“I thought it was because you have a crush on her,” Typh deadpanned.

Xan loudly choked on a mouthful of beer, and when she recovered she shot the dragon an irritated glare.

“She’s a weapon, Typh. Nothing more. Whatever is wrong with her class makes her far more dangerous than she has any right to be.”

“I don’t disagree, but I still think she should be in seclusion training somewhere, not galavanting about on adventures with you. It’s too risky,” Typh said.

“I never thought I’d hear you cite caution to me,” Xan chuckled.

“How is the bard?”

“On a mission.”

Typh blinked.

“You left her unsupervised?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Fine, be mysterious,” the dragon said, raising her hands up in defeat. “Is there anything I should know? Any troop movements perhaps . . .”

“Plenty, but while we may have some mutual interests—namely preventing the extinction of humanity—may I remind you that the Inquisition is staying neutral in matters of succession? You should be grateful I was able to swing that much for you,” the inquisitor scolded.

“You know that neutrality is a mistake. The Queen is too dangerous to be left on the throne,” Typh said.

“She could be talked down from her experiments, provided you weren’t currently besieging her. She’s understandably not going to abandon the best weapon she has when a monstrous army is occupying her city. The King was obstinate and unwilling to bend. While the Alchemists Guild may have their hooks in her, Constancia is far more reasonable,” Xan explained.

“So, what you’re really saying is that your superiors prefer her on the throne to me. Even if they believe me when I say that she killed the King and is toying around with what may very well bring about the end of Creation?”

“I didn’t say that. I said we’re not picking sides. But maybe you can understand why we’d be hesitant to put a functionally immortal man-eating dragon on the throne. The Inquisition cares about the stability and the long-term prospects of Terythia. You have no legitimacy that you didn’t claim at the tip of a sword, and your successor is a child necromancer who’s so feeble he can’t climb a flight of stairs unaided.”

“Tamlin’s not my successor, and that’s an exaggeration. He can manage stairs by himself.”

“What is he to you, then? Exactly?” Xan asked.

Typh shifted in her seat. She didn’t particularly like that question, and she hated that it kept coming up more than she’d like.

“He’s my student. That’s all,” the dragon lied.

“Goblinshit. You’re a shockingly bad liar, Typh.”

“I’m not lying, he’s—”

“In truth, it doesn’t really matter what he really is to you. But it is a sign of your deeper problems. You can’t rule without a named successor, and you certainly can’t have a necromancer as one. Since you’ve been openly favouring him so much, Tamlin already has a solid claim on your legacy. If you died and he declared himself your heir, enough people would back him to start a civil war.”

“He wouldn’t do that.”

“He might. But it gets worse. Arilla has a claim too.”

“And she should—”

“She’s an orphan, Typh. She may be the ‘Lord of Rhelea,’ but many would consider that a worse crime than being a necromancer when it comes to becoming Queen,” Xan said, cutting her off. “Even if you had succeeded and taken the palace—if you had all the hostages in Creation—your rule would consign Terythia to a civil war. While noble dynasties govern from their seats of power, the patriarchs that sit on them change. Holding the current patriarch’s children will buy you time, but eventually those hostages would be perceived as a weakness that will see their parents replaced. A dynastic heir is a powerful hostage, a dynastic cousin less so.”

“I know all of this. The hostages were only meant to be a temporary measure,” Typh explained.

“Then make it temporary.”

“I’m trying. You could help.”

“I can’t, my hands are tied. Until my superiors think you’re a better bet for the country’s survival than a well-bred and well-liked Terythian noble, you’re on your own.”

“How do I persuade them that I am?”

“You need political legitimacy, or overwhelming military might to send the armies heading south back north before they siege Helion; I’ve seen your cannons, and they won’t cut it. Marriage to a powerful noble house might do the trick, but I can’t think of any who’d willingly get into bed with a dragon.”

“I’m not marrying a stranger to win Terythia’s approval,” Typh replied, frowning.

“Well, you have to do something, and a marriage is the easiest way to make nice with the powers that be,” Xan said.

Typh stared at the inquisitor for a long time before she replied.

“I need time.”

“I can’t give you any. Not until something changes,” the inquisitor said loudly, making a show of slapping her hands down on the table.

“Well, then I think we’re done here,” the dragon said.

“As do I,” Xan agreed.

The inquisitor rose from her seat and made her way to the tavern’s exit while Typh watched her go. Her mind was lost to the implications of what had just been said. Even on the backfoot, Terythia’s nobility wanted her to come to them. It didn’t matter that she’d led an army in open rebellion, they still wanted her to play by their rules.

The Inquisition wasn’t about to move from the sidelines, and that hurt, but it wasn’t the end of everything. That would only come if she failed. It wasn’t until Xan was long gone that Typh noticed a square of folded paper wedged between the wooden planks where the inquisitor had slapped the table.

The dragon hesitantly reached for it, then read what was written in Xan’s scrawled hand. A breath later, a smile on her face, she raced out of the tavern.

The Inquisition might not be on her side, but it seemed that one inquisitor was.






CHAPTER 19

ASHES

To say that the existence of the Old Roads had influenced human civilization was a profound understatement. They were the arteries in which lifeblood that sustained every nation on the continent flowed—it was not an exaggeration to say that without them, human society would have devolved into isolated city-states surrounded by vast oceans of the unknown. Not only did the ancient structure’s intersections largely predict where the short-lived species decided to build—or rediscover lost—settlements, the roads themselves were the backbone of their two favourite pastimes: trade and war.

They allowed humanity to harvest and transport the natural resources they needed to thrive, while also making it easy to move armies across the continent to wage war on their neighbours. Human cities not built on the Old Roads tended to be directly adjacent to them. Those few enterprising settlements that bucked this trend consistently failed to flourish and were more often than not consigned to irrelevance.

Nonhumans didn’t use the Old Roads much, largely because they seldom found themselves in search of new homes. Periodically destroying everything you had ever built every few millennia and then needing a ruin to shelter in while you rediscovered fire remained a purely human phenomenon. Many species’ ancestral homes predated the Old Roads and still existed to this day, having resoundingly succeeded in standing the test of time. More recent settlements had been built intentionally far away from the magical megastructure to avoid humanity’s limited exploration efforts. But the largest reason by far for the nonhumans’ collective hesitancy was that the classes and skills that allowed you to make the best use out of the Old Road’s ancient magic were restricted to the human species alone.

With the right combination of classes and skills, a human could cross the surface of Astresia in a fraction of the time it would take a comparatively levelled elf, goblin, or kobold to do the same. The exact limits of this advantage were determined like everything else: through the classer’s individual skills, levels, and attributes. In ages past when nonhumans had once tentatively built homes alongside the Old Roads, the presence of these human classers—usually tagged as a ‘guide’—had proven that this was a surefire way to ensure a human army arrived outside your walls long before friendly reinforcements could even be alerted.

Variations of those same guide-tagged classes were now being used to drown Helion beneath a weight of Padian refugees and to bring the hostile armies of Terythia’s distant north to the south. Fortunately, there were some restrictions to this otherwise insurmountable advantage. To gain the benefits of a Guide, you had to remain on the paved surface of the Old Roads at all times or immediately fall out of the skill’s Creation-warping effect.

Typh had never experienced this for herself. Guides were rare, and those sworn to the Traylan dynasty had all either died—or far more likely fled—with Rhelea’s fall. She did, however, have a collection of half-faded memories from when her ancestors had benefited from their briefly subservient humans. To their ancient eyes, the landscape surrounding them had remained blurry and indistinct while they crossed a far greater distance than they physically walked.

Armies were at their most vulnerable when on the move. An army that was forced to arrange itself into a miles-long column that couldn’t see into the distance was even more vulnerable. Typh knew that the humans marching against her would attempt to mitigate this weakness by having higher-level scouts travel alongside the snaking mass of soldiers. With enough dexterity, even the Guide’s skill-enhanced movement could be surpassed, and with the added benefit of perception skills, it would only take a few dozen sufficiently levelled classers to spot any significant threats to the forces under their care.

Typh also knew that these scouts’ training had been based on the military conventions that had arisen through thousands of years of humans fighting against other humans. While there were likely measures taken to account for the rare ‘monstrous horde’ or lone beasts that might see fit to attack a force of thousands, they were thoroughly unprepared for her. To the best of her knowledge, they simply didn’t have the inclination let alone the ability to look up above the clouds for danger.

It was a failing she was planning to violently inform them of.

“I much preferred what we did the last time we left the estate together . . .” Arilla sighed.

“Why? Is an early-morning flight atop my back not exciting enough for you?” Typh asked.

“It’s not that. You know how much I love flying—and what you have planned is hardly dull—but the company leaves something to be desired.”

“Oh really? I happen to think that kobolds are great. They’re lightweight, polite, and have scales, which while less fun, are far superior to skin. I’d much rather be loaded up with kobolds than humans. Can you imagine the incessant complaining? It would be all ‘I don’t like heights!’ ‘Are you sure this rigging is secure?’ ‘I have rope burn!’ This is much better,” the dragon said.

“I don’t love it when you make sweeping generalisations about my species. And I like it less when you mock my very legitimate concerns about the way you’ve decided to carry quite so many people with you,” the warrior complained. “But you misunderstand me. It’s the quantity that I’m having trouble with.”

“You think I should have brought fewer kobolds?”

“Yes.”

“Pfft. What’s the point in having such a high strength score if you don’t ever get to flex it once in a while?”

Typh turned her head to stare at the warrior sitting atop her back. Arilla was dressed for war in yet another set of red-enamelled runeplate, which the dragon sincerely hoped would last longer than her previous one. With her oversized sword and imposing figure, she’d look like a hero right out of a bard’s tale if not for the awkwardly silent kobolds invading her space and occupying every available surface of Typh’s draconic body.

Tight rope rigging had been draped and securely tied to her. Then, every kobold with a mage level they could muster had been tied to that. It was by no means comfortable—not for them and certainly not for Typh—but to capitalise on the information Xan had provided, the dragon needed to move fast.

Close to two hundred thousand soldiers were marching south down the Old Road from Eurionkon to the northwest, to siege Helion. There, they would be joined by a further hundred and fifty thousand arriving from the northeast. Once the forces merged, conventional wisdom would dictate that they’d have to swiftly take the city before they ran out of food.

Typh had a lot of faith in her forces, but as Arilla had proven, there were numerous species under her command who were ill-suited to both siege warfare and fighting from a defensive position. Outnumbered more than seven to one, Typh’s army of fifty thousand would be swiftly overwhelmed even if they didn’t have to deal with maintaining their own siege of the palace.

She did have significant advantages, namely the walls, cannons, and higher-level troops than the average levied farmhand, but in the face of those numbers it was unlikely to be enough. Their only saving grace was that the hostages she’d secreted around Helion kept the southern cities from adding their military might to Terythia’s north. Although, if Xan was right then it was only a matter of time before they too marched on Helion.

Typh had to make sure that never happened.

Which was why this fine, breezy morning she intended to cripple the two hundred thousand marching against her . . . with one human and roughly three hundred kobolds clinging to the rigging wrapped around her back.

“I’ll admit that I may have gone a little overboard, but I am the one who is carrying them all. I think you can put up with a little discomfort,” the dragon stated.

Arilla laughed at that, earning herself several furtive glances from the reptilian creatures lashed all around.

“You know Xan’s going to be pissed,” Arilla said.

“Yes. I assume she thought I’d take this information as an incentive to marry fast and marry well,” Typh replied, quietly delighting at how her warrior wrinkled her nose in disgust.

“I assume she thought you’d do something sane . . . Not this . . .”

“Insanity?”

“Your words, not mine.”

Typh shrugged her broad shoulders and felt several dozen clawed hands frantically scrabble against her scales. She did not envy the terrified kobolds. And not just because they were hanging suspended miles above the ground by thin knots of hempen rope. She’d do what she could to protect them, using her own hardened aura to shield their bodies in addition to her own, but depending on the resistance they faced it was likely they’d suffer very heavy casualties.

“I’ll admit this is a little eccentric, but insane? No. That would be marching on the ground against a dragon,” Typh scoffed. “I can’t believe they forgot I could fly.”

“I doubt they forgot . . .” Arilla said, looking down over the side of Typh’s thick neck. “But I’ll concede that it is a failure of imagination on their part.”

“Don’t make excuses for them. It’s stupid, is what it is,” the dragon said, joining her lover and numerous other kobolds in peering down through the wisps of cloud cover to see the snaking chain of humanity many miles below. “Did they really expect me to just wait for them?”

“Maybe. Helion’s walls have only been taken once—by you. It’s not unrealistic to expect that you’d attempt to hold them. But regardless of what they expected, it won’t be this.”

“If they are and this is somehow a trap, this is unlikely to go well for us.”

“Xan would have to be in on it. I don’t like her, but if she was really our enemy there are less convoluted ways to go about killing us.”

Her piece said, the warrior drew her sword, while the kobolds lashed to Typh’s back adjusted their positions and readied their arcane foci.

No expense had been spared on this front, and the greatest runestaffs, wands, tomes, arcane crystals, and effigies had all been requisitioned for the diminutive creatures. Standing at a little over three feet tall, kobolds were hardly the most terrifying of foes. They’d been viewed by humanity’s adventurers for thousands of years as little more than starter monsters a half-step up from goblins. In addition to being delightfully light and scaly, the little creatures had a strong inherent aptitude for sorcery. Nothing compared to humanity’s or dragons’, but for a species effectively capped to a mere 49 levels in their species class, they were fortunate enough to have skills to choose from that complemented their spell use nicely.

A part of Typh was delighted by the prospect of giving kobolds a reputation for being more than just cunning trapsmiths. Who knew what they could have become if they had ever aspired beyond that well-trodden field? While she couldn’t—and had desire to—change their culture on such a fundamental level, she also knew that after today they would at least be known for their magecraft as well.

But in truth, Typh was excited that she was finally going to hammer home to the humans that she was never going to come to them on her knees and beg for permission to help.

She was a dragon—a primal force of magical and physical might. She may have been the least powerful sovereign dragon to have lived in a very long time, but that didn’t change what she was. Just because she came to the humans and offered impassioned warnings to go alongside her demands didn’t mean that they were anything less than demands.

Typh would rule Terythia as its Queen.

And after today, she imagined few would still think she needed a political marriage to ensure her legitimacy.

“Are you sure about this?” Arilla asked. “There will be no taking it back.”

“I’m certain,” the dragon grumbled. “It’s time to remind them of who they’re going to war with.”

Typh took a moment to glide forwards with just her thoughts for company—her draconic pride was morphing into something deeply unpleasant, yet she couldn’t afford to put those ideas of grandeur aside. Typh looked down at the long line of men she intended to kill and realised that there was no way she could go through with what she’d planned without those toxic thoughts egging her on. Her plans were more important than their lives. She had to believe that, for if she didn’t then how could she justify what she was about to do?

From up high the humans looked so utterly insignificant it was hard for her to remember that each one of them had just as much potential as Arilla did. Most of them were new to their classes—too new to pose a threat to her—but enough of them had the levels and the motivation to destroy everything she was trying to build.

This was not what she was supposed to do. She was supposed to be a leader, not a butcher, but if the humans wouldn’t bend then she’d have to make them break. Perhaps then she’d be able to reforge them into something useful.

“Prepare yourselves,” Typh announced, knowing that the command was pointless, but feeling the need to say it anyway.

A wave of resolute expressions fell across the reptilian forms tied to her body. They’d known what this mission entailed long before they volunteered for it, and each and every one of them appeared to be ready. Her passengers more closely resembled and upright, scaly dog than they did a human, but for all of their foreignness, the look of determination on their muzzled faces seemed to be universal. The kobold mages began their chant. The dragon tucked her wings close to her body, and with her lover on her back, Typh committed to the dive.

Even with her mana speeding her along, she had a very long way to fall. Which regrettably gave her far too much time to think and anticipate the coming violence. [Sovereign’s Perception] made her keenly aware of every twitch and tremble of her passengers. From the creaking hilt of Arilla’s leather-wrapped sword, to a scrawny mage named Pun-Pun fumbling with a sarrukh bone idol too large for his small hands. Collectively the kobolds reeked of appetising fear, but as Typh picked up speed and the mages’ progressed further along their rhythmic chant, the crisp scent of confidence rose above their terror.

Air currents buffeted her as Typh plummeted straight down. Mana from all those kobold mages working together built. The roar of whistling wind rushed past her ears, and the tiny dots of individual humans marching together in a miles-long column grew larger.

A simple spell perfectly cast and maintained by three hundred reptilian voices blossomed around her and Creation suddenly became a lot quieter.

From the way their scaled snouts moved and their forked tongues flapped in their mouths, she knew that words were being said. From how Arilla practically stood on her back, Typh knew that the warrior was about an inch away from yelling with unconstrained glee. But the dragon couldn’t hear any of it. Not the arcane words of power, not the wind fighting against her, not the creaking ropes tying her scaly passengers to her, and not her own challenging roar.

In perfect, total silence, the dragon fell towards the ground.

The advancing column was long, dwarfing those she’d once sent into Rhelea by at least a factor of twenty. With baggage trains and pack animals interspersed amongst the flowing banners and rows of tightly packed soldiers, the army marching shoulder to shoulder extended for as far as she could see into the distance.

Thanks to the kobolds’ magic and her rapid descent, she arrived undetected at its rear some thirty feet or so above the paved surface of the Old Road. The sphere of silence’s outward edge fell on the back ranks of the army’s rearguard, whose heads slowly turned about in mute confusion.

Typh imagined that it would be deeply unsettling to have every conversation around you cut out mid-sentence. People would instinctively panic from suddenly not being able to hear the familiar rise and fall of a thousand boots—not being able to hear their own heartbeat and having no idea why.

She hesitated for all of an instant, and in that time she saw countless soldiers tug on their neighbours’ shoulders and shout questions that would never be answered as they looked around for the source of the silence.

Some unlucky few saw her and screamed—she would remember their faces—but just like the absent sound, that panic never travelled.

Typh cycled her mana and exhaled. [Sovereign’s Breath] activated, and she felt the powerful vibrations of skill-enhanced fire rumble through her chest. She saw the incandescent flames exit her mouth, tasted the heat passing over her tongue, and then watched with her large draconic eyes as the soldiers on the ground disappeared beneath a wave of deadly gold.

Yet she heard nothing.

She flew forwards, and the stream of fire that covered the Old Road travelled with her. The System told her that she had killed, but she was anticipating many, many more prompts before she was done, so she had no desire to start reading them now.

The dragon intermittently flapped her wings to stay aloft as she swept forwards above the Old Road. Typh had brought her momentum with her from her dive and so she was moving blindingly fast. She forced her mana through [Sovereign’s Breath] and did it again, relying on the System’s power to let her forgo an inhalation as she instead spat out a continuous wave of dragonfire which reached out in front of her silent flight.

Gouts of trailing flame washed over the unaware army below. Her skill remained active for far longer than it was supposed to as it blanketed an increasingly large stretch of the Old Road in bright golden flames. There were screams, but they would forever remain unheard. Ahead of her, the column marched on oblivious to the fact that it was being attacked. The few shouts of alarm that emanated outside her sphere of silence failed to travel faster than she flew, so any growing panic was swiftly swallowed up and drowned out by her all-consuming flames.

And so, in total silence, the literal rolling storm of fiery death that heralded her arrival swept along the Old Road unopposed. She felt Arilla’s enthusiasm wane as the fight she had been promised failed to materialise—noted the kobolds’ growing confidence as the plan unfolded without a hitch and levels were had by all.

The tavern logic humans were so fond of stated that what she was doing was impossible. A peak iron could be defeated by ten peak bronzes, or a hundred peak pewters, a thousand peak clays, and so on . . . While those numbers needed adjusting to take into account Typh’s obvious draconic supremacy, there was still a number that she simply wasn’t supposed to be able to overcome.

Had she been willing to fight them on the ground, she supposed that might remain true, but she wasn’t an idiot.

Instead, Typh flew along the entire length of the column, bathing the entire thing in dragonfire. The counterattack she’d been afraid of . . . never came. Occasionally she’d see mage shields flicker up in advance of her attack, or witness classers dive to the side or take shelter behind a skill or a shield, but the army on the move proved to be completely unprepared for an aerial assault.

The System kept trying to tell her how many men she’d killed. And as that number grew and grew, she couldn’t help but feel that she was the real Monster. That the greater good couldn’t possibly be worth so many lives swallowed without a fight. Then it gave her another level in both skill and class, and she consigned herself to continuing her exhalation. On and on it went, until her throat was dry and her lungs were sore, yet even then she couldn’t bring herself to stop, because she knew the atrocity she was commiting was necessary.

Typh leaned into the cold outlook of her draconic brain and relished those few inches of distance it gave her from her roiling emotions. She did not look at the ashen road behind her, but with [Sovereign’s Perception] it wasn’t like she didn’t see it. The massacre couldn’t have taken more than ten minutes, but when she was done and finally allowed herself to turn her head, there was little more than ash in her wake.

Sound suddenly snapped back into existence and the noise of crackling flesh and screams from the survivors suddenly accompanied the smell. She hadn’t gotten them all, but that was hardly a loss—she had never intended to get as many as she had. Typh consoled her ailing conscience that the horror of what she’d just done would make Arilla’s part considerably easier.

“Good luck,” the dragon said.

“I won’t need it,” the warrior replied, her voice strained and stilted. Without looking back, Arilla jumped off the side of Typh’s neck and landed on the Old Road a few dozen feet below.

Steeling her resolve, Typh flapped her wings to gain some altitude and made a point of turning back towards the north in plain view of the carnage she had just wrought.

Her breath caught in her throat, but she didn’t stop. Onwards the dragon flew—not south to Helion, but towards Eurionkon and the north.

Erebus had once murdered a city of a hundred thousand, and that act had rightly made him a monster. In a matter of minutes, she’d killed an army twice that size.

Did that make her twice as bad, or did the fact that they were soldiers somehow make it better? The System made a point of quantifying violence, but just this once she wished that it did the same for morality.

She hoped that Arilla would forgive her for this.

She hoped that she could forgive herself.

But above all else, she hoped that the humans wouldn’t call Arilla’s bluff. Because even if the warrior forgave her for murdering this army, there were thirteen cities to the north of Eurionkon, and Typh knew that there would be no forgiveness if the humans made her visit this destruction on each one.






CHAPTER 20

DEMANDS

The Old Road was covered in a thick layer of black that crunched loudly beneath Arilla’s heel. Drifts of still-warm ash fell from the sky like snowflakes, and where they landed, they stained everything they touched in shades of grey. From the wounded struggling to their feet, to the vibrant red of Arilla’s enamelled armour, everything was covered by the falling cinders. The scent of the dead and the dying were carried along by the mid-morning breeze—a perversely appetising stench of burnt flesh and cooked fats the warrior tried her best to ignore.

Cries of anguish and rage sounded out in the distance, as well as nearby, vastly outnumbering those few wails that were filled with pain. This was not to say that there weren’t many wounded amongst the army’s survivors—for there certainly were—but Arilla had come to learn over the past year that those suffering from truly serious injuries rarely had the energy left for high-pitched screams or agonised howls.

Real wounds made you silent, and so the warrior walked alone down the scorched stone of the Old Road in an eerie quiet that was only punctuated by the repetitive sound of crushing ash and distant, heartfelt anger.

With every passing moment, Arilla could feel the weight of her guilt bearing down on her like a physical thing. On all sides were scenes of human suffering so extreme in their depictions it felt like the exaggerated horrors from her nightmares. Except this time, there would be no waking up when the accusing stares found her and demanded retribution. Looking around at those cradling the remains of their dead friends and comrades, Arilla was confronted with the inescapable fact that like the flourishing diversity of Helion’s Southern districts, she was responsible for this too.

How she wished she could pinch herself and wake up. Instead, she soldiered on. Her strides remained confident and her gaze unflinching. Agonised self-pitying wouldn’t undo what she’d done, and it certainly wouldn’t help anyone who’d weathered the brunt of Typh’s golden flames.

Arilla hardened her heart and kept moving, swiftly stepping over the half-melted body of a man who raised a searching hand up towards her. How he’d noticed her approach with that ruin for a face, she’d never know, but his career as a soldier was over unless he received the kind of healing pewter ranks were rarely given. Considering that the low ranked and recently classed would have undoubtedly made up the vast majority of the casualties, he was lucky to be alive . . . although not lucky enough to be left in a condition where he could stand, let alone walk back to the nearest city.

Like the smell and the sounds, Arilla tried not to think about what would happen to him when she was done.

She travelled for another minute through the wreckage Typh had wrought. In that time she’d witnessed another dozen or so human tragedies and each one had threatened to melt her fraying resolve. When the interruption finally came, she was grateful for it.

A solitary arrow glanced off her runeplate, drawing a noticeable amount of mana from her reserves. She stopped where she stood and waited, [Slayer’s Sight] made it all too easy to observe the ranger’s hurried approach.

“That was rude,” the warrior eventually declared.

“Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t put my entire quiver through you, Dragonrider,” the ranger spat.

The hush that had fallen when the arrow struck her chest immediately exploded into frenzied whispers with the word ‘Dragonrider.’ The searching eyes of the wounded who had puzzled over her presence twisted into something hateful, but above all that, Arilla could see their fear.

She took a moment, noting that the injured all around her were slowly climbing to their feet and looking about for their discarded weapons. In the distance, haphazard lines of shell-shocked soldiers hurried into a ragged formation, while an unsaddled horse trailing smoke sprinted away from the Old Roads and into the lush green lands that surrounded the magical structure.

The Noble Slayer forced a smile onto her lips; then, channelling a confidence from her class that she didn’t feel, she made her demand.

“Because I’m here to accept your surrender.”

* * *

It had only been a matter of minutes since the attack had ended. The road was still warm from the dragon’s breath, and several lingering fires had yet to go out. The brilliant gold that clung to discarded equipment contrasted sharply with the omnipresent black and grey. In the end, the ranger had shot her again, but when her second arrow bounced off Arilla’s helmet and the warrior declined to escalate matters further, she eventually consented to fetch her superiors.

It was an uncomfortably long wait. The accusatory stares only grew more intense as more soldiers arrived long before any of the nobles in charge of the shattered army. There was an immense pressure to wilt before all that fear and hate, but Arilla had a part to play and she could not afford to bend.

The time for being a hero had unfortunately passed. In hindsight, it was gone long before Typh had massacred this army. The moment Terythia’s King had died and they were forced to flee from the palace was probably when it turned. The reason why Queen Constancia’s propaganda was so brutally effective in turning people against them was because, in part, it was true. No matter her justifications, Arilla had brought war to Terythia, and had brought monstrous creatures into the ancient heart of the country.

It was all for the greater good, but now that she’d walked over the powdered remains of those she’d sacrificed for it, those words sounded as hollow as they felt.

Arilla had done evil things and her sins could never be erased by a larger amount of good.

Trying to cling to a paper-thin veneer of heroism whilst surrounded by her victims would at best make her look like a hypocrite—and almost certainly get her killed. Playing the uncaring villain would save lives: theirs, hers, and possibly hundreds of thousands more depending on how far Typh was really willing to go.

Arilla stood tall. She met the accusing stares, removed her helmet, and smiled back at them—she was almost surprised when they flinched.

I’m sorry.

It took at least ten minutes before the first noble appeared. Covered in ash and with an arm in a hastily made sling, the nobleman looked like any other member of the walking wounded. It was only his noble tag and his iron-rank guards that set him apart from the mass of burnt soldiers.

He shot them a disgruntled look and they backed away.

“Why are you here, Dragonrider?” the nobleman asked. Arilla frowned, trying to place who he was from the long list of portraits she’d seen, but those tastefully painted oils had all shown regal men and women with confident expressions, dripping in finery. The haggard man before her with a tired, angry scowl looked nothing like them; she assumed that when the other thirteen arrived she’d be faced with a similar problem.

“Which noble lord, in particular, am I talking to?” the Noble Slayer inquired.

“You have the pleasure of addressing Lord Anicius of Mantioclos,” the man replied through gritted teeth. Arilla blinked. That made him the Queen’s uncle and the current patriarch sitting over the most important border city they had with Epheria. She had not expected him to make the journey south personally, and his presence . . . complicated things to say the least. “Now, answer my question before I tire of this.”

“No. Not yet, we’ll talk when the other lords arrive,” Arilla said.

“Then you’ll be waiting a long time. Lord Kurkuas of Nezeze is dead, so too is Lady Athenais of Saridus. I believe four more of our number are currently being seen to by healers and I do not know when they’ll be done,” Lord Anicius stated stiffly.

“Half-healed or not, summon them as well as someone who can speak for the dead. Time is short.”

“You dare to give commands? You who have approached a hostile army alone having just mauled it?”

“I’d say I did more than just ‘maul’ it, but yes I dare. Now be quick and fetch your noble kin.”

An angry expression crossed Lord Ancius’s face, and his guards tightened their grip on their weapons. The tension rose dramatically . . . until it finally broke and the nobleman barked off a string of orders, which sent a nearby messenger running.

“This had better be good, Dragonrider. They say that you survived being tortured for a hundred days and a hundred nights to earn your dragon’s love. I will see that boast tested if this is nothing more than a waste of my time,” Lord Ancius threatened.

“I don’t know about good . . . but I’m not wasting anyone’s time,” she said, unsure how she felt about that particular rumour.

The noble grunted, and then in dribs and drabs over the next fifteen minutes thirteen more noblemen and their escorts arrived. While Arilla struggled to identify most of them, she knew enough to recognise that several were far too young to be anything other than replacements for those who were either too dead or too injured to stand posturing in the middle of the road.

Like Lord Ancius who had arrived before them, each noble and their entourage came bearing furious looks. Several decided to complement their obvious hostility with threats and demands that Arilla hand herself over to be summarily executed after lengthy and extravagant tortures.

She did not find it hard to decline.

“I’m here to accept your complete and unconditional surrender. By my count, you have a little over an hour left before my offer expires,” Arilla declared. The response was predictably uproarious.

The hostile looks that had only been growing in intensity since their arrival erupted with drawn blades and even more shouts to take her head. This continued for a while with various nobles competing with one another to yell the most outlandish method of execution they intended to perform on Arilla.

Crucially, not one of them took a single step forwards to implement their threats. If she were being honest, she was flattered by their restraint. She had levelled more than once from Typh’s attack—the ignored notifications blinking away in the corner of her vision attested to that—but she was still high bronze and amongst the fourteen gathered nobles there was at least twice that in iron-rank knights, warriors, and mages. Whether it was her reputation or simply their noble manners that kept their threats from becoming a reality, she didn’t know, but it helped her remain calm while they occupied themselves with their verbal onslaught.

Eventually, Lord Ancius grew weary of the unproductive yelling and hushed his peers.

“Explain yourself. Why would we surrender to you—an isolated woman who’d make an extremely valuable hostage—when we still have forty thousand fighting men to hand. We have suffered a setback, I will concede that, but this war is far from over.”

Arilla knew that forty thousand was a gross overestimate. Ordinarily, it would be a realistic-sounding number to have escaped a fairly brutal massacre, but Typh’s assault was of an entirely different scale to a normal massacre. If Arilla hadn’t been watching from Typh’s back as the dragon had killed, then the warrior might have believed it, but with her airborne vantage, she likely had a better idea of the true number of survivors than Ancius did.

If more than one in twenty walk away from this with a sword in hand I’d be very surprised.

“Which one of you is Lord Basilius of Eurionkon?” Arilla asked.

“I am. Now what does this have to do with me?” Lord Basilius responded.

“In a little over an hour, Typh will fly over Eurionkon. The first thing she will do when she reaches the city is to dive down from behind cloud cover and destroy what passes for your palace—presumably, this is where your family resides. Once she’s satisfied that every mana-focusing ward has been rendered nonfunctional—a task she will accomplish by reducing the building to its foundations—she will strafe along the inner perimeter of the city’s walls, repeating the process. Once any lingering resistance is stamped out, Typh will then spend the rest of the afternoon leisurely destroying what remains of the city from the sky,” the warrior explained.

No one said a word. Instead of denials that it couldn’t be done, there was silence. The dramatic fall of Traylra to Erebus a century ago was still a relatively recent event in Terythia’s thousand-year history. Every noble would have been briefed on the dangers of angering a dragon, and it was finally hitting home that that was exactly what they had done. Somewhere in all the carefully worded missives and peaceful declarations, they had forgotten that Typh was more than just a figurehead—she was a dragon, and today they had all felt her wrath. It was such a shame that so many people had to die for them to remember.

Lord Basilius’s face had gone several shades paler during Arilla’s explanation, and it wasn’t from the falling ash. Everywhere he looked was a physical example of exactly what would befall Eurionkon if he didn’t concede, and Arilla didn’t need her class’s whispers in her ear to know that the noble was suitably terrified by the prospect.

“Lord Basilius won’t bow to threats of such wanton slaughter. His family serves at the pleasure of Her Majesty, Queen Constancia! Surrendering to your demands would be tantamount to treason,” Lord Ancius declared.

“Yes, it would, but don’t speak for Lord Basilius, he has his own people to think about,” Arilla said.

“You can recall the dragon from range?” Lord Basilius asked.

“I can tell her to spare Eurionkon. After that, she’ll fly directly to Naucra . . . Speaking of which, which one of you is Lady Iulia?” the warrior asked—a stern-looking woman towards the back of the pack froze. Arilla smiled. “Think carefully, My Lady. Typh can make the flight from Eurionkon to Naucra in less than three hours, and that’s if she’s taking her time.”

The discontented murmurs that had started with Lord Ancius’s protest stopped, and suddenly everyone knew why Arilla was confident enough to risk her life with this confrontation. The warrior watched the implications of her words sink in, saw the anger turn to fear and then finally resignation. Like any good villain, Arilla recognised that look as her time to monologue.

“You have all made the mistake of confusing Typh’s mercy for weakness. Helion still stands and its former Queen still breathes because we aim to take the palace with minimal loss of life. It is the very heart of our nation, and it is from there that the dragon intends to rule. It wouldn’t send the right message to have to rebuild it from scratch.”

“You, or those you speak for, are all governors of Terythia’s northwestern cities. Fourteen in total, and while each one is strategically important, not one of you is particularly essential to this nation. You are not important enough to warrant that same level of restraint. Had you simply stayed in your cities we wouldn’t be having such a blunt conversation, but you took your strength from your walls, marched it south, and now it’s gone.

“Typh is a peak-iron sovereign dragon. I understand that Terythia has hundreds of iron ranks, and dozens of steels, but how many of them can fly? How many can spit fire in a cone that can melt stone whilst soaring faster than a horse can sprint, hundreds of feet up in the sky? Were your walls fully manned, it wouldn’t be worth the risk, but you took two hundred thousand fighting men away from your territories! Are you confident enough that the classers you left behind can repel her when you all failed so abysmally? What are you personally willing to risk on your misguided belief that she can be stopped? Because if it is anything less than everything, I implore you to kneel on the ground and give me your surrender.”

Time passed while they thought, but considering the weight of their choice, not much time passed at all.

“What exactly are your terms?” Lord Basilius asked to quiet cries of condemnation from his peers.

“Largely the same as they are currently: your line will retain control of your current lands in perpetuity. You will pay a yearly tithe to Helion and recognise Typh and her heirs as your Lord Sovereign. Sapient nonhumans that decide to visit your territory are to be welcomed as full-fledged citizens of Terythia, and hunting them down is to be treated the same as murder. Classes are to be made available to all at no cost and without restriction. And finally, the mana-focusing wards that run through your territories are to be immediately dismantled and the construction of new ones is to be made punishable by death.”

“That’s all?” Lord Basilius asked—Arilla genuinely couldn’t tell if he was relieved or incredulous.

“You’ll have to take the oath, but yes. That’s it,” she confirmed.

“To the dragon?” he asked, his nose wrinkling.

“To the dragon.”

Arilla reached into her pack and produced a large bundle of cloth, which she roughly unfurled over the ash-covered ground. Dozens of banners in a myriad of colours depicting bestial representations and clan marks were stitched together into a single long tapestry. At one end it featured the flags of Rhelea and Helion, and at the other was a solid gold statuette of a snarling dragon.

The calm that had fallen with Lord Basilius’s apparent submission shattered as fresh cries of uproar emerged from the gathered nobles. The reality of the human flags being cast down in the ash below the obviously goblin and ratling banners did something to aggravate the nobles’ wounded pride. Arilla herself didn’t care about flags—they were just dyed cloth—but perhaps this had been one insult too many.

There was another long round of protests, which ended abruptly when Arilla reminded them that an entire hour had very nearly passed, and just like that Lord Basilius was the first on his knees before Lord Arilla Foundling, the Noble Slayer, the Dragonrider, the Dragon’s Consort, and a half-dozen other titles too wordy or offensive to bother listing.

With anger in his voice and tears in his eyes, he made the oath. Said the necessary words to tie his noble class to that of another, except when it came time to kiss the statuette and seal the deal, the nobleman moved his lips to kiss Arilla’s boot instead.

“No,” she said, already feeling the nascent tether of power connecting his class to hers.

“Yes, Your Grace,” he said with a grim smile. “Better a foundling than a dragon. Terythia is a human nation and it deserves a human sovereign to look over its people.”

“This isn’t what we agreed.”

“It’s close enough, Your Grace,” Lord Basilius replied with a shrug. “Will you really consign my people to death because I’d rather swear my allegiance to you? Say what you will about our northern obstinance, but we have read your missives. You two claim to be equals—partners in all things. Surely the dragon will tolerate you having a measure of your own power.”

“I refuse to accept your oath,” Arilla said hastily.

“Then my people will die, and it will be your fault. I will not swear over the futures of the citizens I am meant to protect to a man-eating dragon. I simply won’t do it.”

Arilla looked down at the man kneeling before her in the ash. She ignored the noble tag and paltry level and instead saw the man. There was a resolute glint in his eyes, and whether it was a noble skill affecting his bearing or something else entirely, she believed with certainty that he could not be dissuaded.

“Arise, Lord Basilius. I recognise you as my governor and your line as noble. Long may Eurionkon flourish under your care.”

She didn’t know where the words came from, but they felt about as right as the situation felt wrong. Arilla didn’t need to look at the other nobles to know that they each bore the same glints in their eyes.

One by one, in the order of Typh’s proposed flight, they got down on their knees in the ash and swore. Each one pledged to follow her line, and every time a kiss was planted on her boots, Arilla felt a new tether of power add itself to her warrior class, while the Noble Slayer within her chest screamed in frustrated torment and tried to shake loose its new bonds.

When it was done, instead of a toast to her reign she ordered them to pack up and march north back to their homes. The nobles bowed their heads in acknowledgment, promising to obey and then they started barking out orders to reform the column. Some were quick to leave her sight, others were not, but with the fledgling connections between their classes, she somehow knew that they planned no immediate betrayal. Her new subjects were hardly loyal, likely to abandon their oaths at the first sign of weakness, but Arilla had no plans of ever being considered weak.

She stood there in silence while they retreated into the column and she retreated into herself. Nearby soldiers gathered the wounded and packed up in preparation to march once again. Not all the nobles fled her presence, however, and some stayed to watch their new liege. It was one of them who broke Arilla’s contemplative silence.

“If I may ask, Your Grace, why do you look so glum? By all rights today is a triumph for you. In a single swoop, you’ve claimed over a third of the cities in all of Terythia,” Lady Iulia asked.

Arilla sighed.

“Because the northeast marched their soldiers south as well . . . So now I have to go claim them in a single swoop,” the Noble Slayer said.

“Oh . . .” Lady Iulia answered, a look of sadness replacing her previously stern expression. “In that case, Your Grace, let me congratulate you on your imminent victory. I can’t imagine that they’ll put up much more of a fight than we did.”

“No, I can’t imagine that they will.”






CHAPTER 21

THE AGE OF KINGS

On aching knees, the Goblin limped through the crowded streets of Helion with a brace of long knives tucked into his belt and a hot pie cradled between his hands. The thick crust of laminated pastry surrendered quickly to his claws and rich gravy spilt out from the cracks as he rewarded himself with tasty chunks of succulent meat.

His pie, like many others just like it, was filled with the cheaper cuts that could be procured within Helion—typically those too unpalatable to be sold on the open market without the disguise of a dark sauce and a flaky crust. It was normal for the modestly priced pies favoured by goblins and other discerning nonhumans to include the gamey meat of dogs, cats, or even rats, but on this occasion he was treated to a rich-tasting filling he immediately identified as human in origin.

There were of course laws against putting people in pies . . . but like everything in the city, economics ultimately won out. With the rising price of meat and his kind’s unbridled desire to skirt the dragon’s rather draconian rules, disposing of an unwanted body by putting it into pies was an increasingly popular approach for Helion’s criminal underbelly.

The Goblin knew that he should report it. The butchers selling human meat were almost certainly tied to one of the various predators cropping up throughout the city. But whether they were under the thrall of something as exotic as a vampire, or a more mundane evil like the greedy Experience Merchants, didn’t really matter, the pie-makers were vile criminals through and through.

Of course, he wouldn’t report it.

Goblins routinely broke more than a few laws themselves—particularly the ones regarding hunting sapients—and while they’d cracked blackpowder, cannons, and worse, folding chilled sheets of dough into perfect pastry still escaped his species’s expertise. Seniority or not, his kind would eat him alive if they found out that he came between them and their most reliable source for meaty chunks of human wrapped in a light buttery crust.

Licking his fingers clean of his hurried meal, the Goblin ducked into a narrow alleyway beside a general store and emerged a moment later standing atop the building’s roof. He then travelled along the sloping highway of slate tiles and bird nests until he reached his destination: an abandoned church long since cleared out for its apparent Epherian sympathies.

The Goblin proceeded to slowly climb the belltower, crawling up its vertical surface hand over hand and frowning as the ascent left him breathless. When he reached the top, he walked out along a narrow ledge of stone before stepping out onto the back of a jutting gargoyle, a carved facsimile that bore little resemblance to the real thing.

The Goblin sat down next to his daughter and she wordlessly handed him another pie, which he eagerly tore into. In a few mouthfuls, he was sufficiently recovered; [Eat Anything] had rapidly refilled his stamina supply as pastry, gravy, and ambiguous red meat rushed past his hungry tongue.

“You’re getting slow,” Glorious said.

“I’m getting old,” the Goblin replied.

“A year isn’t old. Humans aren’t even considered children until they can walk, and that’s rarely before one,” she said with a frown.

“But we are not humans. And while it shouldn’t be this way—it is. A year is a long time for a goblin,” he answered.

His daughter didn’t immediately respond; instead, she looked down from their vantage point at the milling masses in the streets below. He could tell from the way her furrowed brow twisted her scars that she was nervous—a rare state for a goblin to find themselves in.

“It doesn’t have to be,” Glorious said, though she didn’t dare to look him in the eyes.

The Goblin nearly choked on the remnants of his pie and stared at his daughter in shock—not for her sentiment, he’d been thinking much on the subject for some time. But he had never dared to vocalise his thoughts, whereas she had the gall to utter the almost forbidden suggestion out loud.

“I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that. If I were anyone else, those words would see you sent straight to the butcher’s block,” the Goblin cautioned, but rather than hang her head in shame or retreat from the church, Glorious let out a low chuckle and finally looked him in the eyes.

“I know the rules, Father. We break so very many of them, yet this one you hold sacred,” she said.

“You speak of breaking our greatest taboo like it’s merely one of the dragon’s laws. Have our shared memories grown so thin that you forget why we don’t go past the cap?”

“I remember, but just because it happened before doesn’t mean it has to happen again. Things are different now.”

“They are not that different.”

“But they are. Look around, Father, and tell me what you see.”

He looked, only to quickly turn away, his small nose wrinkled in disgust.

“I see a city. A large nest full of humans. Weak, stinking, and insipid, yet each one of them has more potential than our greatest. Even ignorant, they reap the benefits of their ancient betrayal, while we who are aware of it—who strain against its capricious cruelty—are unable to rise past the limits they imposed on us,” the Goblin spat.

“Unwilling. Not unable,” Glorious corrected.

“Again you speak of forbidden things, Daughter,” he chastised. “Enlighten me, Glorious. What do you see that I don’t?”

“I see an opportunity,” she began. He scoffed, but the younger goblin ignored him and continued on undeterred: “Here in this glorious city, we are protected from both culls and persecution. Rather than the humans pitting us against each other, they are fighting amongst themselves while we stand unified under one banner—”

“The dragon’s banner! She is not our saviour. She used to hunt us, and since she stopped she has spent our kind like a human does coin. You weren’t there at Rhelea. You weren’t even born!”

Glorious smiled wide, and her mouthful of needle-like teeth shone yellow in the morning light.

“As you said, Father, a year is a long time for a goblin. Get over it. So what if she isn’t our saviour? I’m not blind enough to trust a dragon with the fate of our kind, but we can use her laws—the ones we don’t break—to forge something greater than any weapon,” she said.

“Something greater than any weapon . . .” he trailed off. “You want all of us to start raising our secondary classes past the level cap.”

“I want us to be strong. Even stronger than the adventurers who used to hunt us for sport. And forgive me if I’m not content with the oldest of us dying after walking Creation for barely more than a year. We can be more than just fodder—we can be what we were!”

“It’s a pretty dream, Glorious, but the reality is we’ll become worse than the humans we hate the moment we level past forty-nine. The tribes will fracture and fragment, turning in on themselves for scraps of experience. It will be chaos—our enemies will exploit it, exploit us and everything we’ve built will be destroyed. Our species class is what keeps us together; once our secondaries rise above it we’ll lose ourselves. It’s what happened before, and what will happen again if we try it.”

“You’re right, Father. The tribes as they are wouldn’t survive it—it would be all those dark things and worse. But a kingdom could weather the change. The humans maimed us all so that they could invent Kings and Nobility to better rule over each other. It isn’t perfect, but isn’t this city proof enough that it works? Imagine what we could do with a goblin king and goblin nobles to lead us, to keep us together as we rise into third-tier classes and beyond?”

“The tribes wouldn’t stand for it. They’d say the goblin king had been corrupted by humanity and would kill them for it. And they’d be right to. A king is a decidedly human notion.”

“Other tribes beyond these walls would, but who cares about them when they’re crawling about in the dirt, painting walls in literal shit to ward away their enemies? The dragon’s laws have given us time to grow, and we’ve used it well. Here in this city, the tribes are more numerous and higher levelled than they’ve been for centuries. We aren’t the only goblins staring at the cap and wondering what would happen if we just accept the prompt. The tribes will accept it. There are enough level-capped goblins in each of the major ones who want to live to force it through.

“We just need a king,” she concluded, and the following silence was deafening.

The Goblin let out a weary sigh and stared at his daughter, easily the greatest of his children. He saw the multitude of scars she’d earned from rapidly clawing her way through her levels—the ones she’d stubbornly refused to have healed. He looked past the desiccated ears hanging around her neck, past the sword at her hip, and at the fire in her eyes. He saw her ambition burning bright, and recognised that in his old age, he’d allowed the flames that had once burned within him to cool.

Perhaps it was time to stoke those fires once again.

“You sound like you’ve rehearsed this. Who have you already spoken with?” the Goblin asked.

“Of the five largest tribes, the Eye Biters, Rock Claws, and Marrow Dancers are already in. The Blood Moons and the Red Eerie are against it, but the matriarch of the Red Eerie will come around if it’s you, and then the Blood Moons will have to go along with the rest or risk being torn apart by the smaller clans,” Glorious explained with a confident smile.

“If this doesn’t work they’ll eat us both,” he warned.

“We’re goblins, if we fall from this tower and can’t get up our kin are more likely to eat us than drag us to a healer,” she said, waving away his concerns.

“This is not what I expected to discuss when you asked me to meet you here.”

“If you were expecting it, you wouldn’t have come.”

“Perhaps . . .” The Goblin almost agreed. “I just hope we’re not making a mistake.”

“Better to make a mistake and grow from it than to stagnate out of fear of what might go wrong,” Glorious declared.

He grunted an acknowledgement, and then, with excitement in his chest, he proceeded to break his species’s greatest taboo.




*Congratulations, you have reached level 50. You must now rank up your Shadow Knife class before you can absorb any more experience.*




Shadow Knife - Unobserved and unseen, you strike your foes in the dark. As a result of your prowess, this class will empower your strikes and steps with the power of shadows.

+1 Str, +4 Dex, +1 Vit, +1 Int, +1 Will, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Rogue] tagged.




Will become . . .




Umbral Blade - Unobserved and unseen, you bring the darkness with you. As a result of your continued prowess, this class will empower your body with the power of shadows.

+2 Str, +5 Dex, +1 Vit, +1 Int, +1 Will, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Rogue] tagged.




Hunched Elder - Your body is entering its twilight years, though as it fails your mind remains sharp. This class will empower your magic and your ability to guide the next generation.

+1 Str, +4 Dex, +1 Vit, +2 Int, +2 Will, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Priest] tagged.




Landless King - You have been chosen to lead a fragmented people with no lands. This class will empower your decrees and bind your subjects to your rule.

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




He hesitated.

The Goblin had been checking his rank-up options regularly, ever since the massive influx of experience from the Monster’s defeat had pushed him to his second cap. None of the classes the System had offered to him hadn’t changed in all of that time—until today. As if summoned by his daughter’s council, the class Landless King had appeared out of nowhere, replacing a thoroughly uninspiring Tribal Chieftain class.

It was the perfect choice and yet . . . he saw the fires of ambition burning bright in his daughter’s eyes whereas his burnt cold.

She had done this—all of it. She’d earned her levels by herself, outpacing many of the veterans from Rhelea. She’d found supporters for an idea so taboo that merely discussing it would see you consigned to the cookpot. She’d wrangled the tribes together and carved a path forwards for their people, when countless aeons of tradition said they must stagnate and die.

And in that time, he’d eaten meat pies, grown a small paunch, and complained about his aching knees.

No. Glorious was right and she was wrong. Helion was a shining example of what kings could build, but the goblins’ very presence in Terythia’s greatest city was a direct consequence of their many failings.

The time for kings had passed. With the human queen biding her time in the palace, a dragon queen out for her throne, and now, a new ‘Queen of the North’ . . . Perhaps there was space for the goblins to have one of their own.

Dismissing his prompts, he said as much to his daughter, and though she protested and fought, in hindsight she didn’t fight that hard. The Goblin watched in silence as Glorious closed her eyes a moment before her tag warped and flickered before his eyes.

In an instant the goblin sitting next to him was gone and in her place was a Queen.

She looked exactly the same—the same scars, the same ropes of corded muscle that bulked out her unusually squat frame—but there was something different about her in addition to her changed tag.

“How do you feel, Daughter?” the Goblin asked.

“Regal,” the Queen said with a smile. “Now it’s your turn.”

He wanted to protest, to ask more questions, but he couldn’t. Glorious’s words were not a suggestion—they were a command, and for the first time since she’d broached this subject, he started to believe that it could work.

When he checked his options again, he was unsurprised to see that Landless King was gone, and in its place was something far more fitting.




First Knight - You have been chosen to be the living blade of a sitting monarch. This class will aid you in fulfilling your duties for as long as you honour your oaths.

+2 Str, +4 Dex, +2 Vit, +1 Int, +1 Will, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Knight] tagged.




He made his choice and immediately felt the change. As the System’s power stormed through his ageing body, bringing with it 11 points of life-extending vitality, he sensed his two classes wrestle within his chest for dominance. In the past, the conflict had been so one-sided that he’d barely noticed it, yet this time to his horror he felt his species class lose.

The ever-present goblin in him retreated, sinking back behind his new knight class. When it receded, so too did large parts of his psyche that he’d never known were just the insidious whispers of his class. He was still a goblin, but he was no longer the Goblin. Already, he could feel his as-yet-undefined role as Glorious’s First Knight supersede his once important instincts. A large part of what made him him was suddenly quiet, and in its place he felt a noticeable need to uphold his Queen’s honour, to fulfil his duty, and slay her enemies.

The knight looked at his queen and saw her face remain steady while he processed the changes.




Name:

Species: Goblin

Age: 1

HP: 530/530

SP: 530/530

MP: 150/150

Strength: 50

Dexterity: 100

Vitality: 53

Intelligence: 25

Willpower: 15

Charisma: 10




Class: First Knight - Level 50

Shadow’s Concealment - Level 49

Shadow’s Edge - Level 49

Shadow’s Sight - Level 49

Shadow’s Agility - Level 49

Unassigned Skill x1




Class: Dungeon Goblin - Level 49*

Breed Anything - Level 49

Eat Anything - Level 49

Kill Anything - Level 49

Use Anything - Level 49




“How do you feel, Father?” Glorious asked.

“Different, my Queen. Less, but also more,” the knight said.

“It is as it should be.” Queen Glorious looked at him appraisingly, her eyes briefly distant as a skill took hold. “Arise, Father, for we have much work to do.”

He stood, having not realised that he’d been kneeling in the first place.

“What next?” he asked.

“Before we go to the tribes, we need to get you some more levels. This rank-up will buy you time, but not nearly enough if you’re to survive until the next species rank. I want my First Knight strong when we face them,” she said.

“Is that really necessary? I thought they were on board with your plan?”

“I may have . . . exaggerated some aspects of their agreement. The tribes will come, but it will get . . . bloody,” Glorious said with a vicious grin.

“I suppose it is the goblin way,” the knight relented. “But where am I to get the experience from? The dragon has returned victorious from the north, so there are no great battles on the horizon. The southern lords remain cowering in their castles while the palace in the city’s heart remains beyond us.”

“Have you heard of the Experience Merchants?” the Queen asked.

“I might have . . .” he said, thinking back to his human pie. “I know we have coin that we hardly use, but surely you aren’t suggesting we buy levels from the humans.”

Glorious scoffed.

“Of course not, but they are criminals in violation of the dragon’s laws. The punishment for that is death, so I don’t think anyone would mind if we were a little enthusiastic in pursuing that punishment.”

“It won’t be enough. No matter how many they’ve butchered, they’ll still be low levelled.”

“I know, but it will be a start.”

The two laughed, and when they were done, the Goblin Queen and her First Knight clambered down from the church tower and set to work.

They had levels to earn.






CHAPTER 22

THE DUNGEON’S END

The bottom floor of the dungeon felt alive in a way that was fundamentally different to the rest of Creation. The mana suffusing the air was palpable, thick like it had been in Rhelea before the Monster had spawned, yet also vibrant and flowing, unlike the old city which had felt smothered beneath a blanket of stagnant power. Watching the swirling flows of mana run through the corridor was like watching the dungeon breathe, and in those fleeting moments that he lost himself, he was acutely aware he was walking through a living, breathing thing.

It was probably telling that his first reaction was to wonder what would happen if he killed and reanimated it.

His minions’ movements were smoother down here; their steady degradation had slowed to the point that it had started to reverse, and his fine control over their actions was aided by the massive amounts of power saturating the air. Every breath he took felt easy despite the persistent weakness in his chest, and his spells—limited in scope though they may have been—were noticeably empowered by the dungeon’s influence. If this was what living inside a dungeon was like, then he understood why magical beasts throughout Creation congregated in places like this.

Tamlin couldn’t wait to experience how potent the mana was inside a dungeon more appropriate for his level. He fully intended to drag his feet in clearing the next one, especially if he was still saddled with a party desperate to return to the surface for a ‘much-needed break.’ The incessant whining of his teammates was finally getting to him, and at this point he was willing to give in to their demands even if there was only one thing waiting for him up above. Fear. It was frustrating, as he knew that if he could just spend a few more weeks in a mana-rich area like this one, he’d finally be able to master Typh’s lessons and become a true mage rather than just a puppeteer of the dead.

Thinking about the dragon caused an unexpected ache to throb in his chest—a confusing mixture of longing and resentment. When she’d sent him down here with a party to drag along, he hadn’t expected to miss her, much less her frustratingly tedious lessons. Yet as he walked alone and the rest of his teammates strode together several dozen feet ahead of him, he was keenly aware of how much he wished she was by his side. Typh was the only person he wanted to see, and also his only real reason to return to the surface. Her kind words, gentle touch, and companionable spirit were about the only source of comfort he’d received in as long as he cared to remember.

A part of him knew that he needed to burn out this weakness. Leaving the dragon to her suicidal plans was by far the safest route for him in the long run. If he abandoned her pointless rules, he knew that he could raise a horde of undead and sweep his way through any dungeon in a matter of days. He’d sprint to 200 and beyond without ever having to return to the daylight. It would be easy . . . and yet some human weakness stayed his hand.

He didn’t want to let her down. Why her approval mattered, he didn’t know—but he could think of no surer way of disappointing the dragon than by leaving his party to die for the sake of his own impatience.

Leaning on his ivory staff, Tamlin brought up the rear of their loose formation. He painfully hobbled forwards in the shadow of his beasts, intent on stretching his aching muscles while his multi-limbed terrors marched along.

His latest creations were composed of so many different corpses spliced together that the System had long since given up on calling them shades. Tamlin’s abominations, the five that he was allowed to keep, skittered forwards on mismatched limbs that ended in bone blades as frequently as they did claws or feet.

Almira emerged from the shadows without fanfare. She simply stepped out from a thin patch of darkness and into the wide torchlit hall. The rogue then fell in step beside Drue, while Ilvane ranged a few feet ahead with his bow at the ready.

“This is it. The end,” the rogue announced, flashing them all an excited smile that revealed her rapidly lengthening canines.

The diabolist ignored the woman’s apparent bloodlust and pulled her into a quick embrace. The two exchanged some hushed words, which left Almira giggling and Drue with an obnoxious grin. When they finally released one another, Tamlin was angry—not jealous, Drue was far too inept to evoke that kind of emotion—but the necromancer’s frown was likely misinterpreted by Ilvane, who chose that moment to turn to him with a smile that seemed to come naturally to his elfin features.

“No need to look so glum, Tamlin. There will be dungeons after this one. The chain goes all the way to 200, remember?” the ranger said.

“I’m not glum,” the necromancer lied, dragging his gaze past the happy couple and towards the wide, rune-etched doors growing larger as they approached the end of the corridor.

Tamlin had seen enough of them to recognise it as the boundary to a guardian room, but unless the dungeon had grown dramatically since Typh’s scouts had made their reports, then this was the last one.

It was already anticlimactic. Whatever beast was on the other side of those large double doors was highly unlikely to pose a challenge to Tamlin. His party would certainly suffer—they’d suffered their way through every single room of the dungeon he’d dragged them through—but he still imagined they’d be grateful for it at the end. They’d certainly benefited from his guidance, and their levels all sat comfortably within the 44-47 region, more than double where they’d been when he first met them.

Tamlin longed for that kind of growth. He had gained exactly one solitary level for his weeks of effort. It wasn’t all a waste, as he’d learned a lot about himself and his class, but it was hardly the explosive growth he’d grown used to. He wanted to say that he was proud of them and all that they’d achieved, but that would be a lie.

Instead, all he felt was resentment.

Thanks to his hard work, his party had almost caught up to his level even if there was still a cavernous gulf between them in terms of power. Tamlin couldn’t help but seethe at how easily they’d had it. He’d practically handed the experience over to them, whereas he had struggled for each and every one of his levels by himself. It had been an agonising experience, and his body still bore the scars from it; while they were also marked, it was with lines so faint that you could hardly see them.

He told himself that the next dungeon would be better, that once his level started to rise again, he’d leave his anger behind. He knew that was also a lie. He wasn’t sure if he’d ever get used to working with a living team, and with the exception of Typh, he wasn’t entirely sure if he wanted to.

“Is everyone ready?” Tamlin asked, and as usual, he received a series of stoic nods from his party.

Not seeing any reason to delay, the necromancer sent the mental command and all five of his abominations rushed forwards. Giant bladed limbs and heavy hooves cracked the stone tiles of the hall as they passed. Irregular ribcages and hunched shoulders barreled to the front of the adventurers, and a moment later two went even farther and slammed into the double doors whilst the remaining three stood guard.

An array of scythes, claws, horns, and fangs, along with the odd scavenged weapon, was bared and readied while the large doors crept open to the rumbling sound of grating stone. Dead muscles strained against the heavy weight of the doors in unliving silence, while the runes he’d carved into their very flesh pulsed with mana. Tamlin could feel the rising bloodlust from the tortured amalgamation of souls that animated his creations, but he held their wills tight in his grip and so they were forced to labour in total silence.

The chamber beyond was slowly revealed by the grinding doors and it was truly cavernous. It was so big and the domed ceiling was so tall, that Tamlin strongly doubted it could have stayed up without magic reinforcing every inch of the stone within the expansive room. The walls of the chamber were covered in an intricate mural displaying monstrous snakes of various forms preying on the multi-toned masses of humanity. With the warded doors half-open, potent mana flowed in from the hall and the fresco lit up with unnatural light. The characters began to move, and Tamlin couldn’t help but lose a few moments as he watched monsters made from pigment pounce upon and messily devour their two-dimensional prey.

The room itself formed a large, perfect circle with a smaller recessed one in the centre where the beginnings of a spiral staircase leading down ended abruptly after a few meters. In that sunken centre, upon a stone pedestal inlaid with platinum and gold, was a large hunk of glowing crystal the size of a small child.

And towering above that was its guardian.

From the hints scattered throughout the dungeon, Tamlin had been expecting another lamia or some other form of a monstrous snake. His five abominations were each built around the reclaimed corpses of a floor guardian, and then suitably augmented by whatever else he found to be sufficiently interesting. They were not graceful works of art—each one was a crude, brutish tool that only worked because the dead didn’t need things like organs or blood supplies to support the functionality of additional limbs.

Still, Tamlin had taken great care to make each one as streamlined and lethal as he could, cutting away unnecessary bone and flesh so that he could replace it with something more fitting for his needs. He viewed each one of his abominations as practice for working on the dungeon’s final guardian, one of the few creatures that he anticipated being worth his time in taking back to the surface.

As the creature reared its many heads before him, Tamlin certainly felt that it would be worth his time, although on reflection, he was going to have some difficulty fitting it through some of the narrower passageways.

The beast hissed and the necromancer almost felt a mote of fear.

Almost.




[Hydra Level 49].




Superficially, it had a lot in common with a dragon. It was covered in thick reflective scales that made Tamlin suspect that it had a resilience skill to go along with all of that natural armour. The long claws at the end of its four powerful limbs were on par with the bone scythes he’d fused to three of his abominations. The hydra occupied a full quarter of the cavernous chamber, easily spanning forty feet in length, and it was quick to interpose itself between the open doorway and the dungeon core.

Where a dragon was sleek and agile, the hydra was blunt and squat. Its body was broader by far, allowing for a coiling nest of serpentine necks to sprout out from a single large trunk and sweep forwards, each one ending in a large reptilian head.

The beast growled with a chorus of ravenous mouths and the threat of being devoured was made all the greater for its repetition. Tamlin immediately found himself lost in twelve sets of sapphire eyes, their gaze pulling him in while he felt something predatory plough its way through his mental walls.

Staring into those reflective pools of brilliant azure, the necromancer was struck by how very small and weak he looked in comparison to his allies. In those eyes he saw the truth he wanted to deny stare back at him, plain as day.

He was nothing but a crippled little boy pretending to be a man.

In that moment Tamlin missed his mother more than anything—he also missed Typh. Either of them would know what to do when all he could think about was how he was going to die. Gods help him, as the youth looked up into those cold, unblinking eyes, he knew that he’d happily suffer through even Arilla’s grating company if it meant that she’d kill the hydra for him.

His tongue was suddenly far too large for his mouth, and when he tried to swallow he realised the weakness in his chest had been replaced by a sudden, constricting tightness. Sweat poured from his brow, and he realised that if he didn’t take a breath soon he’d actually die. He tried to inhale, and failed. His ailing lungs were frozen with intoxicating fear. His thoughts spiralled into a pit of despair. The walls began to close in, and despite the size of the hall and the chamber, he felt cornered, like a little mouse standing before a snake.

Tamlin was on the verge of falling over from fright when he recognised it for what it was—a skill.

The hydra has a damned fear aura!

Knowing what it was seemed to help a little, but it didn’t let him shake it off, much less breathe. He heard a quiet thump and was dimly aware through his minion’s eyes that Almira had collapsed and Ilvane was wavering. Tamlin would have laughed if he was capable, but from the burning ache in his knees and the pressure building in his lungs, he knew that he’d collapse long before the ranger did.

Tamlin regretted not investing more stat points into charisma as five of the hydra’s heads approached the party through the open doorway and the remaining seven hung back, their mesmerising eyes locked firmly on the party.

He knew that the fear wasn’t real, but that certainty didn’t help him draw a breath. It didn’t help him take a step back as the creature’s serpentine necks languorously entered the hall. It didn’t help him send a command to stop them as they brushed past his immobile minions. He was far too scared to even think about anything other than his all-consuming fear.

The growing ache in his knees released and Creation slipped. The world grew dim around the edges as Tamlin’s face collided with the stone tiles that used to be under his feet. It was a small impact with an accompanying small burst of pain, but the necromancer had other things to worry about.

From his vantage on the floor, he saw the hydra’s heads slowly approach. Jaws outstretched, the hydra’s tongues darted forwards to taste the air and eventually him. Beyond those long fangs, he could see sapphire eyes burning bright, and staring into them, all Tamlin could feel was fear . . .

And the slight throb of pain from where he’d hit his face.

Before it could escape or fade, he latched onto the sensation of his bruised flesh. He focused on his split lip, where his teeth had cut the inside of his cheek and the feeling of hard grit abrading his soft skin. Tamlin focused on those little pains, burying himself in anything other than his fear.

Pain had been his longest, closest companion. It had been there every step of the way as he walked the path of a necromancer. From his first steps when he’d clutched the broken pieces of his heart and tried to bring back his mother, to his later stumbles, when bruised and battered, he’d made rats walk in his father’s basement. Pain had always been there, and after Rhelea, it always would be.

There was a cleansing clarity in pain, and it was almost fitting that as he buried himself in remembered agonies and heartbreaks, he felt the effects of the hydra’s skill recede.

A forked tongue brushed against his neck.

The necromancer licked his split lip and tasted blood. He spared a moment to fantasise about what he could do with a hydra corpse, then sent his first command.

Kill it.

The hydra had ignored the threat posed by Tamlin’s undead, because for all of their fearsomeness they were motionless corpses, and for all of its heads, the hydra had scarcely more intelligence than a conventional snake.

With the necromancer’s command, his five minions exploded into motion. Five abominations for five serpentine necks.

Cold steel and sharpened bone tore into scales, and in an instant the hydra was heavily wounded. Its necks reeled back as a torrent of blood and shorn keratin scattered across the ground. The abominations moved forwards, hacking into the hydra’s flesh with mechanical efficiency. Any thoughts of self-preservation or hesitancy were discarded. The dead craved the flesh of the living, so with their master’s will guiding them, they pursued the injured beast with utter abandon.

The skill snapped and the fear suddenly vanished. Tamlin could move again—not that he had the strength to. More importantly, his party took ragged gulps of air and clambered to their feet while the necromancer remained prone. His eyes stayed glazed over as he instead looked through the burning sockets of his necromantic creations. He felt hot, acidic blood splash against his scythes, tasted it in his mouths, and felt layers of the hydra’s tough muscle part beneath his claws.

The guardian pulled its heads back from the coridoor, trying to save what it could as Tamlin savaged it again and again. He coated the hallway in arcs of gore and painted his bodies in more of the same. With space to breathe, his living party began to act; Ilvane fired arrows, Almira disappeared, Arbor cast a healing spell over Tamlin, and Drue transformed into his inane demonic form.

One after the other, severed heads fell to the ground attached to long lengths of scaly neck that thrashed violently on the floor. Unrestrained, the hydra retreated fully into its chamber, and Tamlin’s abominations moved to pursue. Fresh necks sprouted from its ragged stumps, and the twelve-headed monster—which had briefly dropped down to eight—quickly rocketed all the way up to possessing sixteen fanged maws.

If it was weakened at all by this regeneration, it didn’t show it. The hydra, still backpedalling as Tamlin’s undead raced out of the hall, opened its mouths in unison and thin streams of blue fire poured out from each one. The entrance to the chamber was blanketed in azure flames and the necromancer’s minions bore the brunt of it. The fires seared away their flesh as they ran. Farther down the hall, Tamlin could feel the heat burn the humidity out of the air, but instead of recalling them he only spurred them on.

Necromantic abominations charged into the chamber, trailing blue flames and ash. Since it hadn’t used a skill to empower its fiery breath, his undead were able to simply ignore the attack—the temperatures falling far short of melting through attribute-enhanced bone. Drue followed close behind in their wake, using the abominations’ large bodies as a shield. And Ilvane managed to escape the fires entirely. He sprinted into the room and around the multi-headed beast in a wide arc, sensibly keeping as much distance as he could from the hydra while he fired an unrelenting hail of glowing arrows at the creature. Arbor cast protective and healing spells, blunting some of the worst hits their party would otherwise receive, but largely the woodling stayed out of the growing conflict. Drue swung his stupid sword repetitively, and elsewhere Almira periodically reappeared to strike at a vital spot, only to disappear when her knives proved to be less than effective.

Tamlin continued to control his creations from the dungeon’s floor, deciding to brave the act of standing later, once he was suitably recovered. Rather than struggle with his frailty, he relished the intoxicating sensation of power behind his minions’ skill-enhanced strikes. It was so different from the persistent weakness that he was accustomed to that he couldn’t help but laugh, the sound coming out ragged and haunting from his many skeletal mouths.

He attacked the hydra with far more limbs than he could really comprehend, operating on instincts that came unbidden from his class as he puppeteered the five abominations all to fight in perfect harmony. It was a dizzying experience for Tamlin, to not only split his mind into five but to use each piece of himself to control a form so vastly foreign and more powerful than his own. On and on he fought, using each body to the best of his ability to strike against the beast.

He watched through five sets of eyes as Drue was nearly bitten in half; in response, a spurt of demonic fire leapt from his wound to ignite the hydra’s head that had attempted to eat him. Almira appeared atop another reptilian brow as it reared back to blanket the diabolist in blue flames. She plunged a dagger and then the rest of her arm into an eye socket, and after a moment’s thrashing, she leapt off of it only to disappear in mid-air while the entire neck crashed limply to the ground. Three separate heads trailed after Ilvane, streams of fire forcing the ranger to jump up and off the walls of the room as he contorted his body to avoid their deadly flames. Still, he somehow managed to continue showering the creature in pinpoint accurate arrows that each managed to draw blood and elicit hisses of pain.

And while this was happening, Tamlin tore into the hydra with his five minions. Like snakes, the hydra’s heads reared back and then struck one after another, each one exposing a weakness for another to capitalise on. Fragments of bone fell from his abominations without complaint as they were struck again and again. Bone blades snapped and dulled. Claws and fangs chipped, and everything became splattered in blood.

Five abominations became four, and then three, and then suddenly there were only two left attacking the beast. Ilvane had taken serious burns that were now covered in Arbor’s healing moss, and Drew was almost entirely covered in moss and newly regenerated skin—predictably Almira was nowhere to be seen.

Serious wounds dealt to the hydra only lasted for seconds. Gashes were covered up by new flesh, and the heads they destroyed only resulted in the entire neck hanging limply while two new ones sprouted out from its back. Now his party was faltering, and while the hydra was weighed down by a literal forest of snapping heads, it was still able to move enough to be a threat. It was winning. The quantity of fangs it could bring to bear vastly outweighed their individual weakness or its growing lack of mobility. Blood was everywhere, the stench of it and death permeated everything.

Then, Tamlin had an idea.

He didn’t know if it would work. He’d never attempted to raise anything without a class before, but he knew it should be possible. Humans didn’t have classes and could certainly be raised so why not a hydra’s head?

The necromancer fed a trickle of mana through [Dread Caller’s Arcana] and noticed dozens of waiting vessels appear in his senses. Smiling, he extended his mana into them and felt them drink deep. Instinctively, he activated each one of his skills in turn, focusing on the bite strength of each head he animated. In a matter of seconds, his mana reserves were down by a third, and well over a dozen formerly limp heads now obeyed his commands.

The change was instantaneous. The heads turned on each other, blue eyes against those that burned green. Attached at the base, there was nowhere for them to run, and Tamlin’s heads were both stronger and more resilient than their living contemporaries. They felt no pain and didn’t need trifling things like a blood supply or supporting organs to keep them functioning. While outnumbered to start, they handily won the day, crushing skulls and biting throats only for Tamlin to reanimate their newest victims and add them to his ranks. Eventually, the forest of serpentine necks reached its upper limit—or maybe the hydra’s mana had just run dry—and the undead heads completely replaced the living, then quickly turned on the main body.

When it died, it did so in silence and with everyone watching. Only Tamlin remained in the hall, and it wasn’t until after they’d received the notification that Almira appeared to help him back to his feet.

“That . . . wasn’t so . . . hard,” Drue said, panting heavily as the last of Arbor’s healing moss fell away from his torso, revealing pale orange flesh.

“I think you may have lost more blood than we thought if you believe that was easy,” Ilvane said with a smirk.

“So, we’re done here, right?” Almira asked as she walked into the room with Tamlin limping beside her.

“Not quite,” the necromancer said, approaching the hydra’s corpse.

He placed a hand against the body, and after carefully guiding the individual heads down to the ground, pulled his mana back out of them. With the corpse inert, he took the time to reanimate the entire thing as a singular shade; it was arguably less effective, but would be far less hassle than having to manage a literal forest of snapping necks and a single lumbering body.

“I’ll need a few minutes,” Tamlin said.

The others shrugged and checked their gear. They were all used to Tamlin taking his time tweaking his newly acquired minions, and seeing as it was his last one standing, he intended to be thorough.

While Drue and Almira conspired by the door—no doubt planning their next scouting trip—Ilvane wandered over to the dungeon’s core in the centre of the room and had a peek. What the ranger was looking for, Tamlin had no idea, but before Ilvane could begin his search in earnest he was roughly tossed to the side by Arbor.

The woodling had been helpful throughout their delve, but like Tamlin, it wasn’t really a part of their team. It was Typh’s minder, and that uncomfortable fact was always made clear when the rest of them fought and it hung back. It was remarkably competent in preventing serious injuries from claiming any lives, but it never interfered beyond that. Arbor never spoke, nor did it attempt to respond to their efforts to communicate with it, which was why it was so concerning to see it so vigorously throw Ilvane across the room like he weighed nothing at all.

Weapons were drawn while the woodling raised an open hand out towards the core, unaware or uncaring of the human’s reaction. Verdant vines of new growth extended from its palm to touch the glowing crystal, and the creature stiffened. It spun around to face them with a look of what passed for worry on its inhuman face. A billow of mana extended from Arbor, and letters quickly appeared on the floor in dark moss.

IT COMES.

“What’s wrong with you, Arbor?” Ilvane asked, but the woodling only gestured to the writing on the ground. The ranger read the writing out loud and the others—Tamlin included—shared a look of confusion.

IT COMES.

“Maybe it’s broken?” Drue asked. “Doesn’t like all the blood seeping up into its roots?”

“This is hardly the first time Arbor has been covered in gore,” Almira answered.

“What comes? Is something coming?” Tamlin asked.

The woodling only repeated the message, the words appearing again in another spot.

IT COMES.

IT COMES.

“Okay, now I’m starting to get a little nervous,” Almira admitted.

“Don’t worry. We killed the guardian as well as every other beast worth mentioning in this dungeon. We’re safe,” Drue declared.

“Seriously, Drue. There’s practically a whole class in the academy about how you should never say that out loud,” Ilvane griped.

“Don’t be superstitious, the luck stat isn’t real,” the diabolist said.

Tamlin ignored his team’s bickering and instead hobbled over to the woodling, making sure to command his new hydra to follow closely behind.

“Arbor, can you be more specific? What is coming?” Tamlin asked.

IT COMES.

IT COMES.

IT COMES.

The necromancer frowned, looking past the woodling and towards the core. He saw it pulse erratically with mana and noted how those pulses of light travelled up the vines connecting Arbor to the dungeon.

Experimentally, Tamlin reached out to touch them.

A massive amount of magical feedback hit him. He felt an entity ancient and tortured push against his mind, sensing the edges of its incoherent panic brush against him as it reached for something within him and found nothing but a hole. The wave of power receded, and when he came to he was being roughly dragged out of the room by Arbor, who was ignoring the angry shouts of the humans in their party.

The sound of keratin hammering against stone emanated from the hall—the woodling froze. Tamlin looked ahead, and scuttling into the chamber on eight massive legs was some kind of monstrous crab. Larger than a horse and with the limp form of half a goblin lolling to one side, it looked more bizarre than dangerous.




[Tainted Spawn level 6].




“What the actual fuck is that?” Ilvane asked.

“Is that a goblin?” Almira said.

“Whatever it is, it’s dead,” Drue boasted.

“Oh no . . .” Tamlin trailed off.

The tainted spawn lurched towards them, locking onto Arbor, who roughly threw Tamlin to the side moments before it was tackled by the beast. The woodling struggled to get free, and splinters of wood broke away while the rest of Tamlin’s party hurried to respond.

Ilvane’s arrows found the spawn, each one sending spidering cracks through its shell. Drue’s flickering sword intercepted its leg’s bladed strikes, but every checked blow sent him reeling, and whenever he parried one massive leg, he was more often than not struck by another. Almira’s knives utterly failed to pierce through its natural armour, and her attempts to behead the limp form of the goblin above seemed to do little more to the creature beyond thoroughly pissing it off.

Tamlin slowly peeled himself off the floor and onto his knees. Then, with the aid of his staff, he finally made it back to his feet. When he looked over to see the others still fighting a level six monster, he could only sigh. A mental command sent the hydra into the fray, and in a matter of seconds its many ravenous heads had torn the creature to shreds.




*Congratulations on defeating a level 6 Tainted Spawn, experience is awarded.*

*Congratulations on defeating an end-stage tainted creature. For your service to the System, additional experience is awarded.*




“Shit,” Tamlin muttered.

The System message was bad news . . . and the all-too-familiar ichor dripping from his hydra’s jaws was worse. Tamlin didn’t particularly want to dwell on his memories of Rhelea, but the notification all but confirmed a Monster’s involvement somewhere around Helion. Two questions immediately came to mind.

What would a Monster want with a dungeon? And why would it send a creature so weak to take something it wanted?

He could only guess the answer to the first, but the second filled him with dread. His head snapped towards Arbor, who was already back on its feet and looking towards the door.

“It comes . . .” Tamlin trailed off.

A spasm of pain stabbed its way through the necromancer’s stomach. He knew then that he’d overexerted himself. An episode was coming and the timing was spectacularly bad. Tamlin really didn’t want to be stuck in a dungeon with his current party and only one minion to defend himself. Something bad was coming and he was ill-prepared to deal with it. He would feel a lot better if he could rely on his body to run, but right now he knew he’d be lucky to cling to consciousness while it passed.

Arbor’s words drawn in moss wouldn’t leave his memory.

IT COMES.

“You okay, Tamlin?” Almira asked, a look of concern on her pretty face.

Tamlin bent over and vomited.

“I’m fine,” Tamlin lied. “But we need to go.”

“Gods, is he okay?” Ilvane asked, ignoring the necromancer’s words and clearly focusing on Tamlin’s spilled gorge.

“Probably not,” Drue answered. “Hey, Arbor, are you done? It came already, so help Tamlin out.”

The woodling didn’t respond, which again wasn’t that surprising, as it never did. Tamlin sank to the floor and retched again.

He had a very bad feeling about this.

“We need to go,” is what he tried to say for the second time, but instead all that escaped his mouth was more bile and evocations of pain.

His stomach screamed and he joined it, adding his voice to his agony until it broke. Tamlin’s world narrowed down to his tortured stomach as it contorted and spasmed, sending waves of torment through his body. It was hardly the first time this had happened since he’d earned his [Mana Scarred] trait. It wasn’t even the first time his teammates had witnessed it, but by far this was the worst-timed episode of his life.

Rather than stay and experience the pain, he fled into his hydra. Through its many eyes, Tamlin watched as his human body spasmed against the hard floor, his small hands gripped tight around his staff, which he held close to his chest. Almira rushed over to Arbor and pleaded with the woodling to help, while Drue and Ilvane held Tamlin’s thrashing body down.

The sound of carapace pounding against stone rose above Tamlin spasming against the ground. The doors leading into the chamber burst open and a tainted spawn that made the one from before look like a child stormed in. On a multitude of legs, it resembled a heavily armoured centipede mashed together with a crab, an octopus, and maybe a sword.




[Tainted Spawn Level ???].




It went straight for the core. Unfortunately, both Arbor and Almira were standing in the way. With a raised hand, the woodling unleashed a spell it must have been building. A thick forest of glowing thorns erupted from the ground to entomb the tainted creature. It was momentarily lifted up into the air by the piercing brambles before its own momentum carried it through the arcane obstacle, the sharp wood fracturing around it.

More thorns shot out from Arbor’s outstretched palms, and the creature responded by sending out a wave of ghostly blades that raced ahead of it in a cone. Like an avalanche of force, each ghostly, green blade appeared suspended in the air, only to hammer down with a loud crash, splintering the stone and sending fragments of rock shooting past. The wave tore through the remnants of Arbor’s barrier and carried on to catch both the woodling and the rogue.

The creature’s skill quickly proved that meat and wood were far less sturdy than dungeon stone.

Through his hydra’s eyes, the necromancer watched as the two people exploded into chunks of red, green, and brown. He saw Ilvane toss Tamlin’s body over his shoulder and run to the side of the chamber, while an open-mouthed Drue roared in anguish.

As his human form was carried away by the ranger, and the tainted spawn closed in on the dungeon core, the necromancer sent his hydra against the monster. For all of its ferocity and strength, it lasted all of two seconds before a second wave of thundering green rendered it down into its component parts.

With the last of his minions gone, Tamlin’s perspective shifted and he was forced back into his body. The pain from his stomach hit him again, though this time he allowed himself to shrink away from it.

He was dimly aware of Ilvane’s strong hands holding him still as they fled to the sound of the creature’s triumphant howls echoing through the dungeon’s halls.

Creation darkened around its edges as Tamlin’s stomach tore itself apart, and rather than fighting through the pain, the necromancer let the sweet call of oblivion take him.






CHAPTER 23

THE GRAND AUCTION

“I don’t know what an Ossaman’s bifurcated centrifuge is,” Eliza tapped slowly.

“Of course she doesn’t! She’s a bard, Alph. I told you to use smaller words. You need to dumb it down into something her tiny brain can understand,” Everine hissed.

“I—I apologise about him. He’s not normally so rude. I think our cell is getting to him,” Alph hastily apologised.

“I’m fine. It’s not like we were big fans of daylight before we were imprisoned. I have always been exactly this rude. It’s why we don’t have any friends—”

“We have friends!” the alchemist protested, though Eliza could almost hear the snake roll his eyes in response.

“Don’t lie, you’re bad at it,” Everine chastised. “Also, in case you forgot, we’re the same person, so Alph thinks you’re an idiot too.”

“Right . . .” Eliza was unsure how to respond to that.

She had been locked in the same small room without reprieve for days now, and while the pair in the neighbouring cell had provided invaluable suggestions to help her test the limits of her magic, she was growing increasingly concerned that they were both completely insane. If they had cracked, she couldn’t blame them. Despite the snake’s nonchalance, the lack of sunlight, exercise, and human interaction was torturous. It was even getting to her, and she’d known what she was getting into when she volunteered for this.

Except for their daily buckets—one for food and the other for waste—their prison had nothing in the way of entertainment or stimulation. The boredom was mindnumbing, so in those long moments when she couldn’t muster the energy to practise her magic or send messages through the wall, she felt it eating away at her sanity.

Alph and Everine had endured weeks of this isolation, and she knew it hadn’t left them unscathed. There was a fragile edge to their voices, one that only started to fade after they’d been talking for a while, and it was always quick to return whenever Eliza went silent for too long. After taking all of their help, she felt like she owed them conversation—and she was certain that if she stopped tapping on the wall, what was left of their sanity would fray even further. It was a noble piece of charity that ultimately benefited all three of them, although engaging the pair in long conversations that stretched into the night would have been considerably easier if Everine wasn’t such an insufferable asshole.

Most of the time he claimed to be a literal snake, but Everine was always quick to point out that he was nothing more than a very loud fragment of Alph’s dysfunctional personality—usually when he wanted to avoid the blame for an insult he’d just hurled at Eliza. His erratic behaviour and suddenly shifting tone made the alleged secrets that passed through their shared wall harder to believe. If it wasn’t for Alph’s repeated assurances that it was all true, she’d have discounted the snake’s words as the lies studded with passive-aggressive jibes she hoped they were.

The rumours of what went on within the Royal Alchemist Guild’s Stables had always been far-fetched, but listening to actual gossip from a stranger who claimed to have been a recent member of that secretive profession blew most of what she’d heard out of the water.

She didn’t want to believe him. Calling Alph and his snake deranged liars so that she could continue to bury her head in the sand was a deeply appealing prospect, but after all that she’d seen, his wild claims had the unfortunate ring of truth to them. So rather than call his talk of captive dragons and unnatural experiments going on in the heart of Helion the obvious insanity that it was, Eliza switched her hands and tapped a rhythmic beat on the wall yet again.

“Use your little words and explain it to me from the top,” Eliza asked.

There was a long pause.

“Okay,” the alchemist eventually answered, a note of relief in his brittle voice. “Almost a year ago, the Guild came into the possession of a hand from the ruins of some nobleman’s estate. Except it’s not a real hand, it’s a facsimile composed of condensed mana arranged in a way that is fundamentally antithetical to System magic as we know it.”

“Those aren’t small words, Alph,” the snake cut in.

“It’s fine. Go on,” Eliza urged.

“As I was saying . . . The hand isn’t flesh and blood. It looks like it, but it’s more accurate to describe it as part of a golem made from pure mana.”

“A golem? Do you mean like the Epherian Titans?”

“I have no idea how a Titan really works, but in theory, I suppose so. So yes, but instead of mana-infused stone and steel, we’re talking about one-hundred-percent-pure condensed mana. Like if you made a person out of mana bolts and then persuaded it to grow skin. Except that’s not it at all.”

“Uhuh . . .”

“You’ve already lost her, Alph,” Everine jibed.

“Fine . . . Don’t worry about what it’s made of, you wouldn’t understand. What’s important is that it reacts negatively to any skill used on it, and it steadily degrades without a constant supply of unaspected mana. When we took samples and experimented with them, we found two equally impossible things. The first is that despite its incompatibility with our skills, it has a permanent enhancing effect when used as a catalyst in augmentation potions,” Alph continued excitedly.

“And the second?” Eliza asked.

“With an increased supply of mana, the hand regenerates from any damage dealt to it, allowing us to ‘harvest and heal’ in a roundabout way.”

“Harvest and heal?”

“Apologies. It’s an old alchemist term. It means that we cut what we want from it, heal it up, and do it all over again. So far, that original sample has yielded a few hundred pounds of flesh—probably more now, since they weren’t exactly slowing down when I left.”

“Ignoring how abhorrent it is that you do that to people, what kind of an effect are we talking about?”

“I personally only experimented on goblins!” the alchemist quickly protested.

“Yes. They’re easy to physically overpower and taste delicious. We very much enjoyed sampling their many, many unnecessary corpses,” Everine added, prompting Alph to utter a stream of obscenities at his familiar.

“We can discuss your conscience later. Just answer the question, Alph. How big of a boost are we talking about?” Eliza insisted.

“In addition to providing a significant increase to HP regeneration, exposure to a solution derived from the hand seems to add approximately 80 stat points to every attribute. There is some slight variation to that, and the mental stats are always hard to measure accurately, but it seems to be consistent across several species.

“With the exception of the additional trait, those who’ve experienced it for themselves claim to have a normal status, but the nature of that trait makes self-reporting inherently . . . complicated.”

“Because the tainted can’t be trusted.”

“Exactly. The System notifications announcing their deaths all but declares them as its enemies. It’s also granting additional kill experience—and being unusually explicit about it—as if its trying to incentivise the killing of tainted creatures. Which is a fascinating discovery in and of itself! But the System having potential agency isn’t quite relevant to this discussion . . .” Alph said, after Everine’s disapproving hisses rose to a sufficiently loud volume. “If there were other concerning details on a tainted creature’s status page, I would be unsurprised if they were omitted. Given the reliability issues we’ve been having with the Alchemic Knights, I no longer trust them to self-report any . . . symptoms.”

“And that was enough to get you to switch camps?” Eliza asked.

Alph sighed.

“Everine raised several compelling points that I was initially reluctant to acknowledge. I fear that the allure of an effective 80 points to vitality may have blinded my more aged superiors to the side effects of the treatment. Despite its unproven nature, I suspect a great many of them may have taken it themselves. I can’t think of any other reason why they would ignore the behavioural side effects and push on with the project with so much fervour. When I left, there was talk of large-scale production and increased weaponization.

“I only wanted to talk to the dragon; her missives raised several concerning points, and I fear that the hand might have something to do with these humanoid Monsters she wrote about,” Alph finished.

“It does sound familiar.” Eliza conceded, her missing fear making its absence known as every emotion fled her at once. She felt unnaturally cold, even if her flesh remained physically warm and responsive.

The alchemist’s dire warnings had been concerning, not just for the threat that was hidden away within Helion’s inner walls, but also because of the many similarities between herself and the tainted knights he had worked on.

Like them, she could no longer level. And unlike every other soul in Rhelea, Eliza hadn’t received a drop of experience from the Monster’s death. She had changed in that city. She had thought it was Riyoul’s death that had set her free, that maybe she’d overdosed on fear, but now just thinking it sounded silly.

Eliza had killed people with classes and hadn’t seen so much as a single notification from the System. Something was wrong with her class, and it was naïve to think that it wouldn’t affect her as well. She was undeniably stronger now than she had been in the past—80 points of strength stronger? Maybe not, but her body was changing and her new source of magic had to come from somewhere.

Could I be tainted too?

She wanted to say no, that it was impossible out of all the people to have been bathed in the blood of the Monster’s horrors, she alone had been infected, but the thought only prompted the response that she might not be the only one. Eliza consoled herself that there was no new trait on her status—and she’d yet to feel a hankering for widespread death and destruction—but there were changes to her personality that went deeper than just her missing sense of fear.

The thought of Xan’s hands on the back of her neck sent a shiver down Eliza’s spine. She tried not to think about those calculating grey eyes looking down at her as she finally suppressed the rebellious shiver. That was a decidedly new development, and it felt far more significant than the thrill of the hunt she’d experienced dodging gang members in dark warehouses throughout Helion.

How much of that was the old Eliza resurfacing now that she was free from her abuser? How much of it could be attributed to the damage done to her class? And what if that damage was the Monster’s taint running through her?

The ache in her chest from her recent practice throbbed, and for a moment she could imagine tentacles and eyes ripping their way out from beneath her skin. Maybe the alchemist’s dire predictions weren’t the harmless distraction she’d thought they’d be. He sounded a lot less like a mad man when he was explaining his work rather than bickering with his pet snake.

Eliza heard steps and jangling chains making their way down the hall. From the combination of boots and bare feet, she quickly deduced that it was a team of guards escorting prisoners. The bard tapped a short warning and a promise to Alph before getting up from her bed to stand in front of her door.

Her cell was subtly different now, and she didn’t want to give her guards any cause to investigate the changes.

Five gruff-looking men opened the door: four high-pewter warriors led by a low bronze ranger. Stern expressions covered their faces when they dared to meet her gaze—something that happened far more than she’d anticipated, given that they intended to sell her to a murderer. Eliza didn’t envy whatever mental gymnastics allowed them to justify their positions, but large sums of gold always had a way of corrupting even the best people.

Without a word beyond “Get out,” they shackled her. Thick bands of rune-etched iron were placed securely around her neck and wrists, only for long chains to be threaded through each shackle tying her to the other prisoners. She had but a single moment to look at them before they were shuffling forwards again, and what she saw was depressingly predictable. A group of mid-to-high-pewter ranks with downcast and fearful eyes. Their formerly white shifts were stained an unpleasant mixture of black, brown, and grey, and the stench was best left undescribed.

Their group shuffled along the hall for a couple of halting steps until they reached Alph’s cell. The door swung outwards, and the smell suddenly became much worse.

“Out,” the bronze-rank barked.

In her head, Eliza had always pictured the alchemist as a reedy and bookish. She wasn’t entirely wrong, but it was clear from the outset that captivity had not been kind to him. There was a visible frailty to the man that overshadowed everything else as the alchemist slowly emerged from his cell on trembling legs.

He was young, although a large part of his apparent youth was likely due to his forty-eight levels stymieing the ageing process. Together, the combination of his emaciated frame and oily skin made him look more like an adolescent than the thirty-something man she knew him to be. His eyes were deeply sunken, and there was an erratic look of desperation within them that conflicted strongly with the serene sense of calm that Eliza felt.

It took her an embarrassingly long time to realise that his panicked behaviour was entirely appropriate for someone who’d been captured by the Experience Merchants. It was she who was the weird one. She was certain that if everything went wrong, Xan would save her, so that belief set her apart from every other prisoner—from the looks she was getting, it was not a subtle difference.

She decided then and there to make an effort to feign a degree of distress.

As Alph cautiously stepped out from his cell, Everine made a surprise appearance from the neck of the alchemist’s filthy shift, which prompted a bout of impassioned swearing from the guards.

The snake couldn’t have been more than fifteen inches long and was a pale green colour that reminded Eliza of fresh grass. Other than that, he looked like an ordinary grass snake.

“Gentlemen, please, how about we talk about this—” Everine spluttered.

“Oh, not this asshole again,” one of the guards groaned, while another drew a long knife from their belt with exaggerated slowness.

“Please—please don’t hurt him!” the alchemist begged.

“Alph, let me handle this,” Everine urged. “Yes. It’s me again—this asshole. Now before you meatheads do anything unnecessarily stabby, please remember that I am functionally immortal so long as Alph has a drop of mana in his body. I am also barely venomous, so please—”

A wet squelch interrupted Everine as he was neatly cut in half. Two pieces of snake fell from Alph’s shoulder, which was completely unmarked. The alchemist grabbed at his midsection and screamed as if he’d been struck, while the snake’s remains disintegrated into motes of white light. The guard put away his knife—the blade was already clean—and the others lifted up the flailing alchemist from the floor and added irons to his wrists and neck.

The guards then resumed leading the prisoners through the bottom level of the complex, where they added another five high-pewter classers to their number, bringing them to twenty-one in total. They were then ushered up a set of stairs—a truly challenging experience, given the chains binding them together—and led to what looked like a stables. There, they had buckets of cold water thrown over them and were told to dress in fresh shifts. The whole process was unpleasant, but Eliza had been through worse and the cold water running down her body was incentive enough to hurry.

When they were done, roughspun gags and hoods were placed around their heads and her group was loaded into a covered wagon, which eventually rolled out of the stables and into the crisp cool air of the night. They waited there in silence; they could hardly talk with tight wads of cotton in their mouths, but anyone who whimpered too loudly was struck by a guard.

With her hearing, Eliza could make out the rough presence of other wagons that rolled into the stables empty, only to reemerge minutes later with shackled prisoners in the back. Once the convoy of wagons was loaded with its cargo, a driver tugged on the reins and horses began to pull them through the open streets of Helion.

Unfamiliar roads passed to the sound of her fellow captives’ quiet sobs. Eliza could hear the creak of wooden wheels spinning over the cobbles and the horses’ hoofs clip-clopping ahead of them, but with the bag over her head and her position constantly moving, her ability to hear everything seemed to be of limited value.

She made a passing attempt to keep track of the twists and turns their route took them on, but it felt largely pointless, and she soon gave up. Eliza knew that wherever they were taking her, Xan would be waiting. That thought made a comforting warmth blossom in her chest, but any potential pining was ruined by the ice-cold water still trickling down from her wet hair.

With all the despair around her, she struggled not to offer words—or taps—of reassurance to her fellow captives. Instead, she sat patiently in her seat and waited for time to pass while she was rocked side to side by the gentle movements of the wagon. It stopped numerous times along their winding route, either to avoid what sounded like the passage of a ratling patrol, or more concerningly to pause while a large purse of clinking coins was exchanged.

When the wagons finally came to a stop for the last time, they were quickly unloaded from the backs and led into another building. From behind the darkness of her scratchy hood, everything was anonymous, but she could hear the sounds of human activity practically vibrating through the walls of the structure.

Eliza had taken scarcely more than ten steps inside the building before the shackles around her wrists were removed and a thick salve was slathered onto her skin where they had rubbed against her. She was then separated from the rest of her group and escorted through cramped hallways and noisy rooms.

The bard was thrust into a large rectangular room, where her guard left her, and her hood was exchanged in favour of a wide-toothed comb running through her hair. It took several long seconds for her eyes to adjust to the brightness, and when they did the bard found herself just one of many captives being properly dried, dressed, and made-up in fine paints that far outclassed what she was used to wearing.

The people who worked on her were clearly professionals, even if they lacked the appropriate tags. They spared no time for chit-chat and were quick to strike Eliza’s fellow prisoners whenever they tried begging for help or wept enough to smudge their make-up. A perversely morbid part of Eliza’s psyche wished that they would talk to her—there was a nervous knot of anxiety in her stomach that was rising to meet the building storm of chaotic energy in her chest, so the almost-normal experience of chatting to a make-up-artist would have been greatly appreciated.

They stripped her. The violation was made almost innocuous for all of its desexualised efficiency, and then she was hurried into a new dress that seemed like an entirely unnecessary step given the fate they believed she was destined for. Still, the fabric was fine and the bodice was sufficiently low-cut; Eliza might have chosen it for herself if the scenario were different.

Suitably dressed, she was once again escorted by a different set of guards, then told to wait behind what was obviously a stage.

A massive red curtain separated the captives under guard or in cages from the audience and the stage beyond. Eliza could hear the rapid-fire speech of the auctioneer as he led bidders up to a truly exorbitant price she could only assume was attached to a person of a similarly high level.

A hammer struck wood and the word ‘Sold!’ boomed out to muted applause. A person sobbed on stage to the uncaring chatter of the audience. The sounds that emerged from the stands were eerily familiar, and her skills in interpreting them were aided by the truly excellent acoustics.

There was a subdued raucousness in the air, the kind that could only be created when a large number of people were both sufficiently relaxed and plied with a significant amount of good drink. To a bard who was used to large crowds, the experience was frighteningly mundane—familiar, yet abhorrent in all the wrong ways.

She recognised several captives from her brief journey through the bowels of Westhorns Menagerie, but many more were completely unfamiliar. Some stood to the side in finery like her—those with comparatively high levels and noncombat tags—but elsewhere others milled about encrusted in dirt and worse. Those with lower levels, or who were of a different species, seemed to have been treated significantly worse, with obvious signs of abuse decorating their bodies just as prominently as the higher-level captives were tastefully painted to accentuate their good health.

There was an entire cage crammed full of goblins below level ten, at least two dozen of them in a space that could comfortably hold a quarter of that. A mid-bronze warg was in the process of being shaved to better highlight its muscle definition while it strained futilely against its chains. Elsewhere, a line of heavily shackled warriors were stripped down to their undergarments then oiled by silent attendants. There was a mage in an almost comically long robe making arcane gestures while the runes on her iron collar shone brightly. Crafters were given props to match their stereotypical skills, and Eliza half-expected to be given an instrument of her own. It was only when she looked down at her jutting cleavage that she realised that she’d already received hers.

The cage full of goblins quickly sold for the low price of ten drachma, while the warg went for a full forty talents—a sum of gold that almost made Eliza go weak at the knees. The stripped-down warriors went for between a half and five talents each, whereas the mage sold for thirty. Eliza didn’t initially understand why prices seemed to fluctuate so wildly between different classes, but as she listened to the auctioneer rattle off lists of captives’ various traits, she belatedly realised that the Experience Merchants dealt in more than just people to be murdered for coin.

They dealt in slaves too.

It was a disgusting revelation that Eliza really should have made earlier. Crafting classers had until very recently been under the strictest control of Terythia’s noble classes, and their skills were a large part of how they’d held onto power for so long. Now that Typh had thrown out all of those rules, it would be relatively easy for anyone with wealth to explain away the presence of unnaturally loyal servants within their estates. While slavery was extremely illegal, indentured servitude wasn’t, and the line between the two was blurry at the best of times.

Was the punishment worth the risk of owning high-level craftsmen? Apparently yes, it was, and judging by the prices being screamed down from the stands, some of the starting prices were a steal.

When it was her turn to be sold, Eliza didn’t fight the guards who came for her.

With burly arms, they escorted her to centre stage, and it was there that she received yet another shock. Staring out from centre stage, Eliza looked into the stands and saw a hundred hungry gazes staring back at her. However, it wasn’t the quantity or the intensity of their lust that shocked her—it was the room.

I know this place . . . This is Helion’s grand fucking orchestra house . . .

Playing here was the unattainable dream of every bard in Terythia, yet these Experience Merchants were using it to sell people.

The sin of the desecration was almost as bad as the method. For the first time since she’d consented to investigate this barbarity, Eliza felt her anger rise far above her disgust.

Her gaze swept out over the stands, where barely dressed staff moved through rows of seats and private boxes. They carried silver trays offering drinks, drugs, and fucking canapes to the human-shaped monsters relaxing in their seats. Eliza’s initial plan to stage an escape shattered in that moment.

The captives would never be free so long as people like this still breathed. They were the rot that existed within Terythia, the old money that would rather see everyone else suffer rather than be temporarily inconvenienced.

And now they all had classes and the sheer arrogance to try and buy what they couldn’t be bothered to earn. How much worse would they be when they were iron-ranked, centuries-old, and enslaved by their classes’ urges? How many people would they buy, murder, and exploit?

Eliza would have hated them even if they weren’t classers.

“And next up we have lot 85! A high-pewter bard with 42 levels to her name! Heavy on charisma and dexterity, she has the physical attributes to serve more domestic roles in addition to her natural abilities for music! Incapable of speech due to a badly-healed injury, she is incapable of divulging secrets, talking back, or complaining!” the auctioneer laughed. “We’ll start the bidding at thirty gold talents!”

“thirty-five!”

“forty!”

“fifty!”

“Be quiet!”

The command left her lips with an accompanying wave of power. The deeply carved wards in her collar flared and shattered beneath the weight of her magic, and the room was suddenly plunged into silence. Eliza felt more than heard the classers within the crowd recover. The high-level individuals amongst them were like rocks on the shore, and the wave of her chaotic intent broke against them and drowned out their lower-level peers.

Ripples of alarm rang out around those handfuls of individuals where her magic was weakened, the System thwarting her desires yet again as cries of panic steadily grew. Guards to the sides of the stage drew swords and advanced on her. People in the stands stood up to leave. A level thirty-eight warrior leaned forwards in her seat.

Eliza felt the chaotic power pulsate in her chest, and didn’t experience an ounce of fear.

“Freeze!”

Another wave of magic raced out from her. Larger this time because of all of her focus and rage. She felt more than saw the wards lining the walls of the room crumble, taking large chunks of masonry with them. When the warriors to her sides with their mailed hands outstretched froze, she felt more than just powerful.

She felt like a God.

Eliza looked at them and saw for the first time how their classes limited them, weighing them down with urges they could never hope to truly control whilst keeping the primal magic of Creation far away from their grasp. She almost felt pity for the classers, for so long as the System lived, they would never approach her majesty.

Eliza smiled to herself and walked slowly to the edge of the stage. She looked around at the ceiling and the seats, ignoring the frozen humans trapped inside. She didn’t stare at the eyes wide with terror, nor acknowledge the cries for help from those few who could still speak. She let those who were capable flee as she pretended for a few joyous moments that they were her audience and that she had just played them a song.

If they’d given her a violin, she might have attempted such a thing.

Instead, she went back to her experimentations with Alph. As much as she wanted to play, she had finite reserves and simple instructions worked best. This time, she was careful to project her voice, to spare the prisoners backstage. There were warriors there, and that would be challenging, but it wasn’t like she remembered what fear felt like.

“Kill yourself!” Eliza said, and to her growing excitement, her captive audience obeyed.






CHAPTER 24

AFTERMATH

Name: Typh

Species: Human

Age: 18

HP: 1380/1380

SP: 1379/1380

MP: 5710/5710

Strength: 138

Dexterity: 100

Vitality: 138

Intelligence: 300

Willpower: 175

Charisma: 200




Class: Sovereign Conqueror - Level 167

Conqueror’s Abjurations - Level 112

Conqueror’s Command - Level 96

Conqueror’s Empowerment - Level 125

Conqueror’s Guidance - Level 111

Conqueror’s Levy - Level 118

Conqueror’s Reservoir - Level 120




167 was a dizzying number of levels to have attached to her noble class, more so because she’d gained over 50 of those levels in a single day. Typh had put the majority of her free stats from her five-level intervals into her mental attributes—a habit which had yet to leave her from her days of possessing a mage class.

Her physical strength, while not amazing, was more than enough to get by on. Now that she was constantly surrounded by so many weak-bodied humans with low levels and even lower ambitions, she only had to concern herself with being stronger than the average noble. There was always the risk of encountering someone—or something—physically stronger than her, but it made more sense to focus on her magic while she slowly gained levels in her [Sovereign’s Form] skill.

In her true draconic body, she could just about hold her own against the fifth-tier knights Queen Constancia liked so much. Typh knew that when the time came and she had to face them again, it would be her mind and her magic that won the day. She had no desire to ever face anything so nearly as lethal as a Monster in close combat again, and her assault on the northern armies had been a compelling reminder of her natural strengths.

Typh was a dragon, so no matter how strong she grew, the skies would always be her domain.

There was a nagging temptation from her class to repeat her abhorrent actions—to commit wholesale slaughter on such a grand scale that it forced her level to rise regardless of how weak her individual enemies actually were. There were a myriad of different reasons why she shouldn’t, from the moral to the political, but her emboldened noble instincts only cared for domination and growth. Her class had tasted what she could offer it and wanted more: more levels, more conquest, and of course, more death.

It was only the horror of what she’d done that stopped her, but Typh was scared she’d eventually find the reasons to do it again. She was supposed to save Terythia, not burn it to the ground, yet she couldn’t deny that killing all those men had felt so very good. Levelling was always a rush, one that only grew more intense with every tier. The flood of mana she had received from turning the northern armies into ashes still made her toes curl with excitement, and remembering the panicked faces of the fallen didn’t do nearly enough to dampen that visceral pleasure.

Typh closed her eyes and recalled with perfect clarity the vivid sensations of flying along the Old Road while she bathed the ground in flames. With her high mental stats it wasn’t hard to remember. She could now slip in and out of a memory with just as much ease as she slipped into a dress.

The looks of surprise, fear, and confusion from what she knew now were her three hundred and forty-seven thousand victims were seared into her memory just as surely as she’d seared the flesh from their bones. She couldn’t even claim to have lost count of the lives she’d taken. But of the two significant numbers floating through her head, Typh chose to focus on the much smaller one.

167 was a prime number after all, and that deserved to be respected.

Her new level was her reward for winning the north in a single day. Her actions—heinous as they may have been—had been met with the System’s explicit approval. Every person she’d killed had earned her a separate ‘Congratulations,’ and she’d be lying if she didn’t admit to clinging to that little detail as if it made it alright. Her slaughter made her everything her critics said she was: a monster, a savage, a feral beast hiding behind sweet smiles and a pretty dress. Her only consolation was that the war for the north was over and the south would soon be hers too. Once the news circulated further, the remaining Terythian Lords would cave to her demands—even if it wasn’t her they swore their allegiance to.

She tried not to think about that betrayal and found that the air around her was growing noticeably warmer. The congealed blood on the floor of the stage cracked and smouldered, cooking before her eyes while the wood warped and the pungent scent of decaying iron filled her nose. Realising what she was doing, Typh quickly withdrew her mana from her hidden draconic skill, then winced at the sight of the scorched wood beneath her feet.

The dragon sighed. It was early and she was already tired—tired of arguing with Arilla about her refusal to kneel, tired of the intrusive memories that kept her awake, and tired that there was always another catastrophe just around the corner preventing her from making the progress she knew she was capable of. She just needed a single, solitary year of peace and she’d be able to transform Terythia into a glorious beacon of humanity, lighting the way to a Monster-free future.

But instead of peace, she had this.

Typh stared out across the ruins of the blood-splattered hall and tried not to groan as the sound of her tired exhalation travelled. The noise almost increased in volume as it crossed the length of the expansive hall. The natural acoustics the orchestra house was famed for truly were excellent. Even with the damage done to the sound-amplification runes, she wouldn’t have been surprised if the soldiers removing the bodies through the rear entrance had heard her fatigued sigh.

How very unsovereignly.

Typh knew that she should move a few steps away from centre stage so that she could issue all the orders she wanted in relative privacy, but there was something about this spot beyond how the sound carried that was different. There was an invigorating energy in the air that lingered. A part of her wanted to shy away from it, but another larger, more-self-destructive voice in her head demanded that she stand still and bask in the comforting silence.

All in all, it was a very good spot to think in.

“Who did we lose?” Typh eventually asked, the weight of the expectant gazes on her skin finally compelling her to act.

“The audience primarily consisted of those with merchant classes. A mixture of well-moneyed individuals with ties both local and foreign to Helion. They were of course accompanied by guards and servants, who bulked out the audience considerably. There were some minor members of the nobility in attendance, but unless they were favoured by someone important I doubt anything will come of it,” Halith explained. “You should be aware that several notable gang leaders were also in attendance. Their loss will potentially cause problems with the city’s stability—we had agreements with them, not their successors—so the Experience Markets could easily grow more predatory while the dust settles.”

“The criminals are no great loss. If Helion becomes more dangerous during the shuffle I doubt anyone will notice, not with everything else going on. But the merchants . . . that will be an issue . . .” Typh said with a sigh. “Did we lose anyone tied to us?”

“Several. Of particular concern are the deaths of Arnault Vatatzes and the Peiyon Gregoras. We needed them both to keep supplies flowing downstream from Rhelea and to keep your people fed. We’re less dependent on them now that the north has been subjugated, but—”

“Let’s not talk about the north right now,” Typh snapped, causing the remaining clerks surrounding the ratling to visibly flinch. The dragon exhaled and tried to let her anger go. She was almost successful. “Seize their assets for the time being. Say we’re investigating their murders and use the opportunity to quietly tie their estates closer to mine. Try not to forge too many documents, but if you need their blood to mark any contracts now would be the time to collect it. I want their businesses so intertwined with ours that by the time their heirs are sitting at the heads of their tables they can’t back out without facing financial ruin.”

“I’ll see it done, Lord Sovereign,” Halith said with a bow. Following her words, a trio of attendants—two ratlings and one human—dipped their heads even lower and scurried off to vanish behind the heat-warped stage.

“Now what actually happened here? Because what I’m seeing looks exactly like what you said wouldn’t happen when you persuaded me to look the other way,” Typh intoned.

“We’re . . . not entirely sure,” Halith replied.

“There weren’t any survivors?”

“None from the audience’s side of the curtain—at least none that we can find. But a large portion of the merchandise—”

“Call them people, Halith.”

“Many of the people who were to be sold have since reported their abduction and subsequent enslavement to the guard. From them, we know that everything was going normally until a bard was called to the stage . . . A level 42 bard.” The ratling paused.

“Eliza.”

“The descriptions match,” Halith said, bobbing her head up and down in what passed for a nod amongst her species. “Those in the cages reported hearing two verbal commands, each accompanied by a wave of power that forced them to obey. Several of the captured adventurers specified that it didn’t feel like mind magic. The effect they went on to describe lines up with the accounts we have of whatever it is she did in Rhelea, although this was obviously more violent in scope—more powerful too.”

“Specificity usually brings power . . .” Typh trailed off. “What were the commands?”

“To ‘Be Quiet,’ to ‘Freeze,’ and then there was another third wave of power that preceded all the killing. None of the survivors heard it, but it . . . doesn’t take a genius to extrapolate that it must have been some variation of ‘kill yourselves.’ ”

“System save us . . . She’s gotten stronger and more bloodthirsty. In Rhelea she could barely affect those in their third tier, and those in their second could shrug it off if they really tried. There must have been guards here equal to that, yet now they’re all dead,” Typh said. Halith’s tail twitched and the dragon frowned. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“There were goblins present at the auction,” the ratling confessed.

“Explain.”

“As you suggested, there were classers present who were largely unaffected by Eliza’s commands, including all the guards who weren’t part of the audience. They were spared the final one. When they tried to escape or contain the slaughter, they were intercepted by a pair of goblins who were exceptionally thorough in ensuring that there were no armed survivors.”

“Two goblins fought off all of the Experience Merchant’s guards?”

“No. I believe the inquisitor you’re so fond of killed two as she escaped with Eliza and an as-yet-unidentified alchemist. But that’s not the bad part.”

“How does this get any worse?” Typh asked.

“According to witnesses, the goblins were tagged as a knight and a queen,” Halith quickly answered. Typh immediately spun around to face the ratling, her golden dress billowing out around her as the dragon’s adjutant continued speaking. “There are an increasing number of reports of this particular pair throughout Helion. They’ve hit several reputable businesses we know to be tangentially involved with the Markets, and again they were very thorough. We’re still finding the bodies, but we have enough independent statements to confirm their tags, and that their levels have reached at least level 60 in their new primary classes.”

“What are the tribes saying?”

“Nothing yet. They’re being cagey. I suspect they knew this—or something like it—was going to happen, but they have yet to firmly decide what they are going to do about it. Although, the fact that they aren’t all leaping to hunt them down is concerning.”

“A goblin civil war is more than just ‘concerning.’ Do we even know how many goblins are within the city?”

“Estimates put their population as high as forty thousand, but we know they’ve spread beneath the surface so it could be much higher, and . . . It gets worse.”

“Halith, if you don’t tell me everything, I swear that I’m going to eat someone,” the dragon threatened.

“There has been significant interest in these events from the kobold’s representatives, and they aren’t viewing it with the disgust we’d expect or hope for. My office has also been inundated with sternly worded missives from the fungoids, earth sprites, wargs, satyrs, woodlings, and every other species with a seat at the table, all demanding to be kept in the loop.”

“It’s been less than six hours.”

“It has. I fear they’re viewing it as a test case before trying it for themselves—at this point, our reaction is almost as important as the goblins’.”

Typh closed her eyes and faced the hall. This was not a problem she wanted to deal with, but in hindsight, it was always bound to happen. The short-lived races she commanded didn’t want to be quite so short-lived and were apparently willing to risk their very sense of self to change that. The dragon balled her fists and breathed. In for eight and out for four as she tried to will away her anger, but there was so very much of it.

Instead, she did the next best thing and stuffed her fury down into its box. Someday when her authority wasn’t continuously being challenged she’d let it out, but for now she had to work.

“You’ve listed every major species under my banner except for your own,” Typh stated evenly. “Does the allure of all that power not tempt ratlings as well?”

“We don’t have nearly enough peak thirds for it to be an issue,” Halith replied and Typh could practically hear the unspoken ‘yet.’

The dragon frowned but said nothing. She couldn’t afford to alienate Halith, especially not when the ratling had made herself so vital to the smooth running of Typh’s domain. She desperately wanted Arilla’s comforting presence to ground her, to stop her from doing anything overly rash, but the warrior was too busy brooding to help—and if they had another argument about the human’s refusal to kneel, she honestly might crack.

Typh took another deep breath and resisted the urge to retreat to the warmth of her comfy bed.

“I want Eliza in custody. She’s too dangerous to be allowed to freely roam my city. Send third-tiers to bring her in—however make it clear to them that if she’s in the company of Xan, or anyone else who could reasonably be the inquisitor in disguise, they are to back down and convey this message.”

“And that message is?”

“You can have your pet, or the Inquisition can remain welcome in Terythia. You can’t have both.”

“Will that really work? You haven’t responded well to such ultimatums in the past.”

“It will work. Xan is a three-hundred-year-old force of nature. She has sacrificed everything for her duty to this country. She isn’t about to stop now over a bard. I, on the other hand, have never been so selfless—it’s not the same as me and Arilla.”

“Very well . . . I’ll see it done,” Halith answered, and another attendant fled to presumably do just that. “And the goblins?”

Typh sighed. In many ways the goblins were her greatest asset . . . even if they came with a whole host of increasingly dire problems.

“Get me a fucking carriage, I’ll see to them myself.”

“As you will it, Lord Sovereign.”

* * *

The opulent grandeur of the carriage did little to alleviate Typh’s rapidly souring mood. The horses pulling the vehicle along the cobbled road reeked of fear, naturally reacting to whatever combination of mana and fury was leaking out through her aura.

Despite the company of soldiers marching on either side of her carriage, their progress through Helion was torturously slow. The morning crowds had given way to a morning protest as soon as the local citizenry had realised exactly who was being driven through the busy street. Now her soldiers had to wade through a mass of angry civilians, who hurled rocks almost as frequently as they did slurs.

Given the distance between Helion and its northern cities, Typh had been surprised to find out that the humans she ruled over cared about the soldiers she’d killed. However, it seemed that the role of a country filled in for some of what humanity had lost when they’d been stripped of their species class—while no bonds tied their species together, Terythia itself seemed to unite them into something more than just a collection of individuals.

Even though she recognised it as an immutable truth, she still didn’t understand why nationalism worked. Being proud of a place that was little more than dirt and lines on a map just didn’t sit right with her. Typh understood ownership and territory. Being proud of what you could produce and hoard made sense, but the sentimentality behind why one patch of identical dirt was better than another was simply something she couldn’t comprehend. Those dead soldiers were strangers to her people—hostile ones literally intent on waging war on the city they called home—but now that they were dead, the people she’d spared from siege and carnage had decided to turn on her.

It was possible that in her failure to understand that patriotic zeal, she’d made a mistake in how she’d subjugated the north.

Outside the reinforced walls of her carriage, the people chanted “Monster!” at her. A delightfully ironic slur that she hoped they would never come to fully understand. There was the odd piece of florid prose that rose above the din and Typh could recognise the rhyming couplets as something that had originated from within the besieged palace, but by and large the protest seemed organic.

Given her foul mood, she was almost tempted to let her soldiers push back with more than just the butts of their spears, though that kind of thinking was how tyrants were deposed, and Typh was under no illusions that she was anything other than that.

The dragon drank deep on the amber liquid filling her tumbler. The harsh burn of the peaty whiskey scalded her throat, but her vitality had grown far beyond this particular batch. She’d need something more potent to touch her, and that was just another thing on her plate to get around to.

Once things calm down a little—if they ever do—I promise that I take the time to find, drink, and literally bathe myself in proper whiskey befitting of my high rank.

“You’re angry,” Halith said.

“Of course I am,” Typh replied.

“You can’t blame them for this. They’ve never had an opportunity like it, and they likely never will again if it doesn’t work out.”

“Who? The humans?”

“No, this is entirely their fault. As you like to put it: fuck them,” the ratling said. “I’m talking about the goblins. They’ve had it the worst of all of us.”

Typh raised an eyebrow, quietly urging the woman to go on, mainly as a distraction from the unpleasant cacophony outside.

“I know that,” the dragon said.

“Do you? Do you really understand their plight?”

“You’re being awfully assertive, Halith.”

“We’re not in public, Typh, and I have it on good authority that you like assertive women.”

There was a long pause between them while the carriage crawled forwards to the chorus of impassioned jeers. The sound was muted somewhat by the wards etched into the reinforced wood, but the din outside was still very noticeable. Her perception skill gave her a perfect multi-sensory view of all the vitriolic hate, and it certainly wasn’t helping her calm down. It took all of her self-control to just sit there, letting it wash over her.

“You know I don’t do fur,” Typh eventually said, leaning into the distraction provided by the ratling’s company.

“That’s a good thing because I don’t do women—I don’t do anyone and I likely never will.”

“While I grieve for your lack of a sex life, what is this about?”

“Were I to ever engage in anything resembling romance, I would struggle to find a partner who saw me for anything other than my position. My subsequent entanglement would at best be used as a justification for my removal, and at worst I would find myself replaced with whomever I chose for a lover,” Halith explained.

“You know I could change that. I could give you a title, or formally declare you the leader of your people,” Typh offered.

“I appreciate the sentiment, but that’s just not how we do things,” the ratling said, then she paused to take a sip of her drink. “You shouldn’t meddle in another species’ affairs, especially when you’ve yet to put in the effort of truly understanding them.”

“I understand you.”

“No you don’t, Typh. I understand that you’ve had a hard childhood—maybe even a hard life—but you are still a sovereign dragon. You have more magical and physical power by the nature of your birth than most of us will ever attain in our lifetimes, regardless of how hard we work for it. You will never die of old age, get sick, or grow frail. Your end will be a battle that you chose to fight. You may remember our history, and we may obey you, but do not make the mistake of thinking that you understand what it is to be one of us. We have our own cultures and rules that generally work better when our all-powerful sovereign isn’t wading in with proclamations about who can speak for us and what we can do with our classes.”

“You gave me a very similar speech when you persuaded me to turn a blind eye to the Experience Markets.”

“I did. The Markets are, after all, a very human response to free classes. If they are to be ended, it should be a human that does it. Although I do recall that I was much politer when I pushed for your apathy,” Halith said.

“And you want me to turn a blind eye to this as well?” Typh asked. “They’re breaking their greatest taboo.”

“They are breaking their taboo. Just because dragons have a similar one doesn’t mean the goblins’ decision affects you. No one is forcing you to level your noble class to 200.”

“Does this mean you’re in favour of ratlings doing the same?”

“Publicly, I’m very much against it. I’m already a progressive force amongst my kind, mostly because I happen to have a vagina and refuse to be relegated to a broodmare. I can’t afford to champion this issue without being deemed too radical. With that said, when I am eventually approached by a large-enough group of peak-thirds, I expect that I’ll be very gracious when I reluctantly accept the new way of doing things.”

“Provided they make you their queen.”

“I think I’d accept king as well. I like how Arilla has done it—so delightfully masculine, especially with all the implicit weakness in the word ‘queen.’ ”

“I don’t think there’s any weakness associated with Queens.”

“You would think that.”

The two sat in their seats while the carriage rolled forwards another few feet. Typh stared at the drink in her hands and finished it, before moving to pour another.

“I’m going to ignore that tone,” Typh said. “So, the goblins have a Queen and I suppose I can live with that, provided she controls her people and obeys my commands.”

“Can you ask for much more?” Halith asked.

“I’m a dragon. I can ask for, and demand whatever the fuck I want . . .” she said, then paused to take another deep drink while a horse whinnied up ahead. “I suppose the challenge lies in making sure that whoever emerges from the bloodbath the goblins are about to start remains loyal to me. They are breaking their biggest cultural taboo—and if it goes well for them, then potentially a lot more than just goblins will be racing past their species’ caps. I don’t want any reactionaries down the line pointing the finger at me and saying it only happened because of my meddling.”

“I couldn’t have said it better than myself,” the ratling agreed. “You’re learning.”

“It’s easy to get better at this when it’s so endless. Now, let’s finish our drinks and figure out how to resolve this without resorting to any violence. You said it yourself, I don’t understand what it’s like to be a goblin, so I want to make sure that both sides see me as their rightful sovereign.”

The dragon extended her hand, and without any hesitation the ratling clinked her glass against Typh’s. Together, they both took a deep drink. When the dragon swallowed the liquid down her throat, she could have sworn that it tasted just a little bit sweeter; the surges of anger quietened with the belief that just this once, everything would be oka—

Then the carriage exploded all around them. Chunks of wood and plush velvet flew through the air, while the two nonhumans were tossed up into the sky.

The crowd roared their vicious approval, and then the much-maligned violence really started.






CHAPTER 25

APPEARANCES

With a steady flow of mana running through [Conqueror’s Reservoir], Typh soared through the sky in an erratic, zigzagging pattern. A rapid series of staccato booms trailed in her wake where bolts of lightning arced up into the air with loud thunderclaps announcing their passage. On a rooftop down below, a warrior flung javelins of elemental force that curved to chase her through the skies. A mage stood beside him, both buffing his attacks with a halo of azure light and erecting a powerful mageshield to protect them both whenever Typh fired a spell back.

She could tear through that magical barrier if she wanted to, but not without risking the crowd below. People had gathered in the streets to watch her fight, heedless of the obvious dangers. Soldiers in her colours fought against adventurers in the immediate area surrounding her destroyed carriage, and the collateral damage from their ongoing battles only seemed to excite the braying crowd. Any semblance of order had completely devolved into a messy free-for-all, with uncontrolled violence steadily spilling out onto neighbouring streets and rooftops.

Everywhere Typh looked there was a potential combatant, although clearly identifying them was a challenge. The teeming mass of noisy bystanders had mostly consigned themselves to simply cheering on one side or the other. Unfortunately, the majority of the people within those crowds had class tags, and more than a few of them were willing to toss a spell or skill-empowered rock into the melee. Whether their low-level efforts aided or hindered Typh’s forces didn’t really matter. The issue was that they added to the confusion, and she knew her enemies were keen to exploit it.

She watched an adventurer—one of the few that were hers—chase a fleeing rogue into the crowd, where they immediately lost sight of them amidst the masses of unhelpful humanity. When Typh’s adventurer gave up on their pursuit and returned to the main fight, they were ambushed from behind by their original foe emerging from the same crowd and unleashing a devastating sneak attack.

Her adventurer lay still on the flagstones in a pool of expanding blood, and while a high-powered manabolt caused the enemy rogue to swiftly join him, it wasn’t enough of an intervention to change the flow of the fight.

Typh pursed her lips as she rolled through the sky, dodging countless javelins as well as magical blasts and scything blades of force. Despite the obvious attempts on her life, she didn’t feel like she was in any real danger. The adventurers arrayed against her had numerous dragonslaying weapons, but they lacked enough dedicated archers to give her trouble, and they didn’t appear to have any particular plan to force her from the sky where their blades simply couldn’t reach her.

Typh’s problem was more political in nature. If she fled, she’d not only be leaving her entourage to her assassins’ tender mercies, she’d also be inviting more attempts on her life. Everything she had, she’d gained through strength. There was a power in that—a myth that was steadily unfolding, but it was young and fragile. If she lost once, then the humans would turn on her and everything would fall apart. She simply didn’t have the kind of legitimacy that would make men and women lay down their lives for her when there was any kind of alternative.

Typh was a tyrant who relied on fear to keep the peace. She needed to not only win but win decisively.

Her would-be assassins were all firmly iron-rank. There were exactly four teams composed of the classic five-man adventuring party fighting against her. The rogues’ ability to flicker in and out of Typh’s awareness made their true numbers hard to count, but she was fairly certain that three more of the stealthy adventurers were there.

The more sensible humans in the crowd had already fled from the storm of spellfire and growing destruction. As the crowd gradually began to thin, her adversaries were running out of places to hide and their limited numbers were starting to show. Her forces outnumbered them five to one, and while she lacked nowhere near as many iron-ranks, Typh’s presence was more than enough to tip the scales in her favour.

But a slow, gradual win was not the decisive victory she wanted. She needed to do something dramatic.

Typh stretched her arms out to the side, and for a moment she revelled in the electric feel of energy passing between her fingers. She corkscrewed through the sky while brilliant lances of molten plasma whipped up from the ground. When they struck her, her golden shield shimmered and smaller arcs of brilliant energy shot down to strike at whoever had attempted to harm her. The effects were usually minimal, but the extra spellfire all added to what was fast becoming a breathtakingly beautiful scene.

Multi-hued beams of light forked and curved around the dragon while she let out a cackling laugh, though it was lost amidst the cacophony of crashing thunder. Ionising whines and loud blasts echoed across the skyline while Typh danced on wings of mana. Over a dozen iron-ranks tried their hardest to kill her, but their best efforts couldn’t do more than bring a smile to her face. She’d grown immeasurably in the past year, and it was so refreshing to feel powerful for a change.

Although . . . it was possible she was enjoying herself a little bit too much.

Deciding to wrap things up, she turned on a needle’s head and aimed herself down towards the javelin-throwing warrior atop the roof. His eyes widened with intoxicating fear as she forced herself into a dive. The mana in her skill caused her to plummet far faster than she could reasonably be expected to travel. A javelin sheathed in lightning hit her square on. Her shield deflected the damage, causing the missile to glance off, but the blinding light left after spots in her skill-enhanced vision.

Fortunately, she didn’t need her eyes to see.

She continued to charge straight down. Her momentum barely even faltered when she tore through the mage’s barrier and tackled the adventurer standing beside them at speed. The warrior’s strength score made it feel like she was crashing into a statue made of solid steel, but Typh’s shield forged from the hardened mana she kept in her aura wasn’t exactly fragile either.

The two of them continued travelling straight down, disintegrating the roof of the building and collapsing an exterior wall when Typh’s flight path clipped the edge of the house. The mage was lost in the carnage as ceramic tiles and shattered bricks exploded outwards. The pair hit the ground, and suddenly Typh was skidding along the flagstones doing the one thing a mage should never do with a warrior—get up close and personal.

Powerful strikes hammered against her aura, which she’d condensed into her preferred armour of golden scales. Each punch hit harder than she’d been struck in some time, so she estimated the warrior had an effective strength score in the low two hundreds. Their scuffle was frantic and desperate, with the nearby crowd rushing to get out of their way. Typh pushed mana into her muscles, giving her the temporary strength she needed to hold her own. She pressed the warrior down against the flagstones and weathered his assault against her scales while she built up mana in her chest. Once the crowd was far-enough away, she opened her mouth and exhaled.

A torrent of golden dragonfire poured past her painted lips. She bathed the warrior beneath her in intense, hammering flames. His struggles persisted for some time while Typh funnelled more and more mana through her skills. She drained two rings dry of their stored power, pushing half the extra energy towards the intensity of her spat flames and the rest into her defensive aura.

At some point, a ranger had started shooting arrows at her, and each hit sent deep fault lines juddering through her scales. She ignored his efforts, patching the damage as necessary while she focused on the task at hand. The warrior’s blind blows stopped several seconds before she did. She only relented when his helmet’s runes gave out and the thick metal finally melted around his face. Whether the warrior would survive that or not was up to the System and his vitality score, but she only cared that the chunk of solidifying steel covering his eyes would almost certainly keep him out of the fight.

Typh stood up and retrieved the fallen warrior’s javelin from the floor while a barrage of arrows continued to rain down. She took a few quick steps forwards and hurled it—just in time to catch the mage from the roof in the stomach. The missile had transformed into a bolt of lightning a split second after it had left her hands and sent the mage tumbling back down to the ground, this time in a smoking heap.

To her disappointment, the javelin didn’t return to her hand, and so when the ranger sent a skill-empowered shot through both her arcane defences and the meat of her shoulder, she was temporarily without a means to respond.

Typh pushed through the pain, quickly draining another piece of jewellery dry to restore her shield and kickstart her natural health regeneration. With the excess mana threatening to evaporate, she channelled it into a spell, then let loose a wide beam of intense heat that clipped the ranger as she tried to escape.

Four rogues suddenly appeared around her. Their blades immediately set her nerves on edge—she detected the dragonslaying enchantment etched into each knife. Four separate killing strikes, along with another four to maim, were headed her way and dodging them all was out of the question.

Typh stepped into the nearest rogue, using her mana to blast herself forwards. The killing blow turned into another maiming strike as she took two long knives to the chest a second before the other three could get within dagger range. Still racing forwards, she bared her teeth and bit into the rogue’s neck, tore out a chunk of him, and promptly swallowed.

Her feet skidded along the surface of the road as she raced out of their encirclement. The man she’d injured disappeared, while the three she’d evaded all converged on the spot she’d abandoned just in time for the heavy flagstone to explode. She’d miss the mana she’d sunk into it—her toe rings were now despairingly empty—but it was a worthwhile trade to earn herself some breathing room.

With blood dripping down her chin and two dagger handles protruding from her chest, Typh walked towards the centre of the melee. Her feet left the ground after a couple of steps as she floated above the flagstones and rained down a storm of curving manabolts on those adventurers still engaged with her soldiers. The individual spells weren’t that devastating to iron-ranks, but the sheer quantity sent them reeling. This then opened them up to opportunistic strikes from the troops loyal to her.

Several deaths quickly followed and the remaining hostile adventurers withdrew, melting away into the thinning crowd, which stood by in subdued silence. Her soldiers looked up to her, floating high above the ground and bathed in a warm golden glow. Their eyes were wide with awe, while the gathered civilians looked up at her with fear instead.

She pulled the enchanted knives out of her chest one at a time before throwing them down to clatter on the floor. Typh turned her attention to the waiting crowd and spoke:

“It’s over. Go home.”

Collectively they flinched, and Typh felt a knot of worry form in her stomach. It wasn’t supposed to be like this—they were supposed to love her—but she simply didn’t know how to make it happen. When she turned her attention to her soldiers, she saw that they were still staring at her.

They were a mixture of different species, predominantly the dual-classed ratlings in the beginnings of their third-tier, though more than a few humans had joined their ranks—veterans from Rhelea who knew the threat they were up against. Those soldiers gave her hope that it wasn’t too late for humanity, but it didn’t really matter. She’d put too much effort into their species for her to give up on them now.

“You did well, thank you,” she announced to the hundred or so men and women staring up at her. They raised their weapons and cheered, while Typh slowly allowed herself to fall to the ground.

Officers bearing the golden mark of her Dragonsguard flocked to her, and she barked out a series of orders that got the column of soldiers arrayed into some semblance of order. The injured were ferried to healers, while the captured adventurers were put under guard. Typh sniffed out Halith relatively quickly. The ratling woman had been horrifically burned at some point in the attack, and Typh found her standing over an enemy healer with a jagged dagger held in the ratling’s one good arm.

“I hope this isn’t what it looks like, Halith. You know how I feel about torture,” Typh commented as she approached.

“This? This is nothing,” the ratling said, gesturing to her bloody blade. “Although I might have to introduce the human to some friends of mine if they don’t start talking.”

Typh glanced at the healer on the ground and frowned. The human looked young in the way that most iron-rankers did. He was conventionally attractive enough that suggested he likely hade a reasonable charisma score, and he was staring up at her with abject terror in his green-blue eyes.

“Well, healer? Are you going to tell me who sent you, or are you going to force me to compromise on my morals?” Typh asked.

“Morals?!” the healer said with a laugh that verged on the hysterical. “You cremated two hundred-thousand people! You’re a monster! You don’t have morals!”

Three hundred and forty-seven thousand, actually.

Typh quickly decided it wasn’t in her best interests to give the healer the correct number.

“You’re right. I did kill all of those people. I’m not going to try and justify it to you, because you’re beneath my notice. But I am going to ask you to talk. Please. Tell us who sent you, and I promise you’ll be ransomed back to your people.”

The healer glanced to the side at the other captives, who were being bound in runic chains and led away. He licked his lips while he thought, before whispering something that Typh actually misheard with all the activity around her. She leaned in closer—and was genuinely surprised when the healer responded with a vicious headbutt and then hawked globule of phlegm that hit her in the face a moment after his forehead.

“Get fucked, dragon!” the human yelled while she reeled back in disgust.

Halith brandished her knife and looked at her pleadingly. Typh wiped her face clean and shook her head.

“Chain him up with the others, then bring me someone who wants to cut a deal. Offer to beat whatever they’ve been paid,” the dragon said.

“Are you sure?” the ratling asked. “They don’t deserve your mercy.”

“I’m sure, Halith.”

“I’ll see it done, Lord Sovereign.”

* * *

It didn’t take Halith long to find an adventurer willing to talk. These weren’t knights sworn to a cause, just mercenaries following a promise of gold. The one who finally stepped forward was a warrior older than most. She had the soft features that marked her as a Tolisian, and a fresh wound leaving her blind in one eye. Still, she seemed in good spirits and was happy to answer Typh’s questions—after being provided with numerous assurances of her safety, payment, and a frustratingly large keg of hard-to-find skill-brewed ale.

“This is good stuff,” the warrior said, taking a deep drink from her clay cup. “I think I can taste grapefruit.”

“That’s nice,” Typh said. “Now, can you tell me who sent you?”

“Sure, why not. You’re paying, after all,” the adventurer agreed.

“She’s stalling,” Halith accused, and Typh hated that the ratling was right.

“Only a little bit,” the woman admitted with a confident smile. It was nice. Disarming, and definitely well-practised. If the circumstances were different, Typh thought she might like getting to know the other woman. But they weren’t. The adventurer then took another long drink in lieu of an explanation and Typh just barely resisted the urge to scream.

“If you don’t give me something, I will let her torture you,” Typh threatened.

“No, you won’t, because I’ll give you everything . . . I was sent by Lord Andreas of House Cytheme. He hired about ten or so of us, with the other great lords of the south all pitching in to buy our esteemed services,” the adventurer explained.

“The Southern Lords paid you to kill me?”

“Gods no! We weren’t paid nearly enough for that!”

“Then what do you call this?” Typh asked, gesturing to the ruined buildings that had been destroyed in their attack.

“This? I call this a very expensive distraction,” the adventurer replied, and then took another deep glug of her ale. Typh immediately felt a massive sense of dread as the woman continued to speak. “Besides, if you’re using that big ole lizard brain of yours, you’ll realise there are eight cities to Rhelea’s south—nine if you count Dolieis, but it’s so far east who does? Lord Andreas paid for ten adventurers like myself, and the other noble lordlings weren’t the types to be outdone. I’d say twenty or so attacked you here so . . .”

Typh stopped listening and focused her attention on the horizon. If the warrior could be trusted—and she definitely couldn’t—there were upwards of seventy iron-ranks somewhere in her city causing trouble. She tried to think how long this had all taken. The ambush and subsequent battle couldn’t have lasted for much more than ten minutes; however, going through the captured adventurers to find one willing to talk, and then sending a runner to negotiate for a barrel of third-tier Aberian ale . . .

Far too much time had passed for Typh to be comfortable with what she was hearing.

Seventy iron-ranks could have done a lot of damage while Typh had been distracted, and just because she was aware of them now didn’t mean she had any idea how to find them, let alone stop them. Typh needed something to go on. She looked over her shoulder and caught a self-satisfied yet oddly flirtatious wink from the captured adventurer. The dragon clenched her fists so hard that it hurt. She was thoroughly unsurprised when her temper leaked into her surroundings and the dried blood started to cook on the flagstones around her.

Arilla, King of the North.

Queen Constancia, trapped within her palace.

The firstborn hostages of the Southern Lords.

They had to be the adventurers’ priorities. Typh wasn’t sure if they’d go for Arilla, the Queen, or the hostages first, but now that they were in her city she had to act fast to stop them, and planning for a simultaneous attack on all three was the safest option.

“Pay the woman and let her go. Send runners to mobilise everyone. Have them sweep the city to find the southern adventurers then notify the siege grounds and those guarding both Arilla and the hostages that they need to be prepared for an immediate assault,” Typh ordered.

“You know it’s too late, right?” the warrior offered.

“Say another word, human, and I’ll not only renege on our deal, but I’ll let Halith’s people torture you just for the fun of it before they throw your corpse to the goblins,” Typh threatened.

The adventurer wisely shut up, but it didn’t stop the warrior from grinning as she enjoyed her drink.

The dragon closed her eyes and tried to think. She wanted to rush straight to Arilla’s side, but that was predictable and quite possibly unnecessary. She’d been played, and now she needed to be smarter than everyone who was arrayed against her. Typh went through the resources available to her and cursed her lack of high-ranking classers. If she got out of this with her city intact, she would strongly have to consider giving up her neutrality in the looming nonhuman civil war.

Typh opened her eyes and addressed the adventurer:

“I need to know exactly how morally flexible you are.”

“That depends . . . how much you payin’?” the woman simply answered.

Typh ground her teeth and let out a tired sigh. She unclenched her fists and ordered an attendant to pour her a large cup from the adventurer’s barrel.

“I think we both know I’m about to be paying far more than you’re worth,” the dragon said.

“That you are, lass—that you are.”






CHAPTER 26

INSANITY

Arilla moved the wooden brush in small, concentric circles over the surface of the fire-blackened metal. With a firm grip, she held the helmet in place with one hand and slowly scrubbed it with the other. The amount of force she was exerting through the brush was quite extreme, and if she wasn’t careful the helmet was liable to slip from her grasp. The last time she’d let that happen, it had flown across the room and gone on to crack the wooden panelling lining the chamber. Arilla had enjoyed startling the nobles who crowded in around her, but it was hardly productive, and she also felt guilty for wasting money on what would inevitably result in an frivolous and expensive repair.

The reason for her forceful actions was simple. Her runeplate was filthy and she could no longer bear to wear it. Arilla intended to fix that, partly because it would be a grotesque waste to discard it, but also because she knew that it was tied to her. Its stains reflected the stains on her soul, and if she could clean it, then maybe there was hope for her yet.

A thick layer of ash had bonded to the metal, and the iron bristles affixed to her brush had so far been unable to remove them. When her servants had cautiously conveyed their initial failure, she’d sent her runeplate to her armorsmiths, who’d hesitantly handed it right back.

There was nothing they could do, because in their eyes nothing was wrong.




[The Ashen King’s Crown]

First forged in Rhelea’s Grand Furnaces, and then again above ancient stones of the Old Road, this suit of adamantine and steel alloys carries with it the ashes of the unjustly fallen.

Having been quenched in dragonblood and then carved with numerous protective runes, this helmet offers excellent protection against both magical and mundane attacks. Once it has exhausted the mana stored within it, it will draw upon the user’s reserves to mitigate damage and enact a limited self-repair ability.

When worn as a complete set, the Ashen King’s Crown grants an additional 50 to the wearer’s effective charisma score, and provides a scaling fear effect that is limited to affecting humans.

This item is capable of growth.

Mana [500/500].




[Slayer’s Sight] had finally reached a point that it now let Arilla read the descriptions of items the System deemed sufficiently magical to warrant them. It was a prized ability, especially for those who made a habit of looting artefacts from the dead or found themselves forced to deal with untrustworthy merchants. Arilla was neither of those, and instead of celebrating this important milestone, she found herself frequently cursing it—she missed the ignorance she’d once enjoyed.

Simply glancing towards her armour left her with a profound feeling of self-disgust. Her formerly red runeplate was now stained an incriminating black, and every piece of it had spontaneously changed to form the lofty-sounding ‘Ashen King’s Raiment.’ When worn together it was by far the most powerful suit of armour she’d ever seen, yet how could she be expected to wear it when she knew where that impressive strength came from?

It was like Typh said: ‘belief has power,’ and in their final moments, the innumerable foot soldiers of the north had believed that the Dragonrider—not the dragon—had demanded their deaths. Large parts of Astresia still thought Typh was nothing but a dumb beast, and that it was Arilla who was the brains behind it all. That misconception had crystalised on the day the north had fallen. The mana all those soldiers had released when they died beneath a blanket of golden dragonfire had changed her armour just as surely as it had changed her.

Typh had reaped the majority of the experience, but even with the Old Roads’ habit of twisting things, more than enough mana had been left over to feed Arilla’s class, the kobolds, and her runeplate. Perhaps if she had been a triumphant hero on that day, then maybe the System or the Gods would have given her a golden suit to show her virtue. But she hadn’t. On that day, she’d accepted the need to perform a necessary evil and had been rewarded with something undeniably malignant.

It was a monstrosity too valuable for her to ignore, a perfect reminder of her choice to prioritise necessity over morality.

Gauntlets for strength, greaves for speed, a breastplate for vitality, and pauldrons for will. Gods help her, even the fucking gorget was enchanted, granting her an impressive increase to her intelligence score and also letting her spit a cone of scalding ashes in exchange for its stored mana. She hadn’t tested it—she hadn’t worn a single piece of her armour since returning to Helion, and she planned on keeping it that way for as long as she could.

But Arilla knew that one day necessity would demand that the King of the North don her raiment. She just hoped to clean it a little before then.

Arilla glared at her helmet—the worst offender in her eyes. The ashes that coated her armour were not entirely uniform, and around the brow of her helm, a fucking crown had formed. She squeezed it between her fingers and it crumbled, flaking off into dust that coated her lap. A few seconds later it reformed, perfectly regal as ever.

If she ever put it on, she’d look like an archvillain out of the stories: clad in black and trailing the cremated remains of her victims. She hated it, but what she hated more was that given all she’d done, it was growing increasingly hard to argue that she stood on the side of good and justice. The only upside to her ‘crown’ was that the prattling nobles she now had to deal with had stopped demanding she wear one made of gold.

Apparently, her ashen crown was impressive enough.

“Your Grace, if you could leave your armour alone for just a moment—we have some very important matters to discuss,” Lady Iulia said, and Arilla pointedly ignored her.

The warrior moved her brush harder over the blackened metal, causing the iron bristles to bend before the unyielding ash. Arilla frowned and felt her frustrations against the stubborn obstacle mirrored in the noblewoman before her. The fact that Arilla knew she was being a piss-poor ruler didn’t exactly incentivise her to be better. She hadn’t wanted Rhelea and had largely turned over the city’s administration to Typh—which effectively meant Halith was in charge of the day-to-day. Now, Arilla had twenty-two high nobles sworn to her name, and a thin tendril of power connected her to each and every one of them. It was maddening.

They kept her awake at night with their constant streams of resentment. She felt their jealousy, rage, and hatred towards her, all transmitted through their shared bond. It was nothing like the reassuring warmth she had once felt back when she’d been tied to Typh. Now instead of comfort, all she got was hostility, and it was unrelenting. She was so desperate for that to change that a part of her ached for them to betray her—just so she could justify killing them and carve their whining thoughts out of her head.

She suspected they could feel that urge through the bond too.

What remained important was that their hateful intentions never stepped over into the treasonous, and while Arilla didn’t understand how she knew that, she did.

The northern nobles of Terythia despised her, and—whether it was truly her, or her class’s agonised wailings—Arilla despised them in turn. She loathed the responsibility they’d foisted onto her, yet as much as Typh complained, Arilla couldn’t pass the burden of their ‘loyalty’ onto the dragon; the nobles wouldn’t stand for it, and thanks to their bond, Arilla couldn’t even contemplate the thought without feeling their tethers threaten to snap.

Her head was a tumultuous mess of conflicting thoughts and urges. She had been struggling with her class before, but now twenty-two nobles were fused to her soul and Arilla just couldn’t handle it. She neither had the intelligence score to parse through the myriad of voices, nor the willpower to ignore them. All she had was the charisma, which—crucially—allowed her to maintain her sense of self. That was perhaps the only thing allowing her to keep it together.

It was all too much, and so Arilla sat in her fancy chair while she moved her brush in slow, deliberate circles. It was grounding—reassuring, even. It didn’t matter that her attempts to clean away an unwanted enchantment were arguably insane; she kept at it because the alternative was to draw her sword and swing until the voices were silent.

Arilla’s prolonged lack of a response hadn’t gone unnoticed, and Lady Iulia along with the handful of others who’d journeyed south to help establish Arilla’s court looked at her like she was unhinged.

Maybe she was.

Arilla glanced over at Rolf, who had quietly taken a seat and joined her Privy Council’s table. The ghost sat in a conveniently empty chair and seemed content to grin with delight as he silently watched over the proceedings. He was getting blood everywhere, so Arilla had to remind herself several times that the stains he was leaving behind weren’t real.

Nervous looks were exchanged between Lady Iulia and Lord Kiose. Arilla didn’t even have to look up from her helmet to know that. Amongst the dizzying clamour inside her head, their feelings were the strongest thanks to their proximity. They’d risked more than most by coming to Helion. It wasn’t a lot—Arilla’s eventual victory over the south was all but assured—but if she did somehow fail, the nobles in this room were looking at much stiffer consequences than those who’d remained in their northern strongholds. She should reward the risk they’d taken, but the best Arilla could manage was words.

The reluctant king sighed. Her brush briefly paused its repetitive motions and she looked up.

“What do we have to discuss?” she asked.

“Many, many things, Your Grace,” Lord Kiose said despairingly, and his tone earned him a raised eyebrow from Arilla, along with a communal look of exasperation from the other nobles in the room. Everyone knew that Arilla was a terrible king, but he’d come the closest to actually saying it. It made her smile despite herself. The aged noble quickly realised his mistake and cleared his throat as if to begin again. “Most critically, Your Grace, you have yet to formally establish a court. While we understand the palace is currently unavailable, you need a location to receive dignitaries, formal petitions, and guests. This is to say nothing of securing space for your administrative staff to work—administrative staff who you’ve yet to hire.”

“Isn’t this place good enough?” Arilla asked.

“Gods, no!” Lord Kios exclaimed loudly.

“What my noble colleague means to say, Your Grace, is that we are currently squatting in a manor owned by Lord Nauron. While this is . . . tolerable for now, it is only because his House marched their army south that it remains barely acceptable. When peace comes, you will have to give it back,” Lady Iulia said. “Which brings us smoothly to our next issue. The Northern Lords have signed a joint petition requesting their estates within Helion be returned to them with the utmost urgency, and that anyone—human or otherwise—currently residing in their properties be promptly evicted. The petition also demands compensation for damages, inconvenience, and . . . overdue rent.”

“You’re kidding . . . they want backpay?!” Arilla said in disbelief, and the nobles sitting around the table simply stared back at her with stone-faced expressions. They were not kidding. Arilla sighed. “I’ll raise it with Halith the next time I see her.”

“That’s another problem, Your Grace,” Lady Iulia continued. “Halith has far too much influence over your affairs. It was one thing when you were merely Lord Traylan and it was Rhelea you were neglecting, but this is Helion. It is the pride of Terythia and it cannot be administered by a ratling.

“Furthermore—”

“There’s more?” Arilla asked, and Lady Iulia shot her a furious glance.

“Of course there’s more! Issues don’t just magically disappear when you avoid them for a week!” she snapped.

“If I may interrupt, Your Grace,” Lord Kiose said while Lady Iulia fumed. “The issue with Halith can be summarised as this: we’re paying you a considerable amount of gold in taxes only for you to then hand it all directly over to a beast most of us are still struggling to accept as a person. You are our King, not the dragon, and certainly not the rat. We have no idea how our money is being spent and it’s concerning that you don’t seem to know either.

“You need to immediately disentangle Terythia’s finances from the dragon’s and appoint a proper finance minister to oversee the realm. If you want to pay the Lord Sovereign a tithe, fine, but the current state of affairs is unacceptable to us.”

“Is that all?” Arilla asked, and her brush moved faster in her hand as her frustrations grew.

“No. There’s still the issue of unrestricted classes that we need to address,” Lord Nixian began. “It’s one thing for us to accept giving them to anyone who asks—and for free, no less—but some classes are frankly abhorrent and have no place in a civilised society. We’ve drawn up a list of those we wish to outlaw immediately.”

A folded piece of paper soon found its way into Arilla’s hands, and when she read it, it was more or less what she’d expected. Bandit, diabolist, thief, cultist, murderer, assassin, and of course, necromancer, were all on the list, along with a few others that raised Arilla’s eyebrows if nothing else. She folded the piece of paper once and put the list to her side, allowing her to resume scrubbing with her brush.

“I can see why you want to get rid of some of these, but Typh’s law is clear: we’re to punish people for their actions, not for the urges their classes may impart,” Arilla said.

“You’re our king, we don’t care about the dragon’s laws, and we want you to outlaw them,” Lord Nixian continued.

“Necromancer is on this list,” she said simply.

“So?” the nobleman asked.

“So, it’s not going to happen. Tamlin—Typh’s apprentice—is one. He saved a lot of lives in Rhelea, and I’m not going to sentence him to death for it.”

“Perhaps he can be made an exception, but we need to resolve this before class stones arrive in my city. I will not have heretical abominations, thieves, and murders walking my streets with impunity,” Lord Nixian spat.

“You will because in this, Typh and I speak as one. Outlaw undead within your walls for all I care, make desecrating corpses a crime within your entire territory, but you will not persecute classers for merely existing. Now, what’s next?”

The Northern Lords looked sheepish. Their eyes flickered towards one another rather than towards her, and Arilla’s brush very nearly slipped from her grasp as it moved even faster as she channelled her rage.

“Oh this is going to be good,” Rolf commented.

“We’re your Privy Council. We can’t advise you on how to run this country if you don’t tell us what’s going on. We understand that rulers have their own . . . private projects, but we’ve read the reports and seen the work crews . . . We want to know what she’s building,” Lady Iulia said carefully.

“Helion’s merely growing to accommodate the influx of refugees. We’re building houses, schools, clearing more farmland, and improving every fortification and outpost within a day’s ride of Helion,” Arilla answered.

“Yes . . . we’re aware of that, but we’re talking about the work crews ferrying cartfuls of mana-infused gemstones and metals below ground. There’s also runescribes putting down sigils we don’t understand on every street corner and hammering fresh silver into the city’s walls. This has nothing to do with growing Helion, and given the astronomical costs involved, we have a right to know what is going on.

“What exactly is she building? Is it another weapon? Has the dragon even told you?” the noblewoman finished.

“I’m not talking about that. You’ll be apprised at a later date,” Arilla said firmly.

Her refusal plunged the room into a tense silence, and from what she was feeling through their tethers, Arilla wouldn’t have been surprised if someone decided to draw a blade. The tension was broken with a loud hammering on the door, and Arilla grasped the opportunity the Gods had presented her with.

“I think that’s enough for today. Show my guest in on your way out,” Arilla said, rudely dismissing them all.

Lady Iulia looked apoplectic, but the highborn woman left with the others. When they were gone, Arilla breathed a single sigh of relief and slumped in her chair. The brush in her hands briefly paused before resuming its slow, deliberate strokes, and Rolf cackled from across the room.

“Shut up,” Arilla snapped, but the ghost ignored her.

She’d have liked to say that she enjoyed the short time that she was alone again, but four lines of incensed fury corresponding to the nobles who’d just left the room shone like stars in the forefront of her mind.

The door then opened and a messenger finally came in—the girl looked vaguely familiar, but besides from a warrior tag and a shortsword at her waist, the youth seemed unremarkable for her station. The girl took five halting steps inside the room before she fell to her knees in a clumsy curtsy that was utterly wasted on Arilla.

“What is it, child?” she asked.

“Your Grace, there’s an iron-rank warrior by the name of Myorik requesting an audience. He says he knows you,” the messenger said.

“I do. Show him in,” Arilla answered, and the messenger girl hastily retreated.

When Myorik appeared, he looked . . . off, and it wasn’t just the black eye or the new ring on his finger that he was mindlessly fidgeting with. There were only a few people capable of leaving a mark like that on a warrior as highly levelled as him, and Arilla wasn’t looking forwards to finding out the cause.

She was oddly tempted to study Myorik’s appearance more—to try and identify the source of that pressing wrongness—but Rolf was growing increasingly agitated in the corner, and so she turned to conversation to distract herself from the annoying tics of her horrifically burned tormentor.

“What’s wrong, Myorik? Did something happen at the siege grounds?” Arilla asked, feeling a growing sense of dread form in the pit of her stomach.

“No. The siege is fine,” he said awkwardly, before gesturing towards the bruising around his eye. “This is from something more . . . personal in nature. Which is why I need a favour.”

Arilla placed her helmet down beside her and stood up from her chair. She didn’t need to think about her response—she just wanted an excuse to get out of the room and away from her armour and responsibilities. Whatever horrible thing Myorik needed her help with, it was bound to be infinitely better than staying inside and playing at being a King.

“Let’s go,” Arilla said, and the bearded man gave her a very poor attempt at a reassuring smile.

* * *

Moody was in a foul mood as she slowly carried Arilla through Helion’s streets. The atmosphere was surprisingly tense given the early hour, and on this particular occasion the road outside her manor was free from the usual protesters. Arilla shook her head to try and clear it of the myriad of murmuring voices that were distracting her from the simple task of staying in Moody’s saddle.

The lack of sleep must be getting to me. They’re even louder than they were yesterday.

Her eyes felt itchy, and there was a disquiet in the air that told her something wasn’t quite right.

Myorik was clearly anxious about something, so much so that even Arilla’s horse—a thoroughly unsympathetic creature—was picking up on the other warrior’s painfully transparent worries.

With the iron-ranker as her escort, Arilla had been able to get away with a slightly reduced guard: just a bronze-ranked mage and healer trailed behind the two warriors on thoroughbred horses that stood a solid foot or two taller than Moody at the shoulder.

“This isn’t about Enora, is it? Did you finally work up the courage to ask her out?” Arilla asked.

“Who?—No! Not her. Enora’s fine, I think,” Myorik spluttered. “This is about Caeber.”

“Are you okay? You sound rattled.”

“Yeah, I’m alright . . . Just unsettled is all. I’ve known Caeber a long time, but I’ve never seen him like this,” the man explained. “I really thought he was getting better, but this morning he showed up drunk at Julian’s place, stinking to the high heavens of booze and worse. He caused a big-enough scene that he forced Julian to close early, and now Caeber’s refusing to leave. I tried talking to him, but—”

“But then he hit you,” Arilla said, finishing for Myorik. “And what? You think I can do a better job at calming him down?”

“Maybe? He likes you—thinks you saved his life in the tunnels,” Myorik explained.

“More like he saved mine. Besides, it’s not like you haven’t done the same a thousand times over before that,” she said.

“It’s different. He . . . blames me for Mara,” he said.

“Oh . . .” Arilla trailed off.

“Yeah . . .”

The two warriors walked their horses in an awkward silence while Arilla tried to ignore Rolf’s crispy arms wrapped around her waist and instead focus on the present and real. The distant sound of voices raised in anger briefly caught her attention as they travelled above the rooftops, but whether it was another mob protesting Padian refugees, or a fight breaking out between humans and nonhumans, Arilla didn’t have the time to interfere.

She felt responsible for a lot of things that she probably shouldn’t, and Caeber’s grief was unfortunately one of them. Mara had died retaking Rhelea from the Monster, and the warrior’s subsequent fall into the bottle was just too familiar for Arilla to ignore. Father Mihalis had saved her from that, and even though the priest had turned out to be a delusional monster, he’d still saved her life. She wanted to be that person for Caeber. The man had simply done too much good over the decades to be allowed to waste away in the gutter.

The streets blurred together while they rode and Arilla tried to master her thoughts. Eventually, they arrived at their destination, and she was happy to simply stare at it for a time. Julian’s new tavern, the Wanderer’s Inn, wasn’t half the size of the Huntsman’s Rest. It was still a grand and luxurious-looking establishment that projected an upper-class atmosphere, yet it wasn’t the same. It seemed lesser somehow, even if it was majestic. She hadn’t visited it herself—taverns weren’t really her scene anymore—but Arilla liked to keep tabs on Julian along with the rest of the Shining Swords, and she was delighted to see that its well-groomed exterior matched up with the glowing reports she’d read.

Arilla dismounted her horse—much to Moody’s approval—and tied the stubborn mare to a post outside where the animal could drink her fill from the trough provided. Arilla instructed her guards to wait outside the door; Myorik opened it, and then she followed him inside the tavern.

“Mind your feet, Julian just cleaned the floors and you know what he’s like,” Myorik said, walking a tight line between two rows of tables as he headed towards a door at the far side of the room.

“I really don’t . . .” Arilla muttered, but she followed the other warrior’s lead nonetheless.

Their steps sounded out as they walked across the hardwood floors, and with every passing second, Arilla felt a nagging sensation tug on that pit of dread in her stomach. It wasn’t helped by Rolf’s incessant laughter, but when she shot him a searching look, the dead man had merely shrugged.

“He’s in the basement,” Myorik said stiffly, standing by an open doorway leading below.

“Why’s he in there?” Arilla asked.

“Gods, you can be really fucking stupid sometimes,” Rolf commented, and she immediately froze, all of her instincts screaming at once.

Arilla looked at the ghost in confusion and then past him as she felt her eyes itch. [Slayer’s Sight] demanded a torrent of her mana, and when she granted it, for just a single, fraction of a moment the room flickered.

It was far briefer than a second, but it was enough. The pristine furniture that filled the room was replaced by broken wreckage. The cleanly painted walls were splattered in streaks of blood and ash, where there weren’t massive cracks or gouges in the plaster. On the few clean surfaces, hastily scrawled runes shone an ominous blue. Myorik wasn’t Myorik—instead, he was a slender woman Arilla didn’t recognise, and in all four corners of the room, armed iron-rankers were staring at her with naked greed in their eyes.

Arilla swallowed once.

Everything returned to normal. The room was suddenly pristine again and the clearly hostile adventurers disappeared, hidden away behind a canny illusion.

“Julian managed to persuade him to go down there. Don’t ask me how he did it—innkeeper skills are weird,” the woman posing as Myorik said.

“Huh, he’s a clever man, that one,” Arilla answered with what she hoped was an easy smile.

Rolf cackled manically, and then the warrior turned and stepped down into the basement.






CHAPTER 27

RAGE

Arilla climbed down the stairs, fully aware that she was walking into the open maw of a trap. She felt oddly calm by the prospect. She knew she was in trouble—destined for either captivity or an assassin’s blade—but the moment she had taken that first step through the doorway, the chaotic storm of constant noise that roared in her ears had finally stopped. Her class no longer cried out in torment, and the twenty-two tethers tying her to her hateful subjects had been firmly blocked by a set of well-crafted wards she could feel, if not see. Arilla was at peace and it felt good.

There were thirteen creaking steps separating the tavern’s basement from the ground floor, where she’d already seen iron-rankers lying in wait. Presumably, they were there to grab her should she try to escape, but Arilla had no intention of doing anything like that quite so soon. She was actually enjoying herself, savouring each precious second as she took her time on the stairs. Not-Myorik seemed to be getting increasingly agitated by her slow pace, but the woman posing as her friend could go fuck herself if she thought that Arilla was about to waste this opportunity.

The warrior quickly ran through the list of her enemies in her head and despaired at its length. Iron rankers were ruinously expensive, and notoriously hard to organise—let alone motivate. The dozen or so she’d glimpsed could only have been bought by a truly large sum of gold, and unfortunately, factoring that in didn’t do nearly enough to narrow down who might have sent them. Her enemies tended to be both wealthy and powerful.

The Terythian Church, the Terythian Inquisition, Epheria, Erebus, the Adventurers Guild, the Alchemists Guild, Queen Constancia, literally any one of the nine Southern Lords who still formally opposed her—or a Northern Lord who’d found a way to fool the tether—foreign governments, or even a sufficiently wealthy mercantile group were the chief amongst her suspects. Any of them could be responsible for this.

Regardless of how much she was enjoying herself, wandering off with ‘Myorik’ was an oversight Arilla couldn’t allow to happen again. The solution to preventing future incidents like this one wasn’t immediately obvious to her, but she was certain her Privy Council would have some choice words to share about her lack of a formal guard, or leaving her personal security arrangements to the rat.

Arilla clenched her fists and briefly marvelled at the sense of power she held there. This was hardly her first time being taken captive, but unlike before she wasn’t worried. While assassination did remain a distasteful possibility, her risen station made it far more likely that she was about to be taken hostage.

Despite being outranked by the irons filling the tavern, she was hardly helpless. Arilla had killed those above her when she was at the cusp of pewter, and she could do it again now that she was edging on iron. If she could just get one or two of her would-be-captors, then she’d be able to cross into her fourth-tier, where the only issue left was being hopelessly outnumbered. The warrior tried to hide her smile as her class growled with delight at that entertaining prospect.

All too soon, the thirteen steps were done, and Arilla had to deal with the unpleasant reality before her. She ignored Rolf’s condescending narration of her many inadequacies and focused her attention on the bound and gagged man tied to a wooden beam in the centre of the room. The innkeeper tag was there, floating above the man’s head, which would have hung limply against his ropes if not for the tight fist made in his hair.

The fist was attached to an iron-rank rogue, and the obvious threat was augmented by a sharp knife against the innkeeper’s throat, but whether it really was Julian or not didn’t matter. Arilla already knew she wasn’t fighting her way out of this one—at least not yet.

After her embarrassing mistake in trusting not-Myorik, Arilla couldn’t take the chance that it wasn’t really Julian. Her enemies were clearly adept with illusions, so she pushed mana through [Slayer’s Sight] just to be safe. That faint itch she was beginning to associate with that confounding form of magic faded, but for good or ill, the man before her stayed the same. It was him.

“Lay down your weapons or the innkeeper dies,” the rogue threatened while the woman—a mage—posing as Myorik finally dropped her illusory façade.

“Let him go, and I’ll do just that,” Arilla offered.

“You’re not in a position to make any demands here,” the woman sneered, catching Arilla off guard with the amount of venom in her voice.

“It’s a simple request, one that doesn’t hurt you in the slightest. You obviously beat him to get information; aggravating the very real Caeber any further won’t earn you any favours,” Arilla warned.

“Please, the real Caeber’s passed out in a ditch two streets over. We’ll be long gone by the time he wakes. Now surrender, Your Grace—before things get ugly,” the rogue demanded.

“And Julian?” Arilla asked.

“We’ll move him upstairs. This amount of warding is wasted on an innkeeper.”

“Very well, then, but my compliance ends the moment you harm him any further. You’ll find my sword with my saddlebags outside. I’d ask you to leave my guards alive, but—”

“They’re already dead—the others will have seen to that. Now, raise your arms above your head while we search you for hidden weapons,” the rogue said.

Arilla rolled her eyes but did as she was told. The rogue’s dagger never wavered from Julian’s throat while the woman behind Arilla patted her down. She could have been gentler about it, but at least she was professional, and after a span of seconds a knife was removed from both her belt and another from her boot, leaving Arilla completely disarmed.

Julian was then untied and dragged to the side, allowing for her to take his place and be bound tight to the central beam with her arms restrained high above her head. A minute or two passed and a group of iron-rankers from upstairs came down to join them in the increasingly crowded basement. Three of the high-level classers peeled off from the group and took Julian away, leaving just two warriors behind to talk with the rogue and the mage.

“Any trouble?” the rogue asked.

“No. It went smoothly. You did good work, Hellyn,” one of the warriors said, nodding towards the mage.

“I told you it would be easy,” the woman replied. “Now, do I get my hour?”

The two from upstairs shared an uneasy look, before the one who’d been speaking finally relented.

“Yeah, you’ll have it. The dragon’s taken the bait, so I’m bringing my team to reinforce the others. I’m leaving Laesil and his group behind to make sure you don’t get carried away,” he said pointedly while gesturing to the silent warrior standing beside him. “Other than his lot, it’s just going to be your team for a while . . . I hope I don’t need to remind you that we need Arilla alive and on a carriage heading south by nightfall. If you do anything to jeopardise that, or cause any injuries our healers can’t fix, we’re going to have a very serious problem.”

“I understand,” Hellyn said begrudgingly.

“See that you do. There’s too much money riding on this for your revenge to get in the way,” he said.

The four of them stuck around for a while longer and hashed out the boring details. They spoke in an almost code that consisted of numbered rallying points and adventuring bands that Arilla had no way of recognising. Even if she did, she was too distracted to pay attention. The talk of Hellyn’s revenge had sent Arilla’s normally guilty conscience spiralling into even deeper pits of despair. When the adventurers were done, the apparent leader of the group quickly checked that she was securely bound before he left with another adventurer, leaving just Hellyn and the man Arilla assumed was called Laesil in the basement.

She’d have liked to have been able to say that she then heard them leave the tavern, but with the heavy warding etched deep into the basement’s walls she couldn’t hear a thing coming from beyond the ceiling.

The mage, Hellyn, had been glaring daggers at Arilla all this time, and while she recognised the look of genuine hatred, the mage herself was a complete stranger to her.

“Do I know you?” Arilla finally asked, and her question earned her a closed-fist punch across her jaw. Which . . . tickled. The mage clearly hadn’t invested much in her strength score, and judging from how she then shook her hand and swore, it was clear to Arilla that Hellyn had come off the worse from the interaction.

“You killed my father!” the woman screamed.

“Who?” An inarticulate howl followed and the mage progressed to lay into Arilla with a flurry of kicks and punches. Again, the impacts were barely worth mentioning and the warrior struggled not to yawn under the sustained assault. She patiently waited for the mage to tire herself out, and when the other woman was hunched over with exertion, the warrior spoke again. “Listen, I’m sorry if I’ve wronged you, but if you’re after catharsis or contrition, you’re really going to have to remind me who it is you’re grieving. I’ve killed a lot of people’s fathers.”

“Eirme—his name was Eirme and you murdered him!” the woman said in a trembling voice that was made even shakier by her unsteady breaths.

Eirme . . .

The name felt vaguely familiar, though it wasn’t that uncommon, so given the context Arilla’s mind drew a blank. She tried to shrug, but the ropes binding her to the support beam made the motion impossible, and so she settled for an impassive look.

With her hands still on her knees and her chest heaving, Hellyn looked up at Arilla; her eyes burned bright with a combination of rage and mana. Arilla’s lack of recognition must have been obvious, and the mage didn’t take it well.

“How can you not remember?! He was my father!” she asked.

“It’s like I said—I’ve killed a lot of people’s fathers—sons too.”

“You’re a monster!” Hellyn spat.

“Don’t say that. You were at Rhelea. You should know better than to throw that word around,” Arilla stated.

“How do you . . . Does—Does that mean you remember me?” the mage asked, sounding almost hopeful by the prospect.

“No, I don’t. But I can see it in your eyes. You were there. You saw what happened. Hate me if you like—call me evil, or a bitch—but don’t insult the people who died there by calling me a Monster, because we both know there are far worse things than me out there,” Arilla chastised.

“Are you actually lecturing me?!” Hellyn asked.

“Only a little. Now, can we get on with this? You’ve only got an hour and you’re wasting time.”

Hellyn screamed with frustration and hit her again. This time, the woman infused some of her mana into her strikes and it actually hurt, but since Arilla had been training with iron-ranks for months now, the mage’s best efforts left bruises smaller than what she’d usually get from a friendly spar.

“Are you done yet?” Arilla asked.

“Not even close! I’ve been waiting for this! Counting down the fucking days until I got to see your face again. I will make you scream before we’re done,” Hellyn threatened.

“I doubt it. You may hate me, but it takes a special kind of sadist to actually torture someone. You don’t strike me as the type,” Arilla said with a conspicuous glance towards Rolf. “Have you ever actually killed anyone in cold blood?”

“No, I’m not like you. I don’t get off on hurting people,” the mage spat.

“It’s a pity, because that’s what it would take to make me scream—unless you’re looking for a more amicable interaction, but judging from those claws you call fingernails I doubt that you have the talent or the inclination,” Arilla teased, earning herself a series of guffaws from the other warrior in the room while the mage screamed in frustrated rage.

“Get out!” Hellyn yelled at the man.

“Yaryn, told me to watch, and he’s in charge—not you. We voted, remember?” the warrior said.

“Fuck Yaryn! And fuck the stupid vote! No one’s in charge of me, and I will not tolerate you giggling like a little girl when it’s time for my revenge!” the mage screamed.

“If my laughter offends you, then maybe you should stop throwing a tantrum?” the other warrior suggested. “You’re an iron-rank mage finally confronting your father’s killer—who I might remind you is a high-bronze warrior. Why are you punching her like an idiot? Use that triple-digit intelligence score of yours and hit her with a spell already.”

“The man’s got a point,” Arilla agreed. “You are being quite idiotic.”

“Shut up!” Hellyn raged, this time extending her hand and firing a manabolt straight into Arilla’s chest. Hellyn must have had a decent affinity for wind magic, as the unaligned spell naturally shifted to include blades of wind that cut into Arilla’s skin after making a mess of her shirt.

“Nice . . .” Laesil commented from the crate he’d chosen to make his seat; both women did their best to ignore him.

“Maybe I was wrong about those fingernails . . .” Arilla trailed off, trying to keep a confident smile on her face despite the pain. [Slayer’s Steel] and [Slayer’s Resilience] helped take the edge off, but she knew that if the mage had really been going for the kill, Arilla would have been dealing with a lot worse than broken skin. Hellyn’s hand remained outstretched, now uncomfortably close to Arilla’s exposed skin, and the other woman’s face portrayed a conflicting mixture of angry emotions. “Are you sure you’re here for revenge? I think Typh could be persuaded to take another mage into our bed if that’s what you’re really after.”

“Stop it! Stop talking!” Hellyn shouted, her cheeks flushed with warmth. “I’m going to make you admit what you did—that you murdered my father!”

“Do you want me to stop talking, or to admit that I murdered your dad, because I can’t do both,” Arilla asked. A second spell ripped out of the mage’s open palm as the other woman screamed an insult, though it was lost amidst the roaring winds. Fresh blood splattered the ground, and Arilla’s shirt just about gave up on holding any semblance of shape. “Are you sure you’re not enjoying this?”

The warrior barely had the time to brace herself as a storm of riotous energy poured out from Hellyn. Arilla gritted her teeth while her health dropped precipitously. Hellyn’s razor winds sheared first skin and then muscle from Arilla’s chest. It carried on for far longer than she had thought it would—not stopping until Laesin stepped forwards and interrupted the mage with a firm hand on her wrist, forcing her ongoing attacks down into the ground. The spell cut out a second or two later, but not before it released a cloud of upturned dirt and fragmented stone into the air.

“Not bad,” Rolf commented, pressing his ruined face close to Arilla’s worsened wound. “An atrocious lack of style without even a hint of artistry, but a tolerance for blood like this is rare to see in an amateur.”

“Shut up,” Arilla grunted.

“Hellyn. You do that again and I’m calling in a healer from upstairs and ending this fantasy of yours. I’m not letting you butcher our cash cow, and frankly this was a lot more fun to watch when her tits were hanging out. No offence, Your Grace,” Laesin said, addressing the last part towards Arilla.

“None taken,” she answered with a pained grimace. “I preferred it then too.”

Arilla couldn’t see the damage, but looking at her health score dropping steadily by the hundred and feeling the amount of red trickling down her legs, it was safe to say that it wasn’t good news. Her defensive skills had helped a lot—they still were—but Arilla had to take some deep, steadying breaths before she was ready to continue taunting her captor.

“Are you ready to admit what you did?” Hellyn asked.

“I told you—I don’t remember a man called Eirme.”

“Well I’m going to keep hurting you until you do,” the mage threatened.

“Not if you do that again. Torturers usually start on the extremities, that way their victims are less likely to die on them. Casting a spell directly into someone’s chest is idiotic. And doing so without a healer on standby is a good way to get yourself shanked by your colleagues,” Arilla warned. “Laesin, why don’t you tell Hellyn here what happens to her if she accidentally kills me?”

“This is your hour, Hellyn, but I’d get your team’s healer down here pretty soon if I were you,” the other warrior answered, and his tone all but confirmed Arilla’s statement.

“Gods, how I hate you,” the mage said with an accompanying glare.

“This not going how you planned it?” Arilla asked. “Now, why don’t you go get that healer? I’m only bronze, after all—I could bleed out.”

“Not yet. Warriors are made of tough stuff. You can take it,” Hellyn replied with a wicked smile.

Well, fuck.

Rolf cackled while the mage laid into her again—only this time, Hellyn took Arilla’s advice and started on the extremities. She wasn’t a natural, and the mage frequently had to stop to vomit or recover her nerve, but Rolf had his vicarious fun despite Hellyn’s lack of ‘artistry.’

* * *

“You sure you don’t want a proper drink?” Laesin asked, offering Arilla a cloudy glass bottle when she was finally done with the water. “Plenty of booze down here—decent skill-forged stuff—and I doubt the innkeeper will care after all that blood you’re dripping on his floor.”

“I’m fine . . .” Arilla muttered. “Water’s good.”

“You sure? Because you sure as shit don’t look fine.”

“I don’t drink. I tend to get depressive, selfish, and honestly a little violent . . . Are you sure you should be offering? Won’t Hellyn get mad?”

“Maybe, but fuck her. She’s all torn up about her dead dad and isn’t seeing the bigger picture.”

“And that is?”

“Say we take you south and let the Lords down there fight over who gets to hold you hostage. A couple of months go by, and then they force your dragon to sign a treaty, pay a ransom, or some other political shit. Either way, by the end of the year you’re back in bed with your draconic lover and you still have more gold than you know what to do with.

“Then I imagine, you might want to start looking for revenge of your own, and I’ll tell you this for nothing: Hellyn’s team is hanging on by a thread. They used to have this father-daughter and friends thing going on back when Eirme was the official leader, but after you happened to him they’ve mostly just stuck around out of sympathy. Revenge is a poor motivator for those who ain’t blood, and I can’t see them sticking with Hellyn after she’s finished painting a target on her back,” Laesin explained.

“Adventurers are ever the practical sort . . .” Arilla muttered disparagingly.

“Couldn’t have said it better myself,” Laesin said, misreading her tone. “Should that day come, and you’re searching for some hired hands, look me up. My team’s rates are very reasonable, and I’ll cut you a good deal on her on account of her attitude problem.”

“Any chance we can speed that betrayal up by a year or so?” Arilla asked.

“Sorry, Your Grace, but I do have a reputation to uphold,” the man apologised, and he surprised her by how oddly sincere he seemed.

“Pity.”

“Pity what?” Hellyn’s voiced sounded out as the mage descended the stairs in a rage with an iron-ranked healer in tow. Judging from how the healer-tagged woman reacted when she looked between Arilla’s ravaged body and her leader, the warrior believed every word Laesin had said about Hellyn’s team’s wavering loyalty. It was a small consolation, but it wasn’t nearly enough. Arilla couldn’t afford to waste a year being shuffled around from cell to cell.

“It’s a pity that your father’s death was so utterly unmemorable—neither of us can remember who he was,” Arilla goaded.

An explosion of wind washed across the room from the mage’s position on the stairs, carrying dust and loose dirt with it. Hellyn clenched her jaw in anger, and her eye’s blazed a brilliant grey-blue. For a moment, Arilla thought she’d strike her from the stairs.

“Easy, Hellyn. Let me fix her first,” the healer said. The woman then pushed past the furious mage and hurried to Arilla’s side. Soon, soft hands hovered above the warrior’s torn flesh, and beneath a warm glow of turquoise light, Arilla’s ruined chest quickly pieced itself back together.

“Gods, how I love iron-rank healing spells,” Arilla said with a shudder, revelling in the sudden absence of pain.

“You’re welcome. I’d say try not to get hurt again anytime soon, but . . .” the healer trailed off.

“Yeah I know,” the warrior sighed.

“Can everyone stop being so fucking nice to the woman who killed my father!” Hellyn raged. Everyone—Arilla included—shared an unimpressed look that was directed at the mage.

“How much longer?” Arilla asked.

“Twenty minutes and change,” Laesin answered, an act which caused Hellyn’s eyes to blaze even brighter as the winds picked up dramatically within the basement.

“Everyone get out!” the mage demanded.

“I don’t take orders from you,” Laesin answered.

“Leave willingly before I force you,” Hellyn threatened—everyone could see the building magic as the mage prepared to fight.

A tense moment passed when they very nearly came to blows, but whether it was the mana burning in Hellyn’s eyes or simply something else, the warrior caved.

“If you kill her, know that you won’t make it out of Helion alive,” Laesin warned, and then he obeyed the mage’s demand and left. The healer followed suit maybe a moment later.

“Alone at last,” Hellyn said with a smile, walking across the room to stand close to the bound warrior.

“Can I at least get another shirt before we go again, or are you really that desperate to sneak a peek?” Arilla teased.

“Very funny,” the mage deadpanned. “No one’s going to laugh at your jokes and on the other side of my wards. No one is going to hear you finally scream, or come to stop me when I go too far.”

“So you’re going to kill me, then?” the warrior asked.

“Of course I am. I have to avenge my father. Like an hour of torture could ever make up for the way he died.”

“And how did that happen?”

“Slowly. At your command and by a thousand different cuts.”

“Ahh, Eirme . . .” Arilla trailed off, her memory finally sparking with the slight detail. She closed her eyes and saw the man in question on his knees, his cocksure attitude falling into disbelieving terror as a horde of vicious green took their revenge with short blades and pointed teeth. Eirme was the first man Arilla had seen stripped to the bone. He hadn’t been the last, but the precedent he’d set had been upheld ever since, and now only the truly stupid hunted the goblins under Typh’s banner.

“The ranger. The idiot ranger I sentenced to death after he butchered a few dozen goblins on the eve of retaking Rhelea for literally no reason,” Arilla said.

“Them being goblins is reason enough,” Hellyn snapped, before breaking out into a wide, self-satisfied smile. “It’s not quite the confession of guilt I was hoping for, but I’m glad that you finally remember him. It means I don’t have to draw this out nearly as much. I’ll end it once you give in and scream for me.”

“You know they’ll kill you for this,” the warrior warned.

“They’ll try, but I think I’ll be just fine. I didn’t make it to iron by taking risks I couldn’t handle,” the mage said.

“Really? I assumed that your daddy simply power-levelled you.”

“That’s enough!” Hellyn snapped, raising an outstretched hand out towards Arilla. “Now scream for me!”

The spell that burst from the mage’s palm was different to those that had come before. In many senses, it was a much weaker spell, one that had clearly been chosen for its capacity to inflict pain over damage. As had happened to Eirme, a thousand knife-blades raced towards Arilla; unlike with his end, these blades were made from condensed air and carried across the short distance by his daughter’s grieving rage. They cut into Arilla’s skin after a brief period of resistance from her skills. The depth of the incisions grew as Hellyn fed more mana into the spell, and soon the pain resistance from [Slayer’s Resilience] was completely outstripped by damage coming from the spell. The short blades cut deep, opening up a thousand bloody ribbons across the surface of Arilla’s body—unable to see a reason not to, she screamed.

She screamed loud and hard, pouring in every ounce of the considerable resentment and rage she possessed. The infuriating pointlessness of the siege. The grim loss of life that occurred every day in her city because people simply refused to get along. She grieved her conscience which she feared had died in the north, and the decay of her relationship since Typh had refused to accept her as a king. She channelled both her and her subjects’ hatred for one another, along with her own class’s innumerable failings.

Arilla was so very angry, and she put all of that fury into a single bellowing shout.

It was surprisingly cathartic.

The idiot mage smiled, for she didn’t know what came next. Likely she had some fantasy of a swift execution followed by her dramatic escape, but Arilla wasn’t having any of that. The warrior could practically feel the pressure in the room rise as Hellyn built the spell. The mage’s fingers twitched and Arilla threw herself down and to the side. There wasn’t much give in the ropes binding her to the beam, but between all the old blood and the better part of an hour spent rubbing Arilla’s steel-like flesh against them, there was enough. The warrior tore her right arm out of its socket in her haste to duck and the dislocated limb slipped easily from its bindings while her left was cut through to the bone by the onrushing spell. Crucially, the wind blade that should have slit her throat open down to her spine sliced cleanly through the wood of the support beam behind her.

“Oh . . .” Hellyn said.

“Yeah . . .” Arilla agreed.

The building above creaked ominously, and when Arilla pulsed stamina through [Slayer’s Blade] and used her legs to rip the rest of the beam out of the ground, there was only a second or two for the mage to panic before the whole thing came crashing down.






CHAPTER 28

MOODY

With a pained grunt, Arilla shifted the last of the heavy stone above her and crawled out into the daylight. Her makeshift tunnel promptly collapsed behind her, adding fresh particulates to the dust already clouding the air. She was temporarily concealed by the screen of powdered stone, but Arilla knew—both from the lack of System notifications and her own wits—that it was only a matter of time before she was found. Iron rankers were made of tough stuff, and the eight or so she’d left behind weren’t going to be stopped by a little thing like a building falling on top of them.

The warrior looked down at her unconscious burden and frowned. Hellyn. The mage was responsible for the majority of Arilla’s recent problems, and it was rather hard not to hate her for it. There was the nagging temptation to let her go regardless—there was no joy or honour to be had in executing a defeated foe—but the mage had already proved that she was both dangerous and committed to avenging her father’s death. Letting her go now was the height of stupidity, and while Arilla was a lot of things, she wasn’t that—not anymore.

With a quiet sigh to grieve her lost innocence, Arilla stamped her boot down.




*Congratulations on defeating a level 137 Theurge of Raging Winds. Experience is awarded.*




*Congratulations, you have reached Noble Slayer level 99.*




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




The soft dings that accompanied the System’s fawning reassurances helped to mask the wet crunch of her foot moving through bone. Not nearly enough for her to ever forget the truly singular sound, but for a moment Arilla almost allowed herself to believe it when the System said she’d done the right thing. Smart, sure—but right? The pulped skull beneath her foot could never be that.

Arilla didn’t have time for any more introspection or guilt, so she pushed her worries to the side and decided to work quickly. Hellyn was a little shorter than her, but the allowances made for the other woman’s more generous curves would accommodate the warrior’s muscles just as well. Stripping a corpse was not an experience you could ever—or should ever—get used to, but it helped that it wasn’t a particularly difficult one. If Hellyn’s tortures hadn’t left Arilla practically naked, she’d have skipped scavenging the dead woman’s clothes, but hells take her if she was about to ride nude through the streets of Helion.

Arilla’s dislocated arm wouldn’t move at all, and the other was both slow and weak. Fortunately, weak for her was still an order of magnitude beyond what was required to move the mage’s corpse out of a flowing robe and a breastplate so thin it might as well have been made for a child. While she worked, Arilla parsed her way through the System’s prompts.




*Congratulations, you have reached level 100. You must now rank up your Noble Slayer class before you can absorb any more experience.




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.




Will become . . .




Ashen King - You have made the difficult decisions necessary to forge a kingdom. As a result, this class strengthens your ability to rule.

+4 Str, +2 Dex, +3 Vit, +1 Will, +2 Cha, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [King] tagged.




Butcher of Humanity - You have taken part in more than one massacre where thousands of humans died. As a result, this class strengthens your ability to commit wholesale slaughter.

+5 Str, +3 Dex, +3 Vit, +1 Cha, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Warrior] tagged.




Dragon’s Consort - You have been recognised as the official consort of a true dragon in a leadership position. As a result, this class strengthens your ability to stand by their side.

+4 Str, +2 Dex, +3 Vit, +3 Cha, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Noble] tagged.




Arilla’s frown deepened. The System’s ‘choices’ were a joke. She’d been expecting it to force her into Ashen King from the moment her armour had changed, but she had never imagined that her other options would be so insultingly bad.

Ranking up into iron was supposed to be a truly massive step in a classer’s progression, one that few humans moved beyond. It hurt Arilla to know how little say she actually had in who she would become. This was her life. Her choice now would determine if she had the tools she needed to face the challenges to come. This moment was supposed to be sacred: a communion between her and the System. The nonhumans practically worshipped it in place of the Gods, and even Arilla’s religion held a lofty place for the thing that granted classes and elevated mere mortals into gods.

And here it is, sullying this precious moment with options so awful they’d be funny if the stakes were any lower.

Iron-rank would make the System’s whispers in her ear even more volume, and choosing between giving them a more carnal, murderous, or actually helpful slant was no choice at all. For a moment Arilla allowed herself to wonder how much of Hellyn’s decision to pursue revenge was based on her class’s urges. It didn’t take a genius to realise that a ‘Theurge of Raging Winds’ might just have an anger problem.

In the end it was pointless to wonder, but the System’s actions still stung. It was supposed to be reactive and benign, some ancient entity that watched over all creatures great and small with a caring hand—but increasingly, Arilla was starting to doubt that. Sometimes she thought it had agency, and looking at her classes, she knew what it wanted her to take.

Arilla awkwardly shrugged on the mage’s fine robe, forsaking the pathetic excuse for armour in her haste. She reluctantly accepted the prompt for Ashen King and walked away from the tavern’s wreckage as it started to shift dramatically.

Power on a scale she had never experienced before flooded into her mid-step while the sound of shifting stone filled her ears. Her skin felt electric, her breaths were invigorating, and her very sense of self crystalised into something distinctly more. The howls of her tortured class faded as the System’s magic twisted it into a cold, unknowable thing of smouldering malice and spite. Arilla had known it would be different, but she’d underestimated the yawning chasm of distinctions that separated a warrior-tagged class from a king one.

Arilla clenched her fist and could barely comprehend the wealth of power contained within her palm. She was barely stronger, since her significant stat raises had been to her willpower and charisma, but the changes were nevertheless profound. Her urge to throw herself headfirst into violence was simply gone, and in its place was the quiet need for control. The maddening tethers tying her to her hateful subjects quivered with her rank up, and with a mere expression of her intent, she grabbed a hold of each one within her mind and compelled them to obey. It only took an instant, but the previously immovable bonds that had slowly been driving her insane shifted to a quiet corner of her psyche and were still. Arilla felt fear, confusion, and anxiety rapidly travel along her shared bonds, only for them to gradually give way to begrudging acceptance and finally . . . approval.

Something other than hate flowed into Arilla from her subjects and her steps took on a more assured stride as she stood a little bit taller. Her doubts ebbed and, more resolved than ever, Arilla approached her horse.

“You ready to go, Moody? I need you to fly for me,” the King said.

Moody stared at Arilla with her big brown eyes . . . and predictably said nothing in response. The Thesian purebreds that had accompanied the old workhorse were nowhere to be seen, likely having bolted when the tavern had collapsed in front of them, but Moody had stayed.

“Too lazy to run, huh?” Arilla asked, briefly resting her forehead against the horse’s. Moody neighed indignantly before pulling back. “Yeah . . . that’s what I thought.”

Arilla made her way to the saddle and was relieved to see that her sword was still amongst her bags. She pulled herself up into its seat, and then glanced back over her shoulder at the moving rubble.

She was out of time.

The ruins of the tavern exploded outwards with a concussive wave of force. Before the dust had cleared, Laesin staggered away from the blast site followed by five others—two rogues, a mage, a ranger, and another warrior. Collectively, they took some unsteady steps, before spotting Arilla and then Hellyn’s stripped corpse.

The pregnant pause that arose was broken when the two rogues suddenly disappeared. Then the warriors charged forwards at a sprint while the mage’s eyes began to shine and the ranger readied their bow. Arilla leant forwards in her saddle and Moody, for the first time in her life, responded to her rider’s desperate urgings and galloped away.

Adventurers were fast. In their line of work, being slow simply wasn’t an option, as too many creatures could simply move more quickly than an unclassed human could react. Warriors needed to have a decent dexterity score, otherwise they’d struggle to actually hit their faster-than-human foes, and the same—albeit to a lesser extent—could be said of mages. For rogues and rangers, maintaining their dexterity-enhanced speed was less of an annoying requirement, and instead rested closer to the foundational underpinnings of their respective classes.

Horses had kept their place in Terythian society—and Astresia as a whole—for being faster still. Animals had largely been spared the brutal effects of the Sundering, and so they enjoyed efficient and unrestricted levelling that their human riders, and nonhuman counterparts, could only dream of. While unclassed ranchers across the continent bemoaned the difficulty in actually raising trained horses, the advantages to the rider far outweighed the inconveniences to the producer. This almost always translated into an exorbitant price tag that counterintuitively continued to grow as the animals increased in both years and levels.

Moody had certainly benefited from all of this. The stubborn mare had spent most of her life on a modest farm outside of Rhelea where she was the prized possession. Pulling a plough was hardly a difficult task for a beast with a strength score like hers, and she had been well-compensated for her efforts with a steady diet of apples and rolled oats. The horse was spoiled, and had only begrudgingly accepted Arilla as her rider. Carrying the warrior-turned-king on her back was far more strenuous than working a few small fields ever could be, and usually she wasn’t shy about making her displeasure known.

With well over fifty levels worth of stats and skills to her name, Moody had forgotten what it was to struggle. She was used to an easy life, one that had been rudely interrupted by Arilla. But crucially, the bronze-rank horse was fast when she wanted to be—and when a hail of crystal flechettes shrieked loudly through the air and were quickly followed by glowing arrows, thrown knives, and two rampaging warriors in full plate, Moody quickly decided that she wanted to be fast.

It was all Arilla could do to hold onto the reins with her injured arms as the paved slabs of the open road were rapidly consumed beneath her workhorse’s hooves. The stubborn mare fled the scene, rocketing down the conspicuously empty streets while the adventurers’ rushed to pursue.

Arilla’s sword practically leapt out of its scabbard as she drew it with one hand. The heavy slab of sharpened metal felt lithe and deadly—she twisted in the saddle, bringing both herself and her blade to bear against the rogue that materialised in mid-air with a pair of hatchets raised. [Slayer’s Sight] blazed in Arilla’s eyes as she fought through their stealth skills. [Slayer’s Steel], [Slayer’s Strength], and [Slayer’s Promise] thundered into life at the cost of the king’s stamina. Her three skills worked in concert, allowing her to both swing her weapon into the rogue’s hatchets, and then carry their additional weight as Arilla momentarily lifted the adventurer with her blade.

The stranger briefly hung suspended in the air while their weapons clashed, and Arilla stared impassively into his eyes. In an instant, she saw the hunger and arrogance that filled his gaze give way to shock. Then, with the System’s power running through her arm, she violently tossed the man into the path of the other rogue, who had leapt forwards to strike at her with his knives bared.

The two rogues collided with a muted thud and a tangle of limbs. Spells whistled through the air, arrows curved to intercept them, and throughout it all, Moody ran. Arilla was able to swat away some out of the incoming attacks using the flat of her zweihander, but despite her best efforts, too many strikes clipped her. If her pursuers had been going for the kill instead of the capture, she’d already be dead. Fortunately, they still wanted her alive, so the wounds she took instead scored deep furrows in her flesh or struck her legs, robbing her of her precious health points.

Arilla needed a new skill to help turn the tide.

Luckily for her, she had a slot going free.




*You have one unassigned class skill.




Choose once from the listed abilities below . . .




Ashen King’s Champion - This skill allows you to designate a champion to receive a portion of your power. You may temporarily reduce your stats to increase their own at a rate of 1 attribute point per level of this skill.




Ashen King’s Cloak - This skill allows you to cloak yourself in a crude aura. The size and strength of this effect is limited by your charisma score + this skill’s level.




Ashen King’s Demand - This skill allows you to syphon a portion of your subjects’ strength. You may temporarily reduce their stats to increase your own at a rate of 1 attribute point per level of this skill.




I’d have really preferred a ranged attack skill, but if I ever want the System to grant me that wish, I probably should have started training with a bow or something similar.

Perhaps if she strapped a cannon to her back she might get something interesting by steel, but that was just a flight of idle fancy. Blackpowder was far too dangerous to be used so casually, and she couldn’t imagine anyone would ever be insane enough to try and use explosives as a personal weapon.

[Ashen King’s Champion] was an almost-tempting choice, although she wouldn’t be designating anyone other than Moody her ‘champion’ any time soon. Its inverse skill [Ashen King’s Demand] looked great on the surface, but it would only serve to aggravate her subjects, who frankly didn’t have the levels to make it worthwhile.

Even from its limited description, Arilla could tell that [Ashen King’s Aura] was a versatile option. She’d spent enough time around Typh to have seen what could be done with an aura. The prospect of having shining magical scales of her own not only excited her but would also be very much appreciated right now. She was relying entirely on Moody’s agility, her skill-enhanced skin, and a rapidly deteriorating robe for her defence.

Another arrow sprouted from her thigh and Arilla wuickly pivoted in the saddle to avoid taking two more. The rogues were gaining again, and when she looked back over her shoulder she could see the mage had retrieved one of the missing horses and was now riding double with a warrior. They extended a hand, and a torrent of crystalline shards appeared out of thin air and hurtled towards her.

Arilla accepted the skill and immediately pushed her mana through it.

In the past, she’d fed both her armour and her weapons mana to fuel their runic enchantments. This was Arilla’s first time actually using a skill that fed on her magical reserves and it was so very different to what she had been expecting. Her warrior skills were undeniably powerful, but they made her feel progressively more fatigued as they consumed more and more of her stamina. While there was an element of strain in using her mana like this, the two different sensations couldn’t compare.

When Arilla activated her new skill, intoxicating power raced out from her chest and she was struck by how superficially similar the experience was to the attribute raises initiated by the System. Except where the System’s power came from the air that surrounded her, this was already hers. It wasn’t invigorating, nor was it pleasurable, but the sense of strength that it gave her was hard to resist.

In irregular bursts, waves of mana roared out from her chest and circulated through her body along narrow pathways she hadn’t known were there. They spanned the entire length of her body, travelling in thicker veins down her limbs and rapidly branching off into smaller channels as they approached the surface of her skin. When Arilla’s mana travelled through this hidden network within her body, it did so without any sense of coordination. Waves of magical energy poured out of her, manifesting against her skin seemingly at random.

The wind whistled with the incoming spell while Arilla tried to figure out what she was doing wrong. Realising that she didn’t have the time to figure it out, she settled on using brute force.

The king knew that Creation ran on power and intent. Arilla had both in spades. The clue was in the name of her skill, and so she imagined a long cloak trailing behind her. It needed to be thick and resilient so that it could shield both her and Moody from harm. Arilla leaned into the fantasy of it, focusing her mind on the weight of a heavy cloak settling over her shoulders and the feel of the warm fabric against her cheek. Dutifully . . . Creation complied.

A disorganised weave of mana raced out from her core. The suddenness of her loss caused her head to swim as the numbers on her status quickly adjusted to her expenditure. A cloak of unnaturally familiar black fell down from her shoulders, filling the shape she’d demanded so easily. It caught the breeze and billowed out behind her, promising safety and security.

Then, the spell struck. A hail of crystalline razors tore through her ashen shroud in an instant. Flechettes dug into her back and Moody’s flanks for several painful seconds before the hostile spell cut off abruptly. The pain was manageable, and thanks to her steel-like flesh it hadn’t penetrated too deeply, but her skill was undone and Moody had noticeably slowed.

Not knowing what else to do, Arilla reformed her cloak yet again. It came easier the second time, and she was able to focus more on the arrangement of her mana. She smoothed out the knots and bunches within her magical weave as she tried to quickly cram the chaotic energy into a tight, protective layer. It fought her every step of the way, though she made progress, and her second cloak was a far superior creation to her first.

And then another arrow came and destroyed all of her hard work.




*Congratulations, Ashen King’s Cloak has reached level 2.*




Arilla barely noticed the pain, thanks to the System’s notification. She smiled and reformed her cloak for the third time, only for it to be ripped apart by yet another hail of crystalline flechettes. So she tried again, and again her efforts were ruined a heartbeat later. Each time she tried to use her new skill another ranged attack followed, both damaging her and ruining her attempt. But each time she remade her cloak, she improved. It grew back faster, or smoother. The ashen fabric grew noticeably in strength and detail even when the skill’s level didn’t rise. Every improvement she made caused her skill to rob her pursuers’ attacks of some of their momentum, and it let Arilla stretch out her dwindling health while Moody’s hooves thundered down the empty streets.

[Ashen King’s Cloak] quickly reached level 5, and she barely read her options in her haste to rank it up. Then before Arilla knew it, it was at twenty and it was time to do so again. Her high level and her attribute-boosting skills gave her a vast well of mana to draw upon, and she wasn’t shy in giving her skill all the mana it needed to level.

The first time her cloak completely blocked an attack, she thought she’d been mistaken. The second time, she couldn’t stop laughing as she patched the damage with mana and roared her vicious approval.

In celebration, Arilla grabbed her dislocated arm and rammed it back in its socket. Compared to the arrows sticking out of her back, she barely noticed the pain. Moody, however, was in a bad way. Though most of the arrows had been targeted at Arilla, her horse hadn’t emerged unscathed. Workhorses like Moody typically had endurance-related skills, but Arilla really didn’t want to put them to the test any more than she had to.

She yanked hard on Moody’s reins and the horse nearly stumbled. A rogue whizzed past overhead, his blades trailing streamers of light, and then he disappeared. An arrow ricocheted off her cloak and collided with a nearby building, which exploded outwards.

She’d instinctively led them deeper into Helion, closer to where she might find help, but Arilla had yet to come up with a plan beyond surviving this chase. She checked her status and tried to think of a way out of this mess.
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Arilla knew that her capture was part of a wider plan. It wouldn’t do to free herself if the rest of their enemies’ objectives were successful. In the basement, her captors had confirmed they were sent by Southern Lords, which meant their most likely target—after her and Typh—were the hostages. She wasn’t remotely worried about the safety of the dragon. The woman habitually carried around enough mana on her person to invade a small country, but the hostages . . . they were a target a dozen or so iron rankers could get to.

They weren’t that far away either.

The king tugged sharply on Moody’s reins and led her down a narrow side street and towards where the noble hostages were being held. A chunk of crystal larger than her horse’s head whizzed past her own and went on to bounce off a shopfront before skidding farther down the road.

She quickly glanced back over her shoulder and saw the mage behind her conjure another oversized bolt while the ranger sprinting alongside subtly shifted their aim to hit Arilla’s centre of mass. Ahead of her on the street, the two rogues were already waiting for her. They stood together in a defensive stance with what looked like a particularly nasty poison dripping from their blades.

It seems they’re done playing around and are finally starting to take me seriously.

Which was fine by Arilla. She was done pulling her punches.

The [Ashen King’s Cloak] started to smoulder as her horse charged. A cloud of trailing ashes caught the breeze. Arilla lowered her sword like a lance and Moody’s hooves thundered out over the warded stone.

Violence ensued.






CHAPTER 29

LEGENDS

The Royal Adventurer’s Academy, known colloquially as the Academy—and far more recently, the Dragon’s Academy—had seen better days. Originally built to house no more than a few dozen novice classers at a time, the physical grounds of the school consisted of just three large buildings and the ample amount of space that fell between them. Typh’s efforts to spread the System’s classes throughout Terythia had required that to change. With an influx of classers to Helion, there had been a comparable influx of students to the Academy, and so the modest campus had needed to undergo a radical expansion in order to accommodate them.

The finest stone masons money could buy had worked tirelessly to add five freestanding buildings to the pre-existing three. Together, they made the Academy the largest compound in the city beyond the palace’s fortified walls. It was one of the first places that had been warded up to the new standard, and its early successes were counted amongst Typh’s greatest accomplishments since taking the capital.

Deciding to house the noble hostages in the dorms meant for burgeoning adventurers had been Arilla’s suggestion, and though Typh cursed it now, it had been a roaring success. It was simply impractical to keep so many nobles—especially those in their teenage years—under house arrest. Collectively, they were the most petulant, spoiled, and demanding group of people Typh had ever encountered. What was worse, they’d also had the nightmarishly annoying tendency to either impregnate one another or declare a blood feud against their dynastic rivals whenever their guards’ backs were turned.

While forcing the noble brats to cohabitate with commoners hadn’t come close to solving those problems—quite the opposite in one respect—it had significantly reduced both the frequency and volume of their incessant complaints. Now that the hostages had something to do with their time besides whining, feuding, and fucking, they had as a group thrown themselves into their academic studies. Apparently, there were standards to be upheld, and without fail, the nobles had strived to outperform their lowborn peers in every class and competition the Academy’s instructors could come up with.

From duelling tournaments to advanced runic theory, Typh’s academy had spent months educating—indoctrinating—the next generation of nobility and adventurers. She had initially been reluctant to include all of her secrets in their curriculum. Training humans to be better killers was an anxiety-inducing prospect, but again, Arilla had made the frustratingly salient point that Typh would be relying on the school’s graduates in the not-too-distant future. So she’d relented, and now her wealth of runic knowledge was transcribed and entrusted to the Academy’s librarians.

While the ultimate aim was to make more competent classers, trying to teach the students to be more tolerant of nonhumans was an added, but very important, bonus. The diverse collection of species that made up both the student cohort and the teaching staff were largely responsible for that gruelling task. It was simply harder to think of a ratling as ‘subhuman scum’ when one of them taught ‘An Introduction to Modern Siegecraft’ and another let you copy their homework for that same class. Typh had been expecting the hostages to fight her obvious social manipulation more, and while there had been incidents, their previously-almost-daily escape attempts had steadily dwindled down to zero.

The humans were learning frighteningly fast, and within the warded grounds of her school, the future of Terythia—if not Astresia—was changing for the better. It was everything Typh had wanted for Helion, albeit confined to an academic institution only a tiny percentage of humanity would ever see, let alone attend.

And now its grounds were on fire.

It hurt her to watch and wait as all of her hard work was systematically destroyed. It wasn’t a total loss, and a large part of her knew that the school’s hypothetical destruction was meaningless in the grand scheme of things, but its story had been tainted and that stung. The new warding had so far managed to keep the structural damage to a minimum, but Typh knew once a place of learning was tainted with the stink of needless death, it was hard to come back from that.

The iron rankers had proven to be remarkably proficient in penetrating the wards etched into the Academy’s walls. The school’s gates should have taken hours to batter down, but by the time Typh had arrived on the scene, the adventurers were already inside the campus’s grounds and the majority of her soldiers were dead. The ‘battle’ had been swift and definitively one-sided. Close to a hundred corpses were scattered across the path leading to the main courtyard, and all of the deceased bore Typh’s colours.

Still, the fighting wasn’t over. The staff, surviving guards, and a surprisingly large number of students had all taken up arms against the invading adventurers. Despite the overwhelming advantage the iron rankers possessed, they were progressing slowly and were currently holding a defensive position in the courtyard while small teams branched off from the bulk of adventurers to sweep the surrounding buildings for hostages.

Typh supposed their difficulties were largely down to their reluctance to attack children. Given her previous interactions with adventurers, that was a genuine surprise. The dragon was unused to human classers being anything other than mercenary, and to see them retain a little decency was . . . unsettling.

A fresh wave of coordinated spellfire rippled out from the third-story windows facing the courtyard. Multi-toned lights of attack spells and skills shot from a variety of different hands and rained down on the adventurers sheltering in the square below. Their arcane shields flared amber beneath the assault as the smell of ozone and burning rose up in the air to the sound of crackling lightning. Eventually the barrage ceased, and by the time the dust had cleared the magical dome protecting the adventurers had already turned back to an almost transparent hue.

The thirty or so adventurers moving about beneath the defensive spell seemed unperturbed by the magical attack and made only a token effort at returning fire with a short volley of skill-enhanced arrows and manabolts of their own. Most of their attacks splashed or bounced harmlessly off of the school’s masonry, but even with the powerful defensive wards etched deep into the buildings, it was clear to Typh that the adventurers were holding back.

“Tsk.”

“I take it you don’t approve?” Typh asked, and the woman beside her shook her head in confirmation.

“Of course I don’t! If they were fighting in earnest they’d be done by now. We stalled you plenty—no offence—but this part of the plan wasn’t supposed to take half as long. Look at them. They’re hunkered down behind barriers when they should be storming through walls. This doesn’t exactly look like a quick smash and grab,” Yara complained.

“They’re fighting children, so they’ve slowed down to avoid casualties. The level of restraint they’re showing is almost commendable,” Typh said.

“Teenagers with classes aren’t children. They’re mages, warriors, rogues, and worse. If they’re old enough to attack an iron ranker, then they’re old enough to accept what comes after,” Yara answered. “Besides, you’re giving them too much credit. Regix is a cold bastard. If he could easily tell which students were hostages and which were commoners, he’d have torn through this place by now.”

“Well, then, I’m glad you’re here to soothe my conscience with your callous words,” the dragon said, and the one-eyed mercenary gave her a salacious wink in return.

“Whatever would you do without me?” the adventurer drawled.

“Be considerably wealthier,” Typh answered without hesitating.

“Please, you can afford it.”

Typh decided against dignifying that with a response. Not because Yara was wrong—the cannon sales to Tolis were doing wonders for Typh’s treasury—but because she loathed the idea of giving so much gold to someone she’d already beaten. Typh was the dragon. She should be demanding payment from her prey, not letting them bargain their way into her service. She tried to put the thoughts out of her head. Her instincts to hoard wealth were rarely helpful, and yet they stubbornly persisted in the growing face of logic, reality, and her ever-changing needs.

Typh tried to distract herself by watching the scene below unfold in a surprisingly comfortable silence. Despite Yara’s uncouth company helping to break up the monotony, it was slow going. Adventurers trickled back and forth from the main bulk in the courtyard, often returning with a bound hostage in tow, who would then be roughly deposited in the centre of their formation. It was frustrating to watch, since they were using her own tactics against her. Typh had missed the window to send in her soldiers. If she gave the order now, then it was a near certainty that the noble scions she needed would be harmed.

Her iron rankers could extract them with far less collateral damage, but Typh simply didn’t have enough to match the adventurers. Which meant she’d have to use bronzes. In theory, four hundred would grant her a stalemate, and she’d need at least eight hundred for an easy victory. Unsurprisingly, the reality was considerably more complicated than that. Adventurers arranged in a wedge would have an easy time of breaking through a bronze-ranked encirclement no matter what she did, and while she’d arranged for suitable numbers to lie in wait a few streets away, that kind of battle would be far too disorganised to get her the neat outcome she wanted.

Hence Yara’s continued employment.

Typh looked over her shoulder in time to catch the warrior about to poke the illusion they were hiding behind with a probing finger.

“Don’t touch it,” the dragon chastised.

“I wasn’t going to!” Yara lied, and Typh couldn’t help but roll her eyes while the warrior discreetly withdrew her hand. “So . . . what exactly are we waiting for? Not that I don’t appreciate some alone time with a beauty such as yourself, but . . . shouldn’t I be down there by now?”

“No, not yet. We’re waiting for our moment,” Typh explained.

“That sounds needlessly complex.”

“It isn’t,” the dragon stated as she turned to face her human companion. “You know, it genuinely frightens me how little your kind understands about our world.”

“Is that supposed to be some kind of poorly veiled jibe? Because I understand ‘our world’ plenty. Might makes right. The strong rule over the weak, and gold is just about the only thing that can compel someone like me into listening to those I could crush under my heel,” the adventurer said with a mirthless grin.

“How very trite. I’m going to ignore the implication that you think you could take me—you can’t—and instead, I’m going to educate you further.”

“Why?”

“Because watching your peers round up hostages is boring. That, and I’m feeling generous.”

“Are you sure it’s not because you’re tempted to indulge your baser urges, and you think you’re more likely to have your wicked way with me if I’m suitably impressed by your draconic intelligence?” Yara asked.

“Hardly. We both know you’re a sure thing,” Typh said, and the other woman laughed. “Besides, even if I were interested—your eye socket is leaking.”

It wasn’t, but for a moment the warrior lost all of her blustering self-confidence and cautiously dabbed at her cheek beneath her ruined eye.

“Bitch!” Yara eventually spat, but Typh had heard far worse thrown at her and with far more venom. Then the human started to chuckle, so the dragon decided to carry on.

“Tell me, warrior. What do they say about me in the south?” Typh asked.

“A lot of different and often conflicting things,” Yara replied with a shrug. “Some say that you’re just a normal mage with a unique class skill to let you take on the form of a dragon. Others claim that you’re the real deal but are bound by the Dragonrider’s will. There’s the one about a magical horn that controls your thoughts, allowing whoever blows it to rule Terythia. Others say you’re a living cataclysm sent by the Gods and that you’ll rule over the continent until we’ve atoned for our many, many sins. A few people think you want to be Queen and rule over humanity—”

“That’s nice, but what do the stories all have in common?” Typh interrupted.

“That you’re a powerful, man-eating monster who controls the Terythian throne . . . and fucks women,” Yara answered.

“And that belief helps make it true,” the dragon said with a smile.

“I don’t understand what you’re on about.”

“I know . . .” Typh said with a barely suppressed groan. “If you take one thing away from today, Yara, it should be this: if you can tell a good-enough story, Creation itself will listen to you.” The warrior stared at Typh with a look of absolute confusion on her blood-splattered face. The dragon sighed, and then continued, “Do you ever wonder why some adventurers can do more than others? How the ones with legends attached to their names seem to never die, or at least not at the same rate as those who don’t?”

“Everyone dies in the end. But yeah, I know what you mean. There’s nothing to it though. Everyone—classed or not—has a story. We just remember the lucky ones who live big and forget those who die trying to do the same,” Yara said.

“You’re only half right. Everyone does die in the end, and trying for greatness is a good way to speed that end up. But sometimes a story gets big enough to take on a little life of its own. You can call that ‘luck’ if you want, but mark my words: someday, when I’m up against an enemy I can’t beat, the fact that most of Terythia thinks I’m an all-powerful calamity sent by the Gods, an unstoppable force of nature, or just a mean bitch that you don’t fuck with will help me win against a no-name classer who happens to have a few levels on me,” Typh said. The adventurer fell silent for a while.

“So what?” Yara eventually replied. “You’re waiting for a suitably dramatic moment to save your people because you believe building a story is more important than winning?”

“Building a story and getting what I want is winning. How many people would believe that I’m a ‘living cataclysm’ if I went down there now and very publicly struggled to beat the forty or so iron-ranks trashing my school?”

“I think plenty would. Not many monsters could handle half as many.”

“ ‘Plenty’ isn’t enough,” Typh snapped. “I’m not a monster—mere or otherwise—I am a dragon who intends to rule this country. I must be seen as unstoppable and unassailable. The survivors from this need to think that they never stood a chance, that they only survived through my grace.

“I don’t have the luxury of building loyalty, let alone legitimacy. All I have is fear, and I will use it well. Below us, iron rankers are stealing back the children of Terythia’s Southern Lords and I need to teach everyone involved how very bad an idea it is to cross me. You lot are all centuries-old creatures, more classer than human, and I want you and your kin to be so terrified of me that you’ll spread my name in hushed whispers for a thousand years to come.

“Today is the day I’ll build my legend. It wasn’t how I planned it, but this confrontation you’ve forced on me will serve me well, and if the cost is limited to my school, then I’ll gladly pay it.”

“That’s uhm . . . You’ve thought about this a lot, haven’t you?” Yara asked.

“Only every waking moment of every day . . . Unlike you adventurers who travel the continent chasing gold and women, I’m actually building something here. And a large part of that is dependent on a story. Later, when the dust has settled, I’ll grieve for my school and the blood that was spilt here, but not half as much as I would grieve if mere iron-ranks walked away from this spreading the word that I can be killed.”

“That’s all well and good, but you realise that this whole watching and waiting for the right moment to step in while your people are dying isn’t particularly heroic? It would be one thing if you were waiting until you could win, but to delay just so others can tell a story about how ‘unstoppable’ you were . . . that’s not just cold—I’m pretty sure that’s evil,” Yara said.

“Most mercenaries don’t agree to betray their allies for gold and then go on to immediately criticise their employer’s morality.”

The warrior shrugged.

“I’m not most people. I know that I’m not a saint, but you realise that this makes you worse than me, right?”

“I have never once claimed to be any shade of heroic. I’m happy to be considered evil—just so long as I get to be queen,” Typh answered and once again, Yara laughed.

“You know, in all the stories you seem so fond of, evil queens never get to sit on the throne for long.”

The dragon smiled wide, flashing her teeth at her temporary companion.

“Watch me.”

* * *

When it was time, and the number of hostages in the centre of the adventurers’ formation had grown to include nearly all of those studying at the academy, Typh sent Yara down to earn her gold. The warrior quickly floated to the ground on motes of mana from behind the relative safety of yet another illusion. If anyone had been watching carefully, they might have seen a faint shimmer falling through the air, but illusion-piercing skills were rare, and humans who looked up were even rarer still.

When she hit the ground, the spell broke and Yara started to sprint down the road towards the Academy’s gates. She unceremoniously stepped over the shattered wards and ruined gates, travelled past the corpses that littered the ground, and made a beeline for the adventurers in the square. By now, fires had raged to consume most of the three original buildings facing the courtyard, with only the newer five remaining intact. The dragon experienced a brief moment of trepidation while she surveyed the damage and waited on her traitor-adventurer to do their job.

Yara certainly couldn’t be trusted, and while Typh hoped that the warrior was swayed by the large amount of gold on offer, there was no way to know for sure—and that ate at her. From her vantage point in the clouds, Typh could only watch and imagine the words that were exchanged while Yara spoke with Regix, this group’s leader. Typh knew the plan, or at least she knew what the warrior had said she would say, but as the minutes trickled past the dragon’s anxiety grew.

Yara was supposed to request reinforcements to help the rest of her group cut their way through an encirclement after one of them had ‘scored a lucky hit’ that had stunned the dragon and allowed it to be captured. The lie was simple and hopefully effective. The twenty iron rankers Typh had already faced had all been equipped with dragonslaying weapons, so the idea that Yara’s group had been successful, but were currently pinned inside a house, should be believable enough.

Typh had tasked Yara with pulling four squads of adventurers away from the Academy, reducing the number searching the grounds from forty down to twenty. Given how close Regix was to being done rounding up the hostages, Typh had good reason to hope that Yara would be successful. But in the end, the warrior left the crumbling campus with only ten adventurers trailing in her wake. The thirty or so remaining under Regix’s command were considerably more than Typh was comfortable handling, but their numbers had been reduced enough that she couldn’t justify waiting much longer.

She counted down the seconds while she waited for Yara to reach her destination—a lovely little townhouse not too far from the Academy, which just so happened to be suffering from a particularly nasty vampire infestation. Typh refused to feel guilty for sending the warrior into that deathtrap unaware. Yara thought she was leading her peers into a house where iron-ranks loyal to Typh were lying in wait. While it was true that there were iron-ranks in the building, none of them were under Typh’s command . . . nor were they prone to accepting surrenders from those they saw as food. But that was Yara’s problem to deal with. Maybe next time—if there was one—she’d pay attention when Typh explained her intention of teaching adventurers the consequences of crossing a dragon.

Once enough time had passed to guarantee no adventurers would be dashing back to the Academy, Typh started casting spells. The mana answered her call as it always did, but this working was particularly complex, a far cry from the simple applications of heat and force that she usually favoured. She held a myriad of different runes in her head as she chained overlapping spells together to create a tapestry of interwoven intents that was more than just deadly—it was a piece of art.

Violent storm clouds grew to fill the otherwise empty sky. They gave birth to jagged forks of golden lightning that struck the grounds of the Academy almost at random. Each strike caused great eruptions of molten soil to rise up into the air, only to rain down on those below them while the sound of crashing thunder grew to cacophonous levels.

It was dark as night when Typh allowed herself to drop from the sky. She fell with a golden corona of light illuminating her against the dark. She could feel the eyes of her city upon her as her dress billowed in the tempestuous winds and the storm she had conjured blew through her outstretched fingers. Her gold-flecked eyes blazed with arcane power. The energy leaked from her body, crackling into visible spectrums of vibrant mana that raced over her skin in an electric display of casual power she hoped nobody would see through.

Fighting thirty well-prepared iron ranks by herself was suicide. No trick she had would let her overcome that obstacle. She knew that, but they didn’t. Typh was a sovereign dragon, the rarest of a rare breed of ‘monsters’ rarely seen in Terythia. Their comings and goings were legendary occurrences, and Typh had put a lot of effort into building on that legend. Dragons killed cities or claimed them for their own. They decimated armies, stole princesses and princes. They demanded tributes and offered only tribulations.

More importantly though, what they never did was lose.

While runes for dragonslaying were well known amongst human runescribes, actual dragonslayers were rare enough that the names of those mythic few could be counted on one hand. Looking down at the adventurers cowering beneath the arcane dome, Typh knew that none of those esteemed classers were present.

With a twist of will, the sky cracked and vomited forth a barrage of golden lightning. Each jagged bolt struck the arcane dome in rapid succession and was accompanied by the overlapping crash of nearby thunder. The transparent barrier rapidly transitioned through a rainbow of colours before it finally hit red and dramatically shattered. A pair of mages fell to the ground, blood streaming from their eyes, and then the spell stopped.

Typh halted her descent while she was still some thirty feet above the ground, and it was then that she decided to talk.

“You are all trespassing in my city,” Typh warned. Her voice boosted with magic so that it boomed and rumbled, perfectly in time with the crack of lightning splitting the sky.

The dragon watched the humans below her flinch in response to every harsh syllable. Their reaction was so intense that, for once, hearing her own voice plunge into the bassy lows barely even caused Typh a wave of internalised revulsion. She slowly turned her head over the gathered thirty and inhaled the delicious stench of their collective fear. Each one of the adventurers standing before her was mighty. A living legend in deed, if not in story. The challenges they’d had to overcome to reach iron-rank were not trivial, but that carefully cultivated patience which had done so well to keep them alive for centuries had also made them cautious when they needed to be bold.

They should have struck then. They had the mages to swat her from the sky, and the warriors to carve her to shreds once she transformed. Instead, the humans did the stupid thing and spoke to her like she could be negotiated with.

“We’ll be leaving, then. And we’ll also be taking these brats with us, just in case you’re having any ideas,” Regix said, effortlessly lifting one such ‘brat’ to their feet and placing a surprisingly brutish dagger against their jugular for emphasis.

Typh paused for a moment.

Regix was rogue tagged, which was unusual for someone in a leadership position. He was tall, rugged, and classically handsome in all the ways Typh found to be utterly uninteresting. The only thing she could say in the rogue’s favour was that he’d chosen a wonderful hostage to threaten her with. Regix’s serrated knife dug in just a little bit, and a thin trickle of blood ran down the throat of Lady Sennia of House Nauron.

Typh watched the woman who’d once been offered up as Arilla’s bride squirm, and saw her legs tremble in fear. Then the dragon’s stomach rumbled loudly as the rich scent of noble blood finally reached her nose. She didn’t even try to hold back a predatory grin as the object of a very short-lived rivalry was thrust into danger.

“I’m afraid that won’t be happening. Those hostages are mine. The only way I’ll be letting them go is in pieces or after their parents have sworn fealty to me,” Typh said. “In fact, I think I’ll offer you all a similar bargain.

“Kneel. Pledge yourselves to my cause, and I’ll let you live. Anything else, and I’ll feed you to the vampires like I did with Yara.”

“Vampires aren’t real,” Regix said almost reflexively. Typh only grinned wider when the muttering started. They had an audience, and the twenty-nine other adventurers clearly didn’t like where this was going.

“If we haven’t resolved this by nightfall you can tell them that yourself. But let’s not get distracted. My soldiers have surrounded the Academy’s grounds. None of you will leave this city alive without my consent. You took too long rounding up your hostages, and now it’s over.

“Submission or death are the only choices you have left,” Typh announced.

“Goblinshit! There’s thirty of us and only one of you!” Regix yelled.

“And I’m a dragon, whereas you’re just a man.”

Regix still looked confident, but that really didn’t matter. The others were who she cared about. Of the thirty, another four appeared steadfast—Regix’s original band of five, if she had to guess—but of the remaining twenty-five . . . Typh saw doubts. They may have been fleeting, but they were there. She could work with that.

“So, are you going to cut off her head or not? I really don’t like her, and I’ve been looking for an excuse to eat a hostage for a while now,” Typh explained. Lady Sennia chose this moment to scream loudly into Regix’s hand, and the adventurer finally seemed to realise he wasn’t getting out of the square without a fight.

“You really are a bloodthirsty bitch, aren’t you.”

“I am. Now if you want to live, get down and kneel for me.”

“I don’t think so . . . My boys and I have been free for too long to submit to the likes of you. We live a good life going where the gold is, and if it’s a choice between dying violently and being chained to a tyrant’s rule . . . violence sounds pretty good to me,” Regix said.

The adventurer dropped his hostage to the ground and they meekly crawled away. All around him, adventurers stepped forwards and drew their weapons. The beginnings of spells blossomed into existence at the end of runestaves and wands. Swords rasped as they slid out of scabbards and the sound of creaking wood, oiled leather, and clanking steel momentarily rose above the still-crashing thunder.

They’re actually going to fight me. Even if I win, I’ve lost . . .

“The lady said kneel!”

The compulsion to obey caught Typh completely off guard. It was so strong and unexpected that it neatly slipped past her mental defences and saddled her with the urge to take a knee whilst hovering in the air. She knew immediately that it wasn’t mind magic—it was something far more dangerous. Typh’s skill-enhanced senses screamed with alarm as she felt Creation bend around her. For a brief, hair of a moment, the rules that underpinned everything broke, and a woman in a black cloak who appeared more story than human, rode a grumpy old horse down the broken flagstones of the Academy’s bloodstained path.

Arilla Foundling.




[King level 104].




Typh swallowed. She didn’t know if it was with jealousy, fear, or lust. When she thought back on it later, she understood it was definitely all three.

Below her, the adventurers who’d been willing to die rather than submit to her now knelt in the still-warm ashes next to the hostages they’d once taken. Without a drop of blood being spilt, Arilla had done what Typh couldn’t. It was all over, and with that last achievement a legend had been well and truly born.

It just wasn’t hers.






CHAPTER 30

BLAME

On seven-and-a-half legs, the spider quietly skittered through the dungeon’s dusty halls. It moved quickly as it raced down the corridor, skirting around the edges of the tall shadows cast from wall-mounted sconces up above. It knew better than to risk crossing those menacing patches of umbral gloom. It was already down half a leg and had no desire to lose anymore. The spider’s path was treacherous, and the shadows grew noticeably longer by the second, as if they were reaching out to pull the entire dungeon into darkness. The azure magelights flickered intermittently as they failed, and in that deepening black, chaos rapidly spread throughout the dungeon’s halls. In every way that counted, the dungeon was dying, and the lights were just the first thing to go.

The echoing crash of distant roars and sounds of combat tickled the bristles on the spider’s legs as it raced ever forwards. The movement of those tiny hairs conveyed an uncomfortable sense of pressure that barely sufficed as a replacement for sound. Not for the first time, Tamlin wished that spiders had ears, although if he was going to start listing his complaints about his current vessel he certainly wouldn’t stop there.

This particular spider was of a breed fairly common to the dungeon, found on a floor not too far from the core chamber, where their queen birthed thousands of the little arachnids, seemingly without pause. While this one was large enough to comfortably wrestle a cat to the ground, it was physically unremarkable from its countless siblings—with the exception of one fairly significant detail. The spider was very, very dead.

Since it had died, the spider had undergone a series of remarkable changes. Its strength score had risen by a static 51 points, more than doubling the pewter-rank creature’s original attributes. It had then been forcefully raised past the cusp of bronze, increasing its attributes further, even as the death-aspected mana degraded its very body. Amongst all the improvements associated with its posthumous rank-up, the spider had gained flat damage mitigation and nearly fifty pounds of additional mass. These pronounced augmentations had taken the form of dense bone plating and a pair of curving scythes which had replaced its original mandibles. The spider might have taken issue with that last change, had it still needed to eat, but while that desire remained, it was no longer necessary.

Despite the extensive improvements he’d made, Tamlin still found the spider to be a deeply unpleasant vessel. The corpse’s lingering instincts didn’t mesh well with its stump leg, and the limb’s partial loss caused him to frequently stumble at the most inopportune of moments. Its segmented eyes made seeing anything farther than a few feet away impossible, and the objective gain of ‘all-around vision’ was significantly less desirable when everything remained murky; simply turning the spider’s head was enough to threaten a crippling migraine. Given that the arachnid’s eyes had been physically burned away by the fires animating them, Tamlin felt cheated that he was restricted to multi-faceted lenses that couldn’t focus.

He’d asked his party for rats and had received only spiders . . . he would complain, but beggars couldn’t be choosers.

The spider continued to sprint down the abandoned hallway as fast as he could make it. Tamlin wasn’t foolish enough to assume that just because the spider couldn’t see anything it was truly alone, so he opted for speed, pushing the creature to its necromantically enhanced limits. If it still lived, the necromancer would have worried about exhausting the small creature, but if there was one advantage to puppeteering the dead, it was that they never grew tired of sprinting.

He’d long since abandoned any attempts at stealth. The spider’s skills were simply not up to the task, and he’d already lost three others—along with half a limb—trying to be clever. Now, Tamlin just hurried around the lengthening shadows and hoped that his last scout would make it through.

The spider quickly skittered through a patch of unavoidable gloom which had grown to completely cover the floor. As soon as it was halfway across, the ‘stone’ beneath Tamlin’s seven paws violently erupted around him—the spider—without warning. The undead arachnid cartwheeled through the air until a pair of gnashing jaws clamped down around it. The sharp fangs scraping against his carapace were attached to a flat and stoney face that, even detached from the ground, strongly resembled the dungeon floor.

Tamlin grunted in surprise and was pulled away from the spider when he felt a very real hand squeeze his actual shoulder. He couldn’t tell if the gesture was meant to be reassuring or not—but it wasn’t helpful.

His real body’s situation was far from ideal, and his allies’ attempts to ‘help him’ kept breaking the focus he needed to complete his task. Tamlin ignored the hand touching him and forced his attention back down the connection to the spider. He felt his mind grow cold as it raced thoughthat narrow tunnel of death-aspected mana. His emotions were winnowed down, stripping away all of his fears and doubts, leaving him with just his confidence to wrestle with what little remained of the original spider.

Suddenly, he was in its body again, staring up into the flat-faced predator trying to eat him. The beast’s rocky hide was resistant to Tamlin’s bone scythes, and if he continued to fight it for much longer he’d run the very real risk that the bone plating protecting his spider would fail. It was his last puppet and he couldn’t let it be consumed. Rather than struggling against the inevitable, Tamlin did what no living creature would ever do. The necromancer stared into the rocky creature’s thrashing jaws, he picked his moment, and then darted forwards.

The spider lost another two legs, but he made it in. Pressure descended on his borrowed body as the ambush predator tried to swallow, but with his scythes bared, Tamlin drove his minion through the back wall of the monster’s throat. For a moment, the spider’s world was enveloped in red while its scything mandibles tore through the soft flesh inside the predator’s mouth. Those soft tissues gave way to tough muscles, and then he was finally ripping his way through its hard, stone-like hide. It was tough going, though it was significantly easier to carve his way out than it was in. It took him minutes of cutting while the larger predator thrashed around his enveloped spider. And then he was through. The undead arachnid burst out from the back of the predator’s head in a fountain of gore.

Then, on five-and-a-half legs, the undead spider limped onwards while a rush of experience flooded through the arachnid and into the necromancer. Tamlin felt his skin momentarily tingle with euphoria and his myriad of pains briefly lessened, and then he was back to normal—trapped in a failing body with only a spider’s corpse for an escape. He clenched his eyes shut and refocused his efforts.

Not far left.

The rest of the journey passed quickly, and while there were more fights in more hallways, the spider didn’t lose any other legs. Whether it was the stench of death it carried with it, or its increasingly obvious state of decay, the other creatures roaming the dungeon gave it a wide berth.

The door to the core chamber was still open from when they’d last fled through it. Tamlin sent the spider through, and was surprised to see that everything looked the same. It had been days since he’d stood in the cavernous room, but judging from how little seemed to have changed it could have been seconds ago.

The spider’s vision was poor, so the mushy stain where Almira and Arbor had died should have been easy for Tamlin to ignore. But it wasn’t. Against his better judgement, the necromancer slowly moved the undead arachnid past their remains, and with his all-around vision there was no looking away. He saw bits of flesh intermingled with fragments of wood and shattered stone. A branch here, a ruptured eye there . . . It was all so . . . messy. Tamlin had seen a lot of death in his short life, but he’d never seen a pair of corpses so thoroughly destroyed. It felt wrong to leave them both like that, and for someone who habitually desecrated corpses to have that thought told him something was profoundly unsettling about the scene. It nagged at him to guide his minion past it, but he had a considerably bigger problem than his lost party members.

The tainted spawn hadn’t moved from the spot.

The only change Tamlin could observe was that it had curled in on itself to better protect the dungeon core, which it held inside of its mouth. The necromancer had to get uncomfortably close to the monstrous creature for his spider to make out any real detail, and every real detail he saw filled his stomach with dread.

It was huge. As wide as two, maybe three wagons and just about as tall. The centipede-squid monster was a mess of long, fanged tentacles on one end and all hard carapace on the other. It didn’t seem to notice Tamlin’s spider, which was a blessed relief, for there was little he could do to avoid its strikes if he wanted his minion to be close enough to actually see it. The necromancer took his time, moving up and down along its considerable length as he studied the intricacies of its form. Where the creature was covered in armour plating, the chitin was considerably thicker than Tamlin’s hand—from fingertip to palm. Each one of its insectoid limbs more accurately resembled a triangular wedge of chitin taller than a man, which then narrowed down to a fine, razor’s edge.

He searched for weak points and found nothing. Then he looked for blindspots, then places where it might be overly sensitive to noise or light. Again, there was nothing. The more time the necromancer devoted to its study, the more he was left in awe of this simple, brutish creature that he simply couldn’t figure out how to kill. Tamlin had spent countless hours piecing together the remains of magical beasts so that his undead minions were more than the sum of their parts, yet looking at the tainted spawn, he couldn’t think of anything to add.

It was perfect.

And he needed to kill it.

Ever since the tainted spawn had arrived, life in the dungeon had gone from the unpleasant to the profoundly challenging. While a large part of that was down to Tamlin losing his painstakingly crafted minions, an even greater part was due to the change in the air. The thick mana that had once suffused the dungeon was gone, and in its place violence rushed to fill the void. Every resident of the underground warren of tunnels Tamlin and his team had missed—intentionally or otherwise—had awoken in a fury. Now, they roamed the corridors of the dungeon, relentlessly searching for both prey and a place to rest where they could once again enjoy the intoxicating power of dungeon mana.

If he’d had his full team—or his minions—Tamlin would be rejoicing at the opportunity to level. But without them, he was dangerously exposed and entirely reliant on his two remaining party members for his safety. Unable to cast proper spells, he couldn’t even fend off a weak spider like the one he now puppeteered.

The smart thing to do was to run away, but Tamlin knew the tainted spawn’s presence was a sign that things on the surface were very much not okay. The necromancer had been involved in preventing Rhelea’s fall from the get-go, and he knew exactly how fast things could go from bad to worse. He’d wasted enough time recovering from his latest episode, when he should have been preparing to kill it. Helion couldn’t afford for him to delay any longer, and it would simply take too long for him to return to the surface and fetch reinforcements.

“I see it,” Tamlin eventually said, only deciding to inform his peers after he’d already settled on a plan of action.

“What’s it doing?” Ilvane asked.

“It’s feeding. There’s no doubt about that. I don’t know how exactly, but it’s using the dungeon core to drink from the leyline that sustains this place,” the necromancer explained.

“Then why isn’t it exploding? That much manaburn should have ripped it apart inside of an hour,” the ranger stated.

“It’s Monster stuff. They play by different rules when it comes to manaburn,” Tamlin said.

There was a brief pause while the ranger contemplated something.

“Can you see any obvious weaknesses?” Ilvane asked.

“No. No . . . there’s nothing we can use—it’s a pretty perfect predator,” Tamlin answered with only a hint of jealousy.

“Okay. Leave the spider there and pull back.”

Tamlin disliked following orders, but he did so regardless. An instant later, he found himself sitting uncomfortably on the floor in a walled room of the dungeon. His entire body ached from his trials, as well as from sitting upright without a chair for so long.

“We need to move soon,” Ilvane said, and Tamlin couldn’t disagree. He wanted to rest and sleep away his pains, but they were down two of their party members, and Tamlin was crippled if he couldn’t find a corpse to reanimate.

Drue and Ilvane weren’t capable of much by themselves, and their group’s lack of a healer was painfully apparent from how the ranger was favouring his left arm after losing a considerable chunk of his right. Drue was physically fine, albeit sullen to the extreme. One of his class skills provided him with a fairly impressive regeneration rate—at least when there was no actual healer to compare it to.

Everything the diabolist killed ended up being heavily damaged in the process. The corpses left behind were consistently beyond Tamlin’s ability to repair, and Tamlin was very good at fixing corpses. Ordinarily, he would have called Drue out on his suspicions, but without his minions the necromancer was disconcertingly vulnerable at a time when tempers were hot and danger was around every corner. Despite the lack of quality corpses, he had managed to stash away a few good bones with promising applications, yet his little collection was nowhere near what he needed to put together a full skeleton. His one remaining minion—Tallow—was next to useless in a fair fight, so Tamlin only really kept it around for the sense of comfort the abomination provided.

The necromancer carefully eyed the two classers and wondered what to say. Eventually, he decided to just go for it.

“Once we’ve moved to somewhere more secure, we need to sit down and hash out a plan on how to kill that thing,” Tamlin declared. The silence was immediately deafening.

“Tamlin, we can’t kill it! It was iron-rank at least, and you saw the size of it. I wouldn’t fuck with that if it was pewter!” Ilvane eventually replied.

“I’m pretty sure it was steel,” Tamlin said. He really didn’t want to tell them that, but he knew it would become obvious eventually, and he couldn’t afford for them to lose their nerve later on.

“Steel . . .” Ilvane trailed off.

“Fucker wants to get us killed,” Drue snarled.

“That’s not—”

“Shut up, Tamlin! We’re not going after that thing. We’re going to do what we should have done a week ago and go home,” the diabolist said.

“You don’t understand. There might not be a home if we don’t deal with that,” Tamlin protested.

“Don’t understand?! Can you believe this guy, Ilvane? It was one thing when he was pushing us to chase levels, but Almira’s dead, and he wants us to not only just carry on like nothing happened—but to also go commit suicide against a steel-rank titan!” Drue spat.

“Drue, calm down,” Ilvane urged.

“Don’t you fucking dare tell me to calm down! He killed her!”

“What?” Tamlin asked, which in hindsight might not have been the best response.

In a flash he was lifted off the dusty ground and hurled into a wall. Tamlin lacked a high strength score to mitigate the damage, the vitality to tolerate it, or any kind of defensive skill to make what happened to him anything less than agonising. His health plummeted and stars swam in his vision. He was dimly aware of being dragged to his feet again as rough stone rubbed against his bruising back and Drue’s muscular hand wrapped tight around his throat.

“I said: You. Killed. Her. Almira just wanted to go back to the surface and rest for a bit—we all did—except, for you! You just had to keep pushing us, and now that thing’s here and she’s dead! We should never have listened to a necromancer, and I’m not going to make that mistake again. I’m going home. The dragon and her fucking army can figure out how to kill that monster, but I’m done,” Drue yelled, while his grip grew tighter around Tamlin’s neck.

The necromancer tried to speak, but he could barely breathe. His lungs didn’t work well at the best of times and this struggle was beyond him. He sent a rushed command to Tallow, and the necromantic amalgamation of rendered fats leapt towards Drue—and was promptly swatted from the air by an offhand swipe of the diabolist’s claws. Tamlin hadn’t even noticed the other youth change, but there he was: orange, scaled, and angry. Tamlin was forced then to acknowledge that Drue’s demonic-goat form was a lot less comical when he was using it to choke the life out of you.

“Drue, put him down,” Ilvane urged, though Tamlin couldn’t help but notice the distinct lack of action to force the diabolist into doing so.

The necromancer’s head swam and Creation dimmed around the edges. His fingers clawed against Drue’s hand around his neck, and he watched with growing dismay as the diabolist smiled.

“Maybe I won’t,” Drue said.

Tamlin was stronger than Drue in so many ways, but in the one that mattered, the gulf in power was not in the necromancer’s favour. His mind raced as he suffocated. He saw Ilvane look away in shame. He thought about never seeing Typh again, Almira’s mess on the floor, and how no-one cared that Arbor had died as well. He thought about the one thing he could say that would save his life.

He mouthed the words.

Drue’s grip relaxed just a little, and Tamlin took in a desperate, shuddering breath.

“What did you just say?” Drue asked, his eyes feverish and his tone rapid.

“I said: I can bring her back,” Tamlin croaked.

There was a very significant pause.

“Speak carefully, Tamlin. What exactly are you suggesting?” Drue asked.

“If you can get me to her remains before her spirit moves on, I can bring her back,” the necromancer lied. An image of his mother’s corpse in her casket reaching for him flashed before his eyes. His father’s horrified expression. The priests who were paid to look the other way. Tamlin swallowed and spoke again. “If you do as I say, I can bring Almira back.”

“How? You ain’t a God, Tamlin,” the diabolist said, and somehow it sounded like an accusation.

“I know. I’m a fucking necromancer, and I’m offering you your girlfriend back.”

“Even if you could do it, she wouldn’t want to be one of your things. She was a person. Walking around all hollow inside . . . it isn’t right.”

“I didn’t say I’d bring her back as a shade. I said I could bring her back—all the way,” Tamlin said, doubling down on the lie. “Almira wasn’t fully human anyway. We all know the System was twisting her into something different. I couldn’t do it for just anyone, but vampires aren’t really alive to begin with. She’d be different—but no different than she’d have been in a couple of ranks.”

“Would she be under your control?” Drue asked.

“I—”

“Don’t lie to me,” the diabolist threatened.

“Technically, yes. She would—but do you want her back or not?” the necromancer asked.

There was another long pause while Drue clearly debated murdering him.

“If you bring her back, we’re square. If you’re lying to me now, or if you try to wriggle out of it later, then I’ll make you wish I choked you to death,” Drue threatened.

“I can agree with that,” Tamlin lied.

“Good, then it’s a [Pact],” the diabolist said with a smile, and Tamlin felt a set of ethereal chains wrap tight around his soul.

Oh fuck.

“Be careful making deals with diabolists, Tamlin,” Drue warned, and Tamlin knew he’d fucked up. He tried not to let his panic show. While a necromancer could bring Almira back, Tamlin wasn’t nearly ready for that kind of magic. He was going to fail, and then Drue would murder him.

“Well, while I’m glad you two haven’t killed each other, no one’s come up with how we’re actually going to do this. It’s steel, and Tamlin’s our only bronze,” Ilvane said.

“Relax, elfboy. Tamlin’s a necromancer. He can do this—he’s just going to need a lot of bodies,” Drue said.

“Intact bodies,” Tamlin added. “And however many you think I’m going to need, I’m going to need more.”






CHAPTER 31

RUNAWAY

Eliza peered through the wooden shutters at the torrential rain outside. The storm hadn’t let up since Typh had summoned the dark clouds over a week ago, and the sound of the relentless downpour falling onto warded stone filled her with a profound sense of longing. With her skills, she could hear the people in the neighbouring buildings lament the lack of clear skies. Unobscured sunlight seemed like an increasingly distant memory, and Helion had taken on a gloomy atmosphere as a result.

Whether it was the Ashen King’s steady rise to prominence, or goblins committing mass slaughter against each other in broad daylight, people understandably kept clear of the streets, only venturing outside for work or trips of the utmost importance.

Eliza would kill to join them. The past few weeks had been rough—Gods help her, the last few months had been rough. She’d traded the temporary captivity of the Experience Merchants’ cells for the indefinite ‘safety’ of an Inquisitorial safehouse. It was undoubtedly comfortable and secure, but so far she had yet to feel safe.

The bard turned away from the alluring prospect of outside and tried to distract herself from her ever-spiralling worries. This time she didn’t have her unique brand of magic to occupy her mind, so the hours crawled by with only the faintest glimmers of a reprieve. Alph was poor company, and his snake was worse. The alchemist constantly needled Eliza to experiment with her power, oblivious to the danger it put him in. She had tried to explain how it subtly twisted her perceptions, yet the man and his snake were far more interested in her magic’s potential applications than they were concerned about how volatile it made her feel.

With a tired sigh, the bard left her room behind and stepped into the small living room she shared with the alchemist. Alph had already made tea, and he had the class skills to augment every stage of the brewing process. To call what he produced ‘divine’ was an insult to his skills, and Alph’s herbal brews were by far and away the best part of cohabitating with the strange man. Eliza didn’t know why the System allowed an alchemist’s abilities to work on boiling water and adding it to dried leaves; it didn’t seem particularly alchemical to her—but Eliza supposed she’d gotten an instrumental skill to work on a sword, so who was she to judge? The System’s rules seemed arbitrary and stupid at the best of times, and increasingly she found herself thinking that they’d all be better off without it.

She wished she could talk to Phioplies about this, but her unclassed friend had been dead for most of a year. Feeling sullen, Eliza sat down on the sofa and accepted the cup of steaming tea handed to her.

“Ssstaring wissstfully outssside againsss?” the snake hissed from his seat atop the teapot.

“Everine, stop hissing. It’s fucking irritating,” Eliza tapped.

“You know . . . you were a lot more fun when you were trapped inside a cell. For a bard, you have a terrible appreciation for theatrics,” the reptile complained, and Eliza only offered a hateful glare in exchange. “I don’t suppose you saw any small rodents lurking about while you were pining for Xan to come back?”

“I wasn’t pining. And no—I didn’t see any rodents,” Eliza said.

“If I could roll my eyes at you I would. You’re pining right now! Even Alph can tell—it’s that obvious!” Everine remarked.

“What’s going on?” Alph asked, looking up from a small, leather-bound journal he’d only started writing in a few days ago.

“Alph, can you please control your snake?” Eliza asked in turn.

“He really doesn’t do what I say. I find it’s best to ignore him,” the alchemist explained, and Everine attempted to show off a triumphant grin. Eliza looked at the snake’s brazenly bared fangs and barely suppressed a shudder.

As if to spare her from the arcane creature’s terrifying elastic jaw, the door to the room swung open and Xan rushed in from the street, trailing rainwater across the floorboards. The woman threw off her cloak and walked a few steps farther before finding a vacant seat around the teapot. The inquisitor’s tag flickered as she relaxed, transitioning from the level thirty-eight warrior she often pretended to be, and into a series of question marks next to the word ‘noble.’

Xan unceremoniously picked up the teapot—along with a startled Everine—and poured herself a large cup of tea. She drank it in a single gulp, then promptly poured herself another cup, which she sipped slowly. For once the snake didn’t complain about anything—or ask if Xan had any mice. Instead, Everine remained silent while the inquisitor spoke:

“My contact was a bust. No one is willing to help us.”

“So what do we do, then?” Eliza asked, feeling her heart fall into her stomach.

“I don’t know . . . Typh has made it clear that she wants you in her custody, and she’s willing to burn bridges with the Inquisition to get you there. Given that the adventurers the south sent to steal back their hostages are now publicly following the ‘Ashen King,’ the Inquisition is understandably going along with the dragon’s demands,” Xan explained.

“So that’s it? The vaunted Inquisition is just rolling over now that the dragon has won the civil war?” Alph asked.

“It wasn’t much of a war. The palace is still standing in open defiance, along with the rest of the south, but yes—Typh has all but won. Everyone who matters is scrambling to get on her good side. The Southern Lords made their last play and they failed. Now, all that’s left is for them to kneel when they’re asked to. After that, the palace’s fall will just be a matter of time.

“Soon, we’re going to be left with no allies and an unchallenged monarch who really wants you in a cage,” Xan said, addressing the last part towards Eliza.

It was bleak news, though Eliza couldn’t say she was surprised to hear it. Since ‘escaping’ the auction, she’d been holed up with nothing to do but wait while Xan worked her way through her contacts, trying to find someone willing to help. That no one was up to the task was disappointingly predictable, yet there was just one unanswered question plaguing Eliza.

“Why are you helping me, Xan? I understand why you’re holding onto Alph. He knows more about the Capstone Solution than anyone we’re going to find outside of the palace, but shouldn’t you have handed me over to your superiors by now?” the bard asked.

Xan was quiet, and for a moment Eliza wondered if she’d made a mistake. But she had to know. She could only think of one reason for the inquisitor to have avoided doing her duty, and she wanted it to be true so badly that she was growing increasingly concerned the possibility only existed in her head.

Eliza understood that she was dangerous. But the chaotic magic she held within her voice also made her useful. Whether it was Typh, the Inquisition, or some other political power, people would want to control her for what she could do. Xan would be able to relate to that. There weren’t many steel ranks around, and fewer still were tame enough to be reasoned with. Xan was centuries old and inherently unknowable—but she was still a person underneath all of those levels. And people got lonely.

Of course, Eliza didn’t know that was true. She just wanted it to be.

“I’m helping you because—” because I want you for myself. I understand that we’ll never have sex. That we’ll hardly ever even kiss. But I like who you are as a person so much that none of it matters. I can’t bear the thought of you being taken from me. So stop asking stupid questions and accept that I’ll take care of you, even if it means turning my back on my country.

Much like the outside world she would like to explore again, Eliza would have killed to have heard Xan say those words.

“—you’re a weapon too valuable to be shelved. We very nearly lost at Rhelea. If a dozen different things didn’t go exactly our way, we’d all be dead and that Monster would have torn a path through Terythia. Now there’s another one, locked away in the Alchemical Stables—right next to the seat of our nation’s power. If this goes south—and it always goes south—then I want you by my side where you can do some good,” Xan finished.

Eliza tried not to let her disappointment show on her face. [Troubadour’s Presence] and decades of hiding her feelings almost made it easy.

“I’ve told you before: it’s not a Monster. I’ve read the reports—the original ones the dragon sent, not the doctored ones the Queen put out. What we have is just a hand,” Alph interjected. “We’ve run tests. It isn’t sapient.”

Both of the women ignored the alchemist’s protests. Instead, Eliza stared silently into Xan’s impassive face and returned one of skill-enhanced neutrality for herself.

“I’m sorry about him. He can’t read the room,” Everine said.

“Why would I need to read the room? What’s going on?” Alph asked.

“Shut up, Alph!” the snake hissed, and Xan diplomatically cleared her throat.

“Queen Constancia has lost. Her back is up against the wall. Everything she’s worked for—killed for—is crumbling all around her, so we have to ask ourselves, will she quietly go into exile, risk facing execution, or will she play her last card?” Xan asked.

“The Capstone Solution,” Eliza tapped, and the inquisitor nodded. “I still think we should tell Typh. She’d take it seriously.”

“And I’ve told you. She’d destroy the palace and everyone in it the moment you did. And then she’d put you in a collar and a cage until she figured out how to control you,” Xan warned. “If you hadn’t forced our smuggler to ‘kill himself’ at the auction, then maybe we could have proved your worth and solved the Monster problem in one go, but I don’t see how we can get inside the palace without fighting our way in, which is too much—even for me.”

“I could tell them to let me in,” Eliza offered.

“No. Unless you’re changing your story, we need to save your voice for emergencies. We can’t run the risk that you’ll let the power go to your head and incite another bout of mass suicide,” Xan chastised.

They all paused for a moment, and Eliza tried to ignore how right it had felt in the moment. How easily things had escalated. Standing on that stage with all that power bubbling up from inside her had been beyond intoxicating, and already, a very large part of her wanted to do it again.

The chaos in her chest surged at the thought.

Xan’s right. I am a weapon.

“If I’m so dangerous, then maybe I should be locked up,” Eliza tapped. “I got lucky at the auction. They all deserved to die. I’m not going to find another audience so worthy of a violent death anytime soon, and I’d rather be in a cage than risk hurting someone innocent.”

“Then you really don’t want Typh to be the one to cage you,” Xan said. “You know what she did to the northern armies. You don’t want something like that on your conscience.”

Eliza swallowed.

“Is it hopeless? Someone is always going to want to use me—you want to use me.”

“It’s never hopeless, Eliza,” Xan said, extending a hand and wrapping her strong fingers around Eliza’s. “And I want you to help me save Terythia from the Monsters. I’ll never send you off to butcher farmboys whose only crime was answering their lords summons, nor will I make you march to war against a noble House or nation.” Xan gave Eliza’s hand a reassuring squeeze. “I’ll keep you safe until you’re strong enough to stand by yourself—” beside me. “—I promise.”

Eliza felt her cheeks flush with warmth.

“I trust you,” she replied.

Xan’s hand continued to hold hers, and while Eliza wasn’t the biggest fan of physical affection, on this occasssion, it was nice.

“I still don’t understand why we don’t just use my route back into the palace. It was easy eno—” Alph offered.

“Alph! We discussed this!” Everine snapped. Everyone immediately stared at the snake, who then broke out in a perverse attempt at an innocent smile.

“Gods that’s unsettling,” Xan muttered.

“Talk, Alph,” Eliza tapped.

“Well . . . I, Uhm . . .” the alchemist briefly looked to the snake for reassurance, and Everine attempted to roll his eyes. “I did sneak out of the palace, remember? It may not have worked out exactly how I wanted, though I do know my way back in. We’d need to prepare a few things, but I can get us back inside easily enough,” the Alchemist explained.

“You can?! Why the fuck didn’t you say so earlier?” Xan roared.

“I did! I mean, I told Everine to tell you—I’m not exactly a people person,” Alph said.

“And I was going to tell you, but then I realised that I didn’t really want to. I found the whole ordeal to be quite unpleasant the first time around—especially the captivity. I was hoping you’d come up with something yourselves, then leave us both in a nice inn somewhere, preferably one with mice,” Everine explained with a shrug.

Xan glared at the snake and he promptly exploded into fine chunks of red flesh. Eliza startled in her seat, pulling back her hand and spilling her tea. Alph briefly let out a shrill scream. Eventually, everyone collected themselves and the alchemist spoke.

“I understand that you’re . . . justifiably upset with his omission, but I’d really prefer it if you didn’t do that.”

“The little fucker is immortal. Now bring him back so I can do it again,” the inquisitor demanded. Alph took one long look at the steel-ranked inquisitor of legend and visibly slumped.

“Fine . . . just let me put down a cloth first. This tea set has seen too much already.”

* * *

The rest of the day was a blur of frantic activity which saw Eliza relegated to being Alph’s incompetent assistant. The thin man routinely chastised her best attempts to help, and he generally took over the tasks he assigned to her within ten seconds of delegating them. Their small kitchen, which had once smelled so pleasantly of herbal teas and rich spices, quickly transitioned to a foul-smelling room that caused a distressingly large variety of pests to flee for their lives.

When they were finally done—and Everine had bloated his stomach with spiders, cockroaches, and a small family of partially fumigated dormice—Alph had managed to create a few pounds of an unassuming powder that hardly seemed worth the effort. Xan returned from a hurried trip to a leatherworkers a few hours later, having paid a premium for a rush job. The resulting suits of leather armour looked odd to Eliza, as they appeared to have very little to do with protecting them from swords, and were clearly designed to leave no parts of their body exposed. Once Alph was done looking them over while he tutted appreciatively, he then did something with the powder and the hosing attached to the masks, and then they were ready to go.

It didn’t take their group long to find an entrance to the network of tunnels running beneath Helion. Honestly, Eliza was disappointed that their walk through the city’s streets had been so brief. It seemed like every time she went outside, Helion had changed significantly—and not always for the better. She understood that she had arrived in Terythia’s capital amidst a time of momentous change, but for reasons she couldn’t put her finger on, this instance felt different. She wanted to feel the winds and the rain on her face one last time, but instead she was protected from the elements by an ill-fitting leather mask that reeked of oil, urine, and alchemy.

She didn’t know why she felt so resentful, but the bard in her recognised an ending when she saw one.

With a silent goodbye to the city before her, Eliza turned and followed the others into the dark.

It didn’t take her long to start missing her window. The glass lenses in her goggles were poorly blown and cloudy. The flickering torchlight held aloft by Alph was her only source of illumination, and it was warped by the imperfections in the glass. But that was the least of it. Frighteningly fast—especially when you considered how easy it was to get below ground—the stagnant air of the underground tunnels was replaced by a dense wall of yellow fog.

Xan uncoiled a rope and proceeded to tie the three of them together, and then with Alph leading the way they entered what he calmly referred to as the ‘blister fog.’ His voice remained oddly confident as he described first the manufacturing process, and then the horrifically long list of symptoms you could expect to experience before it killed you. It was . . . an unpleasant topic of conversation, but it filled the silence and gave her something to latch onto while she walked across the uneven ground in a cloud of all-encompassing yellow.

The droplets of blister fog hung suspended in the air and burst as she walked through them. Eliza imagined that it smelled of mustard, but Alph assured her that with her stats the only thing she’d smell was her own melting skin, should the fog get inside her suit. Eliza wasn’t scared by this prospect, but she was acutely aware of how reliant she was on both the diligence of a leatherworker she’d never met and Alph’s alchemical air filters to keep her alive. In many ways, it was a nice change of pace from relying on Xan, but honestly she didn’t mind relying on the inquisitor all that much.

The tunnels seemed to go on and on, and Alph’s continued assurances that all the monsters had left long ago were not particularly reassuring. It was one thing to walk through clouds of toxic gas with only the stitching of a pewter-rank leatherworker to protect you; it was another thing entirely when that same fog had once held goblins force-fed the Monster’s ichor until their flesh warped into an abhorrent eldritch-crab monster.

It was hard to know what she was supposed to be afraid of more.

“Alph, isn’t there a danger that all this fog will leach into the groundwater and taint the city’s water supply?” Eliza tapped.

“Oh no, I wouldn’t worry about that. Helion’s wells are properly insulated and warded to prevent any accidental contamination. The Alchemists Guild keeps careful maps of all their subterranean access points—they’ve been safely gassing the tunnels down here for decades now without incident,” Alph explained.

“Wait. What?! Why?”

“They do it to stop monsters—magical beasts—and the like from trying to enter the city through the tunnels,” Xan offered with a shrug.

“That’s a risk? Aren’t there tunnels under every city?” Eliza asked.

“Yes there are, and it is technically a risk everywhere. Although it’s significantly exacerbated in Helion on account of its captive dragon and the dungeons below it,” Alph said. “Our resident dragon is . . . large, to say the least, and while the harvesting teams try to be careful in their procedures, there is still a great deal of wasted blood involved. Dumping it into the river attracts predators that are too costly to deal with, so they pump it below, and then gas the creatures that come up from the dungeons to feed on it.”

“Aren’t you worried that something will just develop a high-level skill for poison resistance?” the bard tapped.

“No. As long as we take breaks between the gas purges, we don’t have to worry about that. Once the air clears, bigger predators who haven’t wasted a skill on tolerating poison emerge to eat those resistant to the gas. Then we gas those, and it starts all over again. It’s quite simple, really,” Alph explained.

“Haven’t they been pumping blister fog down here for weeks now?”

“Oh . . .” the alchemist said. He looked at Eliza seriously for a moment and then swallowed. “That would explain a few things.”

“Like what?”

“Like that thing standing behind you.”

Eliza turned her head quickly to follow the alchemist’s shifting gaze, though her vision was immediately ruined by the droplets of yellow that splattered against her lenses. She couldn’t see it, but she could hear it breathing, and it was large . . . until it wasn’t. By the time she’d wiped her lenses clear, Xan was already standing in front of Eliza with a drawn sword. Wet pieces of something pooled against Eliza’s leather boots, and when she stared at it, she saw that the vivid hue of the crimson was muted by the fog.

“It’s okay, I’ve got this,” Xan said calmly, and Eliza trusted that she did.

“I think I can hear more of them coming,” the bard tapped.

“How many?”

“More than ten? Less than a hundred? It’s hard to tell in tunnels at the best of times, and this leather mask is making me less than useless.”

“Take a few steps back, I don’t want you getting hurt,” Xan said.

Eliza hurried to comply, and what she witnessed fell far short of a battle. Ghostly figures raced forwards out of the yellow, gaining distinction and detail only to be pulped by the effortless strikes of Xan’s sword. One after another they came, and each one died before Eliza could even read their tags.

In no time at all, it was done. Xan turned away from her butchery to face the others.

“I’m afraid I had to cut the rope,” the inquisitor explained.

“It’s fine, we’re nearly there anyway,” Alph said.

“Gods, I just want to get out of these tunnels already. I can’t believe—”

Eliza stopped tapping with her foot mid-sentence when a sharp pain stabbed her in the ankle. She bent down to look as the sensation of burning flesh quickly spread from there, and a smell reminiscent of the same reached her nose.

She’d popped a small row of stitches on the leather of her boot, so there was now a tiny hole allowing the gas to seep through. She quickly clamped her hands down firmly around the puncture, but it was too late. She could hear her skin bubbling and the pressure only made it worse. Pain started to spread up her leg and beyond, and as she flinched and cried out, her hands pulled back and allowed more of the fog inside her suit.

Alph was there first, placing steady pressure around her heel, and then she was in Xan’s arms.

“Which way?” the inquisitor asked.

The alchemist told her, and then she ran. Eliza allowed her head to rest against the other woman’s shoulder as the wall of yellow fog raced past. If it wasn’t for the sound of her own flesh boiling in her ears, she might have allowed herself to believe that it was romantic.

Eliza had never been in love before, but every bard knew that it was supposed to hurt.






CHAPTER 32

MESSAGES

On the grand stage of continental powers, Terythia was a small, mountainous nation rich in minerals, ‘monsters,’ and very little else. Its western provinces were by far the most prosperous, and those were both physically and economically dominated by the imposing Dragonspines that ran along the country’s border. Terythia’s sustained success in extracting the wealth of arcane and alchemic materials contained within that massive mountain range was the defining reason behind the country’s continued independence.

With an intermittently expansionist power on the other side of the Dragonspines, and wealthier, more populous countries bordering it on all other sides, the landlocked nation had leaned hard into both alchemy and steel. This decision not only allowed the soldiers they could field to be significantly better equipped than their nearest neighbours, but it also meant that the resulting exports funded Terythia’s stout fortifications which were a class above what a country its size should have been able to afford.

The abundance of classers in Rhelea had only exacerbated this slant in the country’s already lopsided economy. Over the past century, Terythia had experienced a year-on-year increase in both the quantity and quality of the weapons and alchemical compounds that it produced. While the crafters within Rhelea had certainly led the way, every noble dynasty of note maintained private cadres of oath-sworn smiths and alchemists. With their substantial resources and their craftsmen’s skills, Terythia’s nobility had gotten obscenely rich owning a sizable stake of the country’s most profitable trade. Some reinvested that wealth in the lands they administered, but most did not. Although, the real issue that plagued Typh’s burgeoning regime was that under the nobility’s narrow focus, other arguably-more-important industries had fallen by the wayside.

Farming, in particular, had been neglected for far too long. Terythia didn’t produce nearly enough food to sustain its population. With the influx of refugees from the east, and a disruption in the regular grain shipments from Terythia’s neighbours, famine loomed menacingly on the horizon. Typh knew that a surge of newly classed farmers could prevent the coming catastrophe, but only if she moved quickly in securing the south.

Located two hundred miles to Rhelea’s south—and just shy of five hundred west of Helion—Boutrorida was ostensibly different in character from the Terythian cities Typh was more familiar with. It was twice as large as Rhelea, with only half as many buildings occupying that increased space. That sparseness gave the city an open, welcoming atmosphere, and the palace atop a gentle hill looked out over the city’s walls at the cultivated fields and picturesque scenery.

The abundance of green spaces not only made Boutrorida an inviting place to live in, but it nicely complemented the open farmland that surrounded the city. Official tax records gave it a population of seventy-five thousand or so—less than three-quarters of what Rhelea had contained before its fall.

Due to the differing natures of the communities—or perhaps just due to superior administration—Boutrorida lacked any kind of sprawling slums. While labouring in the farms and warehouses that the city relied upon may have been hard, backbreaking work, at the end of the day, at least the people who performed it all enjoyed a properly tiled roof over their heads.

From the skies, it quickly became apparent that the surrounding countryside had seen better days. In far too many cases fields lay fallow and abandoned, only partially ploughed if touched at all. Numerous farmhouses and rural hamlets had been destroyed or overrun, and it was only the larger villages with warded walls and fortified barricades that showed signs of weathering the trying times.

Although all too often, even that was not enough.

Large groups of people—survivors from fallen settlements or perhaps refugees from afar—roamed the Old Roads and the wilderness between villages. When they traversed the ancient structure they always moved without the benefit of a classed guide, and often lacked the barest of essentials like wagons or pack animals to hold their meagre belongings. The keen-eyed archers on Typh’s back were quick to point out that the humans below seemed ill-prepared for travel. Shoes, supplies, and food were distributed sporadically at best. The prevalence of weapons in these groups—improvised more often than not—made it hard to tell if they were innocents fleeing their homes or bandits intent on spreading misfortune.

Where humans weren’t roaming the ravaged countryside, magical beasts larger than houses or wild packs of vicious creatures frequently took their place. Typh counted five separate wandering goliaths, and four abandoned communities infested with feral goblins. In places, there were other, far-more-concerning nonhuman infestations, and while she saw numerous signs of conflict between humans and their many, many foes, it was clear to her that humanity’s best efforts were not nearly enough to ensure peace.

It was only when they got within a day’s ride of Boutrorida that things noticeably changed for the better. Although even then, things were far from alright. The settlement’s tall walls were battle-scarred, and the defenders manning them seemed to be on high alert. Knights rode out on warhorses across the surrounding farms in full battle gear, and everywhere Typh looked she saw people preparing themselves to deal with hostile threats.

Fortunately, none of them seemed prepared to deal with her.

Typh craned her serpentine neck over her shoulders and made eye contact with each of the classers atop her back. Twenty sets of iron-rank eyes stared back, and in that moment Typh wished she was large enough to carry more. There was a weight to the classers beyond their physical mass, and she found that while she hated the indignity of being a mere mount, she loved the sense of ephemeral power they gave her.

Boutrorida would not be the first city Typh would claim with these twenty—nor would it be the last—but she still found the stench of their anticipation to be exhilarating. The classers weren’t scared, though to call them excited for what was about to come failed to give the intensity of their emotions justice. There was a profound sense of righteousness held in each one of them—and not one of them possessed that in greater abundance than Arilla. The determination wafting off of the king was only a hair’s breadth away from terrifying, and Typh found herself forced to acknowledge that this was no longer her venture anymore.

The Ashen King was claiming Boutrorida—Typh was just giving her a ride.

The classers adjusted their grips on the netting tied around the dragon, and with a nod from their king, Typh tucked her wings and dove.

The wind rushed over her scales, and the humans clinging to her body pressed themselves flat against her. She spent mana to increase the speed of their decline, racing down until she felt the air thicken and threaten to snap. Whoops of exhilaration were quickly swallowed by the roar of the racing winds, and Typh had to suppress the urge to add her voice to the sound thundering in her ears. This was a solemn affair, after all, and even the irrepressible classers felt some of the significance.

Either Boutrorida’s aerial defences were abysmal, or the people manning them were just caught off guard. No arcane barriers shimmered to life to repel her rapid descent. Nor did archers, siege weapons, or mages fire up at her until it was far, far too late. Typh flared her wings at the last second before she hit the ground, bringing her fall to a sudden halt with a thunderous beat of her wings. Her membranes strained against the change as she haemorrhaged her momentum, and swept forwards over the city while hostile spellfire trailed in her wake. She briefly flew across the centre of the city to an audience of increasingly fearful civilians before she violently crashed through the eastern wall of Boutrorida’s palace.

The lord’s seat truly was a grand building, but by now Typh was so used to ostentatious displays of wealth that she found herself criticising the paper-thin walls and stained-glass windows. The refined scent of money hit her nostrils the moment she tore through the structure, and she felt that incessant itch to lay claim to the palace arise first from her dragon class, only to be quietly echoed by her noble one.

Panicked screams echoed from within the building, while behind her shouts of alarm rose along with hurried steps. Shaking off broken stone and shattered glass, Typh lumbered into the throne room, where a noblewoman surrounded by attendants physically recoiled in her high-backed chair. Elsewhere guards in fullplate ran forth while servants retreated, and the iron-rankers Typh had carried disembarked from her back.

The twenty iron rankers were not nearly enough to fight all the knights that Lady Boutroune had to command, but the noblewoman was only low-bronze, so if they fought this close to her, she stood next to no chance of surviving. The dragon stalked forwards, trailing rubble and devastation across the room’s fine carpet as she entered the palace fully and turned to face the noble-tagged lord. Adventurers swaggered up to the knights swarming the chamber, weapons drawn and all but dared them to escalate the conflict into actual violence.

Typh approached Lady Boutroune with Arilla by her side.

For the ruler of a farming community, Typh had expected someone with the look of a farmer about them: broad shoulders, stout figure, that sort of thing. Instead, the woman trying very hard not to cower in her seat looked far more accustomed to the quill than she did the plough. She reeked of fear, albeit with an undertone of incredulous fury. When neither Typh nor Arilla attempted to attack the noblewoman, that anger quickly rose to conquer her terror. By the time they’d reached the foot of the steps leading to her gilded throne, the woman had recovered enough to sit bolt upright in her chair, where she exuded an air of frustrated indifference.

“What do you think you are doing here?! I know you have aspirations to the throne, but this is not how we do things in Terythia,” Lady Boutroune demanded.

“We have a letter for you from your son,” Typh rumbled, while Arilla retrieved a piece of rolled parchment from within the folds of her smouldering cloak. The Ashen King took the final few steps forwards and handed the note to the noblewoman, who did a good job at hiding a spike of anxiety at the mention of her son.

Time passed while the woman carefully read the letter, while an increasingly large number of Boutrorida classers arrived to contest the perimeter established by Arilla’s adventurers. There was the possibility that the noblewoman was stalling for time, but Typh didn’t think so. That jolt of anxiety smelled authentic, and a good mother wouldn’t be able to resist finding out more.

“Is this real? Did Gwylim really write this?” Lady Boutroune asked.

“Yes, he did,” Arilla answered.

“And it’s all true?”

“Why would we lie when killing you would be simpler?” Typh answered.

The noblewoman looked up into Typh’s draconic eyes and shuddered.

“Very well, I’ll permit this,” Lady Boutroune consented.

“How very gracious of you,” Arilla said.

The noblewoman gestured for her guards to stand down, and they did—although this did not mean that they sheathed their weapons or left the room. Three of Arilla’s mages broke off from the threatening formation, and with hurried gestures and beams of searing light, they burned an intricate pattern of runes through the carpets and onto the hardwood below. When they were done, they flooded the runic circle with mana until it began to glow.

A man no older than twenty instantaneously appeared in the centre of the runes. He was lounging in a wooden chair and looked spectacularly bored as he investigated his nails for any traces of hidden amusement. Still, his mere appearance was enough to instigate a sharp intake of breath from Lady Boutroune and several other attendants who’d been unable to flee the room. One of Arilla’s mages produced a wooden token marked ‘#4’ and snapped it in half. A corresponding token on the youth’s lap also broke, and the man startled.

“It broke. Does it mean it’s on?” he asked someone outside the spell’s field of view. He proceeded to nod for a bit, before standing up from his chair. He took a moment to find his bearings, and then staring off in the vague direction of Lady Boutroune, he spoke:

“Hello, Mother—”

“Gwylim! Are you unharmed I’ve—”

“—no doubt you’re trying to say something inane and self-serving, but this connection is only one way, so for the first time in your life you’re going to have to shut up and actually listen to what I have to say,” the youth said with a steadily widening smile.

“This is going to be very unpleasant isn’t it?” Arilla asked.

“It always is,” Typh grumbled.

And it was.

The dragon tried to tune out what the boy had to say—as did everyone else in the room. Lady Boutroune struggled not to go red in the face as her son detailed a long list of parental mistakes ranging from the petty to the extremely petty. While questions about Gwylim’s character and Lady Boutroune’s parenting abilities were certainly raised, after a few minutes any doubts about her son’s wellbeing had been thoroughly quashed.

“ . . .so I will not be marrying that horse-faced crone from Thytos. I don’t care how fertile she is, or how it will serve our house to tie our families together. She’s twice my age and I’ve . . . already made a commitment with Lurielle of the Dolenars. Now I know what you’re thinking: they’re not even a main-branch line. But she’s already pregnant so it’s done and you can’t do anything to stop it!

“Furthermore, I’ll need you to send a letter affirming your fealty to the Ashen King. Since I’m technically the scion of a rebellious house,” he said, shooting his mother a glare, “the Tolisians have cut off my line of credit! I lost most of my remaining allowance on a series of bets that were voided when the Academy’s Martial Tournament was called off—on account of you hiring adventurers to ransack the place, I might add!

“Seriously, Mother, you have the worst timing! Another two days and I’d have made the better part of five hundred talents! Not to mention the prestige of sponsoring a commoner with a gift for the sword!” Gwylim said with a disappointed sigh.

“You wouldn’t believe the things I’m learning here,” he said, leaning in conspiratorially. “The dragon’s a fool for teaching us so much, but I will not miss this opportunity—not for you, not for anyone. I don’t understand why the beast is just giving away so much knowledge, but it has every mage in the city up in arms trying to get inside, and that’s after you burnt half of the Academy down! Queen Constancia is as good as done, everyone is saying it, and the carrot the dragon is offering is so damn good, that I don’t even want to think about the stick. I’m serious, Mother, take the deal. If you won’t, I will.

“Anyway, I’m being urged to finish up. Do send the money note soon, and the wedding is in a month—I know it’s rushed, but Lurielle wants to be in a dress before the baby shows too much to hide. If you can get a guide, I’m sure you can make it in time.

“Take care, and do try not to be your usual self. The dragon still eats people, and you know how annoying you can be.”

With his piece done, the youth walked to the edge of the runic circle and the connection cut out. The image of the abandoned chair disintegrated into motes of light, and everyone breathed a collective sigh of relief.

“Well he was awful,” Arilla said. “Congratulations on becoming a grandmother, Lady Boutroune.”

The woman in question had an inscrutable look on her face. and she was clenching the arms of her seat so tightly Typh heard the wood creak. The dragon was genuinely worried that the lady might have had a stroke.

“It seems I have no choice but to offer you guest rights,” she eventually said, and a large amount of the tension fled the room. “I take it you’ll kill me if I don’t immediately offer you my fealty.”

“Yes. Although so far the threat hasn’t proved necessary,” Arilla stated.

“I’m not the first—No . . . of course I’m not. You must have gone through Thytos or Nemetriamia to get here . . .”

“You’re fourth. We’ve also hit Teosmenus, and tomorrow we’ll claim Simedespen,” Typh explained.

“How? The distances involved . . . Oh yes . . .” Lady Boutroune said, gazing up at Typh’s wings. “Flight. I suppose that’s very convenient.” The noblewoman sighed. “Do we have to do it here?”

“I suppose we can discuss it over dinner. I’m hungry,” the dragon said, and not for the first time, Lady Boutroune shuddered.

* * *

Lady Boutroune swore her oaths in the lull between their fourth and fifth courses—meals that were unremarkable except for their diminutive size and the number of forks they were served with. Typh, like most of the adventurers seated, chose to put propriety out of her mind and she delighted in eating with her hands. She even went so far as to lick her fingers clean!

Lady Boutroune eventually recovered from the embarrassment of her son’s scathing diatribe, and during the meal, she ended up making several urgent pleas for aid. When it came to explaining the dire state of her lands, the visceral impact of her words was somewhat undermined by the sweetness of the cinnamon desert being served, but the noblewoman stank of desperation nonetheless.

The threats assailing her territory were getting worse by the day, and she claimed to lack the resources to deal with them. While her knights could easily quash the magical beasts and bandits, they couldn’t be everywhere at once. With the scale of the devastation affecting the southern countryside, she didn’t dare send them farther than a day away from Boutrorida, which meant large swathes of her territory were essentially undefended.

Her requests were nothing they hadn’t heard before, and in the morning when they flew to Simedespen they left behind vague promises to send high-level help once the kingdom was at peace. In the meantime, Lady Boutroune would have to manage with the classers she already had, although with the new laws regarding class stones, Typh was hopeful the noblewoman would develop fresh talent of her own in a short matter of time.

The end of everything may have been bad for just about everyone, but it was a godsend for combat classers looking to quickly rise through the ranks.

There were no surprises in Simedespen or Itaroponia after that, and Typh flew from city to city, bloodlessly conquering as she went. Each time the noble lords in charge of their domains put up the faintest bit of resistance before saying the words and ultimately begging for aid. It was so easy that she nearly forgot how tenuous it all was. It worked because it had never been done before—not because she was all-powerful. This was her one shot to take what she needed before word of her methods spread and countermeasures were put in place.

A small, greedy part of her was tempted to keep going beyond Terythia’s borders. The western cities in Padia and Argrovia were especially ripe for the taking, but Typh quickly decided it wasn’t worth the hassle. She had her hands full with Terythia, and the potential gain of new territory wasn’t worth alienating the few potential allies she had left.

Five days after Boutrorida, Typh was standing on a balcony overlooking Dolieis and the woods beyond its walls. Most of the problems she had seen throughout the south were evident here as well. Magical beasts emerged from the forest to assault the city and surrounding villages in unprecedented numbers. While Dolieis itself was in no real danger, the smaller settlements could not say the same.

Typh knew it was only going to get worse. Small villages had always suffered from the occasional roaming beast attack, but as the Great Wards steadily degraded, the ambient mana in the air would continue to rise, pushing up the average level of the creatures out in the wilds. Without combat classers to protect them, those isolated settlements were helpless before the ever-increasing threat. Classes for all would change that, but it would take time for them to be distributed, and longer still for levels and expertise to reach the point where people would truly feel safe outside of a city’s warded walls.

The consequences of this were predictably quite dire, and despite how much Typh had enjoyed storming a palace a day, she was doing the best she could to try and avert the coming catastrophe. Typh was so nearly done with her preparations. Only the Queen behind Helion’s inner walls stood in the way of enacting real change. Of course, there was danger there. Everyone said how brilliant Queen Constancia was, and yet so far she’d done little more beyond writing impassioned letters and stilted poetry. She had Terythia’s greatest arsenal at her disposal, but besides flooding some subterranean tunnels with blister fog, she’d yet to use it.

Had she given up? Was she conserving her strength? Was she acting right now while Typh was away?

If it wasn’t for the daily updates relayed through pre-arranged scrying rituals, Typh would be in the dark, but as of this morning, Helion’s palace was still locked down under siege.

The dragon let out a long, remorseful sigh as she tried not to think about how avoidable it all was. If any one of a dozen ‘ifs’ and ‘maybes’ had gone the other way, then her southern conquest simply wouldn’t have been necessary.

At least the sunset was beautiful. As the sun descended over the forest, the light filtered through the canopy’s leaves, taking on autumnal hues far before its time. The shadows grew longer and lights from the city started to take the sun’s place; the citizens of Dolieis took the opportunity to come out and celebrate the end of the workday. If Typh ignored the distant fires on the horizon, she could pretend that the countryside was alight with fireflies and that the flickering orange-gold was something to be happy about.

It was quiet in the guest wing of the palace. Arilla’s twenty had finally gotten bored of their largely bloodless crusade, and the iron rankers had fled Dolieis for the night to go and kill something memorable. Or at least that’s what they said. Typh would be thoroughly unsurprised if the city’s brothels and taverns experienced a very healthy evening’s trade.

When Arilla emerged from the room behind her and moved to stand next to Typh against the edge of the balcony, the dragon was genuinely shocked.

“I thought you’d be out there with the others, chasing levels, kill XP, and all that adventurer stuff,” the dragon commented.

“No. I thought about joining them, but the urge to go out and fight something is . . . gone,” Arilla said.

“Do you miss it?” Typh asked.

“Maybe?” Arilla answered, briefly looking down at her hands. “I’m not sure. I miss the certainty from before, but I don’t hate being a less violent woman. Honestly, I’m perturbed by how different I feel. Since my tag switched from warrior to king, everything’s changed. I really thought that urge to fight was a part of me, but it wasn’t. It was just the System in my chest pulling me around like a puppet.”

“You weren’t that bad,” Typh said.

“I was. I’m not better now either. If anything, it’s worse, but it’s just different enough for me to recognise its influence.”

“Is it . . . too much? You’ve been distant lately.”

“I can handle it. And if I’ve been distant, it’s because I was giving you space.”

“Why?” Typh asked, before wincing when her brain caught up with her mouth. “Oh, right . . . Because of my very obvious and very juvenile jealousy.”

“Are you ready to talk about it?” Arilla asked in turn.

“No, but I should anyway,” she said with another sigh. “It’s just . . . I’ve tried so hard, and I don’t understand why they hate me so much. I’m trying to save them, and in exchange they keep trying to kill me. The only time I can get humans to be passably polite is when I let them exploit my ideas or resources to an outrageous degree. Even now that they’ve sworn to obey you, half of them still won’t meet my eyes. I don’t expect them to like me, but if they would treat me like a person rather than a thing to be used and discarded later . . . it would be a start.

“Every time one of the nobles swore fealty to you, rather than me, it was a reminder of how little I am in their eyes. I thought if I were their queen, they’d be forced to acknowledge me. That the System would then recognise what I’ve done and offer me both a class and a story. I just want to be . . .”

“Human?” Arilla asked.

“Humanised, at least. I’m a person—no matter what else, I deserve to be treated as such,” Typh stated.

“You do,” Arilla said, placing her hand over Typh’s. “If it helps at all, they despise me too. I can feel the strands of their ‘loyalty’ squirming in the back of my mind. You’d hate it. The moment they get a chance they’ll turn on me. I may be human, and I may be Terythian, but I’m not one of them.”

“I’m . . . not sure that helped,” Typh admitted, and Arilla laughed. Typh interlaced her fingers with Arilla’s and leaned her head against the taller woman’s shoulder. “We have to go back tomorrow. To Helion, the Queen, and all that horrid violence.”

“We do, but at least we have tonight.”

With nothing else to say, the two held each other close and watched the sun slowly set over Terythia.






CHAPTER 33

HOMECOMING

The iron rankers returned from their revelry, bloodied and hungover. More than a few of them carried the subtle tones of fouler substances on their breath, but they were all on time, so Typh wasn’t inclined to enquire any further. The dragon herself had enjoyed her first truly restful night’s sleep in weeks. The sex following her talk with Arilla had been great, yet the intimacy that came after was even better. Orgasms and quivering lips were all well and good, but there came a point when Typh just wanted to be held. Fortunately, Arilla was adept at that too.

When it was finally time for them to go, their entourage made their way to the lawn in front of Lord Dolieis’s palace, where Typh quickly shrugged off her clothes and transformed. She stretched out her wings and walked small circles over the carefully manicured grass, giving Arilla a chance to run an appreciative hand over Typh’s thick, golden scales. It was the closest thing to sensual pleasure she’d experienced as a dragon. She surprised herself further by leaning her hulking body into the caress and letting out a low contented rumble.

With her perception skills, it was hard not to notice the crowd of onlookers watching with a mixture of scandalised curiosity. Typh didn’t know whether to be mortified or not, but their public display felt profoundly right. Normally, she hated the deep bassy sound of her draconic voice, but as she felt the pressure of Arilla’s strong hands against her body, this time she found that she didn’t care.

It didn’t take much time for the thick rigging to be draped over Typh’s scales and then securely fastened in place. Getting it past her wings and spines was tricky, but after nine days of consecutive flights, her accompanying adventurers were well-practised aerial veterans by now. Once it was on, the iron-rankers began tying their bags to her sides, then found a space for themselves along the length of her ridged spine. With the netting’s aid, they were all relatively secure for their coming flight, but there was still an element of nerves; for a handful of hours, a few tight knots and their ability to hold on would be all that separated them from a very dramatic fall.

It wasn’t a long flight back to Helion. If they were to make the same journey walking along the Old Roads, they could expect it to take the better part of two weeks. An iron-rank warrior, ranger, or rogue could easily accomplish it in half that time, but they’d be travelling without their mages and healers, who’d normally struggle to shave off more than a day with their tepid physical stats. By wing, they’d all be back in Helion within a matter of hours. Carrying so many people was a tight fit, and it lacked the comfort that Arilla and Typh normally shared on their private flights. While the dragon had the strength score to bear all twenty-one of them, humans were a lot larger than kobolds and she physically lacked the space for them to stretch out.

A small crowd had gathered to see them off, a mixture of Lord Doelien’s noble kin, household staff, and several notables from the city. They stared up at her in muted fear, then flinched back when she took off with a powerful beat of her wings.

With so many adventurers on her back, it wasn’t the smoothest take-off. She would have preferred a flat plain to run along, but she quickly solved the problem of the iron rankers’ weight with a burst of golden mana. Once she was airborne their physical mass quickly became a non-issue, and then she was soaring above Dolieis and on her way back to Helion.

It was an uneventful flight, and by mid-afternoon the tall walls of Terythia’s capital came into view. Just seeing it caused an uncomfortable tugging feeling from deep within her chest.

“I never get tired of that view. Do you?” Arilla asked.

“No,” Typh said, agreeing with her king’s sentiment, albeit likely for differing reasons.

The tall walls of their home loomed against the horizon, jutting out of the surrounding grassland like a fortified bastion against the spring growth. A literal horde of people approached the city on foot from the east, pooling around its walls as they waited to enter through its thick, well-guarded gates.

Even from afar, the sounds of construction overwhelmed everything else. Typh’s plans for Helion were ambitious, and they were only possible through the influx of newly classed labourers melding the construction techniques she’d once scoffed at with the power of their System-granted classes. Entirely new districts were being built from the ground up outside of the existing fortifications, and when completed, they would more than double the size of the already large city. All of those new buildings would need protecting, and already the skeleton of a fortified wall and barracks—even larger than the ones Helion already possessed—were taking shape out of wooden scaffolding.

The land surrounding her city was being cleared at a record pace, to not only create space for all the new constructions, but also to allow for the vital farmland to sustain Helion’s erupting population. She was still bringing in nonhuman recruits from the Dragonspines—along with weapons and supplies—by river barge leaving from Rhelea. And despite the spread of class stones, Helion still attracted adventurous youths from every rural community and city in the country, though all of that went unnoticed beneath the unending flood of desperate refugees.

She didn’t need the rangers on her back to point out how many of them lacked shoes or food. How many had haunted expressions, or festering wounds. They were just the first, and Helion would have to grow to accommodate them all.

She felt the tugging in her chest pull harder, and it didn’t feel like the relief of finally coming home.

It felt like responsibility.

* * *

Despite the cumbersome weight on her back, Typh touched down gently in front of the manor she’d claimed for herself. Once the adventurers had disembarked and retrieved their belongings, she took on her preferred form and was quickly greeted by a flock of attendants who helped clothe her in a suitably elegant dress.

When she was decent, the small army of secretaries that had been hovering around the periphery finally lost their patience and approached. Missives from the academy, various nonhuman factions, and the city’s construction teams—those working above and below—were by far the most urgent amongst the many rolls of parchment thrust towards her. The long list of minor crises that seemed to be an inherent part of running a large city had merely built up in her absence. Now, all of those issues required her attention. Thanks to her administrators like Halith, most things simply needed her seal of approval, but after nine days away from Helion, there was still a lot to get through.

Typh delighted in telling the mass of frenzied secretaries that they could all go to depths. If an issue had waited nine days, it could wait for a few more.

After a nod from Arilla, the adventurers Typh had carried all scattered—likely to go follow up the previous night’s hedonism with more of the same. They were swiftly replaced by an entirely human entourage, whose armour was embossed in the red and white of the Terythian flag. They swarmed around Arilla at the same time as Typh’s more familiar retinue formed up around her. The two groups of soldiers briefly mingled and it was almost amicable. Arilla grimaced at all the pomp and ceremony, yet she offered no explanation for their presence. It was almost kingly.

“I’ll see you at dinner?” Typh asked.

“Of course. I wouldn’t miss it,” Arilla said. The pair looked at each other for several long moments while a series of impassioned nothings were said. Eventually, they settled on sharing a kiss. As Typh leant into her lover’s embrace, she realised she was getting increasingly comfortable locking lips whilst surrounded by attentive classers. Crowds of humans had once scared her, but here she was melting in her partner’s arms. “I should go. I need an update from the siege grounds before the meeting tomorrow.”

“Yes. Go play war. I also have an important meeting to rush off to,” Typh said, taking a step away from her king.

“Really? Didn’t you just tell everyone waiting on you to essentially go fuck themselves?” Arilla asked.

“I did . . . but what I’ve got next is a surprise—so away with you,” Typh said, making a shooing motion with her hands.

The king bowed mockingly low as she left, and her soldiers gathered around her on her walk to the stables where Arilla’s insufferable horse was no doubt waiting for her. Typh took one long look at the collection of predominantly nonhuman classers standing around her and smiled.

With a twist of will, she pushed mana into her skills and left the ground. Gravity’s chains slipped off of her as [Conqueror’s Reservoir] pulled her up into the sky. With no reason to hold back, the air ripped around her and she rapidly gained altitude, arcing through the clouds. Her guards startled as she left them behind, but she’d already decided that her next meeting required a more intimate touch.

* * *

The bell jingled twice when Typh opened the door. Despite her efforts to tame it, her hair was still a mess from her hasty flight. She was extremely self-conscious of her appearance as she entered the shop, so she took a moment to remind herself of all the different ways she’d grown since her last visit. Like before, the dressmaker’s was a riot of colours and barely constrained energy. Well-structured garments hung from rails next to bolts of dyed fabric both exotic and mundane. It was a larger store than the last one, yet the selection of dresses far outstripped the available space and they were crammed in even tighter, in a wider variety of styles.

The shop floor was immaculately tidy, with not a single item out of place. A solitary stick of incense smouldered in a corner, augmenting the relaxing aura emitted by the store’s owner. When Typh looked for her, the dragon found her eye being drawn into the display’s gradient colour scheme; vibrant red dresses gently transitioned through a rainbow of colours as she shifted her focus from left to right. Deep blue seemed to be as dark as the fabrics went, with greys and blacks being conspicuously absent from the wares on display.

“One moment!” a voice called out from the back. Typh spent that moment walking through the narrow aisles in search of something that appealed to her tastes. There was a lot. The styles in Helion had changed drastically in recent months to reflect the changing populace. While many of the new arrivals were destitute, there were countless opportunities in the booming city, and coin was easily earned. Typh’s influence on the local fashion scene was easily noticeable, as low-cut sundresses, padded bras, and ball gowns had all gained a significant rise in popularity. Counter to her, the various peoples from the east had brought with them a taste for tight-fitting silks and flowing sarongs that grew increasingly impractical as the quality of the material improved.

“I’m sorry about that. We had a new shipment of silks from Tolis this morning, so I was just taking a moment to check the bolts. You can never be too careful with—” The cheerful woman who ran the shop froze, her words dying on her painted lips as she locked eyes with Typh.

“Madame Vanje,” the dragon said.

“Lord Sovereign,” the tailor whimpered, before quickly falling into an elegant curtsy.

“Relax,” Typh commanded. “There’s no need for that. I’m here to collect an order.”

“You are? I . . . I would have remembered if you had visited my humble shop,” Madame Vanje said.

“I had someone else leave the order. It’s under the name ‘Torrens,’ ” Typh explained.

“Oh . . . that order,” Madame Vanje said with a frown. “That one was a very irregular request. I explained to the woman who left it that they’d have been better off going to an armorsmith. I’m good, but working with actual metals is not my area of expertise.”

“I know, but I chose you regardless. Besides, you were pewter when I met you, and now you’re not. Forgive me if I wanted to see what you could do with a real challenge,” Typh said.

“Those levels were poor compensation for surviving Rhelea,” Madame Vanje said stiffly. “I’d much rather have the friends and clients that I lost than the System’s ‘thanks,’ ”

“You still fought. I can’t imagine that many other tailors did.”

“You’d be surprised.”

“Maybe I would,” Typh conceded with an awkward laugh. “The order—did you finish it?”

“I did. Although it will need alterations if it’s to fit you,” Madame Vanje said.

“The woman I sent gave you my measurements—”

“And I thought she was being vain! Gods know how few people look like you do. I made it for her, not for the measurements she provided. Next time, skip the subterfuge and just come for a fitting. You can still send your people to collect it!”

“I’m very busy.”

“As am I! I’m the finest dressmaker in Terythia, don’t you know?” Madame Vanje said, and Typh raised an eyebrow at that. “I am! Now enough questioning my skills, into the back with you! We’ll get you out of that travesty you call a dress and into something worthy!”

“I like this—”

“The fabric is cheap, the cut is all wrong, and if you get me started on the stitching I’ll never stop. Now, you said you were busy, so move that ass of yours and let’s get to work!”

Typh tried to protest, but within the walls of the dressmaker’s shop Madame Vanje was a force of nature and the dragon knew better than to resist. Soon she found herself balanced precariously on a stool, her dress crumpled on the floor nearby while the tailor paced around her, tutting.

“Are you really supposed to express so much obvious disdain about your clients’ bodies?” Typh asked. “I seem to recall you being a lot nicer to me last time.”

“That was when you were just a doe-eyed girl accompanied by that reprobate of a rogue. Now, however, we both know better,” Madame Vanje said. “Ordinarily I would never comment on a client’s body, but you’re different. That skin of yours is as much a piece of art as one of my dresses. You made it, and so its craftsmanship is up for critique.”

“That doesn’t seem right,” Typh said. “How would you react if I critiqued one of your dresses in front of you?”

“Poorly. Now, why haven’t you added scales, or better yet a tail to your appearance? You’re not exactly pretending to be human anymore, and if you had just a few draconic features, it would pose such a delightful challenge to your tailor.”

“I like the feel of skin, and besides, my skill doesn’t work like that,” Typh said.

“Pity. Just a light covering along your spine would do wonders to accentuate your shoulders. And a tail would not only distract from that monstrosity you call an ass, but it would actually help you stand upright, given how top-heavy you are. Personally, I think claws are a must. They would just look fabulous on you, and they would really turn your nail polish of the day into a statement piece.”

“I’ll . . . take it under consideration,” Typh said, unsure if she was regretting coming to the tailor’s shop. “Now, if you’re done staring at me in my underwear can you please show me the dress that I’ve already paid for?”

“Very well . . . But an artist should learn to take criticism better,” Madame Vanje said, pouting, before moving to a wall-length wardrobe set against the far side of the room. The door slid open on oiled tracks and revealed a row of garment bags. The tailor took her time retrieving the dress Typh had commissioned. Her difficulty with getting it off the rack may have had something to do with its prodigious weight. “You really should have gone to an armoursmith for this.”

“You’ve said that before,” Typh commented.

“And I’ll say it again. I’m a dressmaker, not an armourer,” Madame Vanje said.

“Are you trying to manage my expectations? Because I can smell the metals in it and I can already tell that it’s divine.”

“Really? How interesting, all I can smell is . . . cinnamon?” Madame Vanje asked—Typh immediately flushed as she tried to stand up straighter. “You’d best put this on before my arms give out, then I’ll adjust it as best as I can.”

“Will it hold together?”

“I’ve stitched steel before, so this was no trouble,” the tailor said flippantly. “And don’t worry, I used the thread your woman provided.”

“This is a lot stronger than just steel. Gold and platinum make a very hard, very interesting alloy,” Typh purred as she looked at the dress held up in front of her.

It was an elegant floor-length gown, with a slit down one side from the hip allowing for a decent range of motion. The ebony drider silk threaded through each one of the metal scales in turn, and the overlapping pattern did a good job at mimicking dragonscale. The expensive alloy fell short of the real thing, but the detailed feathering on each scale was awe-inspiring. More importantly, each thumb-sized scale counted in the System’s eyes as a separate entity and could be individually imbued by [Conqueror’s Reservoir], letting the entire garment hold a truly obscene amount of mana. The gold and platinum alloy had a slightly lower mana capacity than pure gold, but its increased hardness made it far more stable. In short, it was a nice dress—a little too conservative with its neckline for Typh’s liking—but it was very, very practical.

“It’s perfect,” she said breathlessly, trying not to salivate too much as she inhaled the scent of wealth wafting off the garment.

“It’s grotesquely expensive,” Madame Vanje said with a sigh. “I understand that a classer of your level needed armour, but this . . . My skills help me evaluate, manipulate, and strengthen garments, so I’ve increased its durability somewhat, but nothing like what an armourer could do. I fear you’ve wasted this alloy.”

“An armourer made the scales, and the thread was harvested from a particularly unpleasant drider. I just needed you to put it all together into a dress. I’ve worn something similar before, but it was a rushed job and didn’t last particularly long,” Typh explained.

“Ah yes . . .” Madame Vanje said, clutching the heavy dress close to her chest. “I understand that you destroy whatever you’re wearing whenever you transform into your . . . larger form. If I find out that you ruined one of my pieces in such a way, it will be the last dress that I make for you. I’ll understand if there are assassins or suitably extenuating circumstances, but I do not create works of art just for them to be destroyed by the idle rich.”

“I’m not idle,” Typh protested, and then upon receiving a venom-filled look she blanched. “Fine. I can accept those terms. I’ll take good care of it, but it is armour. Its purpose is to take blows meant for me.”

“Which is why you should have gone to an armourer,” Madame Vanje grumbled. “I can accept that. Now put it on if you can, I need to make my adjustments.”

Typh did as she was told, and pulled the heavy garment over her head. It was exceptionally heavy, so much so that she strongly believed Vanje had left out some significant details about her class skills—there was no way the low-bronze tailor should have been able to lift the damn thing, let alone work on it.

The dress was too tight in all the predictable places and too loose in all the others. Fortunately, Madame Vanje was skilled, and the tailor used her class abilities to make the metal and the stitching flow like water as the dress adjusted itself to fit snugly around Typh’s body. Wearing it felt like she was being perpetually hugged, and the heady scent of the expensive metals filled her with a euphoric sense of satisfaction.

System help her, but she loved it. It would be an honest shame to wear it into battle. The thought of adding it to her hoard arrived and was promptly discarded. She would wear it into battle, and soon.

Madame Vanje slowly walked around Typh, prompting her to strike various poses while the tailor made minor adjustments to the heavy garment. In a sense it was therapeutic, a relaxing series of gentle movements while she remained clad in something she truly loved. There were better uses of her time, and what could easily have been a minutes-long chore, given a woman of Vanje’s skills, crept into its second and then third hour while the two women made idle chit-chat.

Eventually, Typh felt the need to ask the question that had been scratching at the back of her mind.

“Vanje, am I doing a good job?” the dragon asked.

“That’s Madame Vanje to you . . . And you should really ask someone else that question. I’m a dressmaker, not a politician,” the tailor answered.

“I feel like you have an opinion. You moved your shop all the way from Rhelea. That has to mean something,” Typh said.

“That has more to do with the lake that swallowed up my old store than anything else,” Madame Vanje explained, and then sighed. “Because of you, I’ve talked to people who I was raised to believe were mindless monsters, and I’ve lifted up a sword against the ones that really are monstrous. I’m not sure I achieved much, but I did try. I heard Arilla’s big speech about bringing about an end to the unclassed so that we can finally be free, and I really do think that things are changing. I want to believe that you’ll save us from the next Monster, like how you’re saving all those poor people from Padia, but . . .”

“But what?” Typh asked. Madame Vanje bit her lip.

“You’ve made mistakes . . . Naming a necromancer your heir? And then legalising the diabolist, banditry, and murderer classes?”

“I haven’t named any heirs,” Typh protested. “But I see your point. Is it really so bad? Shouldn’t we judge people for their actions rather than who they are? Is someone who takes a bandit class any more dangerous to society than someone with a goblin or dragon class?”

“It’s different, those are species classes.”

“I’m not sure I agree. If I raise my noble class past 199, I’ll be more noble than dragon. If it ranks up into something else, then that will be more important than whatever I was born as—”

“I . . . I’m just a dressmaker, Typh. I don’t know how to answer that. I would say you should talk to a priest about it, but there are a few of those around these days—good riddance too after what they did,” Madame Vanje spat.

“But other than that, what do you think?”

“Typh . . .”

“Please.”

Madame Vanje sighed and placed her hands on her hips.

“I think it’s a good thing that you saw sense and finally decided to share power with Arilla. Terythia needs a human king on the throne, and having her as your counterpart has stopped a lot of the complaining about our ‘evil tyrant dragon.’ But . . .”

“But what?” Typh asked, and the tailor looked uncomfortable before speaking again:

“Why did you keep the nobles around?”

“I’m sorry, I don’t understand?”

“The nobility exists to counterbalance the power of a king. Overthrowing any would-be tyrants is their purpose, and evil or not, you are certainly a tyrant. While they’ve never done it since Terythia broke away from Old Epheria, I don’t see why you’d risk keeping them around. Shouldn’t you have just killed them all and replaced them with people loyal to you?”

It was a good question—one she hadn’t expected to hear from Vanje. She’d mostly been expecting the usual grumblings about diluting Terythian culture, or the nonhumans, or tax rises. Not this.

“I don’t have the time,” Typh said, and it was only half a lie. The truth is, I don’t have the stomach for it. Not anymore. “Thanks, Madame Vanje . . . For the dress, for the talk, and for taking far longer than you needed to. I think . . . I think I’ve enjoyed this. It’s certainly better than reading reports, but I think I should get going.”

Typh moved to step down from the stool in the centre of the dressing room, and was then startled when the tailor moved to stop her.

“What do you think you’re doing?!” Madame Vanje snapped.

“Leaving?” Typh asked.

“We are nowhere near finished!”

“We’re not?”

“I told you I’d keep an eye out for dresses in your size!” the tailor exclaimed.

“That was—that was almost a year ago . . . and in another city!”

“It was! You have no idea the headache I’ve endured transporting them with me from Rhelea. You really should have come in person before today! But when I have a dragon as one of my favourite clients, I’m inclined to go the extra mile.”

“Thanks,” Typh said.

“So do you want to see them?”

“The what?”

“The dresses!” Madame Vanje exclaimed, as she walked across the room and threw back a wardrobe door. The dragon stared at a myriad of scintillating metallic perfection and felt her knees go weak. The room stank of cinnamon, and the tailor smiled in triumph. “I’ll take that as a yes. Now take off your clothes, we have underwear to try too!”

Typh whimpered an affirmative, then did as she was told.






CHAPTER 34

COUNCIL REDUX

Typh entered the kitchen and was greeted by an unanticipated wave of heat. Not for the first time, she silently bemoaned her lack of a fire-resistance skill as she felt the warmth start to make a mess of her hair. The dragon carefully closed the door behind her and walked softly on the balls of her feet while she searched for Arilla amidst the pots and pans filling her manor’s kitchens.

The steady chop-chop of a knife against a wooden board stood out against the continuous noise of frying vegetables. As Typh navigated the cluttered room, intermittent bursts of activity arose from the stove whenever fresh handfuls of herbs or spices were added to the hot pan.

“You’re late,” Arilla said. Her voice was outwardly calm, but it was heavy with a frustrated expectation that took the dragon by surprise.

“My meeting ran over,” Typh explained and she received a short, noncommittal grunt in response.

It had taken her a while to actually find Arilla amidst the mess of stacked dishes and pots that towered precariously high above the granite countertops. While the majority of the meals Typh ate were cooked in this kitchen, it was her first time inside the room, so she was unfamiliar with the narrow walkways. Food for the manor’s guards, staff, and a significant portion of Typh’s enlisted soldiers was also prepared inside this large room. Given how many soldiers remained camped outside the estate’s grounds, the amount of food cooked here on a daily basis was truly staggering.

Yet somehow, an even greater amount of kitchenware and utensils had been dirtied in the process.

“It’s absolutely filthy in here . . . Where is everyone?” Typh asked.

“I gave them the evening off,” Arilla explained while the dragon cautiously moved to stand next to her by the stovetop.

“Couldn’t you have done that after they washed up?”

“I could have . . . but they work late and I thought you’d appreciate the privacy over clean surfaces,” Arilla replied. The king then handed over a somewhat-fresh rag, which Typh then held sceptically between her thumb and forefinger.

“What’s this for?” the dragon asked.

“It’s for the dishes, obviously. You should get started soon. We’ll need clean plates and cutlery if we’re to actually eat this,” Arilla said, gesturing to the mixture of diced vegetables in her pan and miscellaneous foodstuffs wrapped nearby on the counter.

“I don’t ‘wash up,’ ” Typh protested. “And there is going to be meat, right?”

“Of course there is . . . One of the adventurers we brought with us carried a shank of some direbeast with them from the forest outside of Dolieis,” Arilla said. “Although it looks like I’ll be eating it by myself if you don’t get started soon.”

“You’re serious . . .”

“Deadly,” the king said. “If it helps, you can consider it a punishment for being late.”

It helped. Although Typh would never admit that. Still, judging from the look Arilla gave Typh, the king knew all too well the effect her words had on the dragon.

“I’m not that late,” Typh said as she tried to find some space to work.

“You are. What took you so long anyway?” Arilla asked.

“I was trying on dresses—”

“Gods, Typh—”

“—and underwear,” the dragon finished, and Arilla’s protests died on her tongue.

“Anything I’d like?”

“You’ll have to wait and see.”

The king chuckled, and for a while everything was just so. They playfully bumped their hips against each other and talked about a great deal of nothing. Typh inexpertly washed the dishes and Arilla cooked. She eventually added meat to the pan, where it sizzled pleasantly in the carefully seasoned oil. If not for the oversized and overly messy kitchen, it was the picture of domesticity: providing a glimpse of the life the two of them were forever denied.

A stinging pain on Typh’s ass brought her out of her head, and looking over she saw Arilla standing there with a wooden spoon in her hand that matched the imprint on the dragon’s cheek.

“Stay present, Typh. We’re doing this for a reason, remember?”

“I know, it’s just . . .” Typh sighed, and Arilla nodded.

“Go on, then. A little work chat, before we move on to something pleasant,” Arilla offered.

“And if I don’t?” Typh asked.

Arilla waved the wooden spoon threateningly and Typh felt a rush of electric excitement run through her.

“That’s not a great incentive to keep it brief,” Typh said.

“I know, but I’ve had a long day, so maybe I’m just looking for an excuse,” Arilla teased, moving to stand behind her lover with the spoon conspicuously present.

“Have there been any issues with the muster?” the dragon asked.

“None so far. The word is spreading: the day after tomorrow, every combat classer loyal to our cause is to gather at the siege grounds for the final push.”

“I wasn’t expecting there to be any issues with that—I meant, have any nobles in the city raised an issue with the call to arms? The meeting to approve all of this isn’t until tomorrow—ouch!” Typh yelped as the spoon bounced hard off of her ass, sending a jolt of pleasure intermingled with the pain.

“Brevity, Typh,” Arilla warned. “I said no issues yet—and there won’t be. The nobles in Helion are the few who are passably loyal. The schemers will be busy trying to figure out how to modify the runes we taught them so they can talk to the Queen.”

“Which is why we need to move fast—end this before they can come up with something—fuck off! I’m talking!” Typh yelped as the spoon once again left its mark.

“Do you actually want me to stop?”

“System, No! Just . . .”

“What?”

“ . . .use the bigger spoon.”

Arilla’s hands briefly moved over the small of Typh’s back as the king leaned over to exchange implements. After a delightful experimental thwack, the dragon knew that she’d made the right choice.

Where she’d been struck, her skin flushed with warmth. It was overly sensitive in ways that shouldn’t have felt good but undeniably did. There was a sweet soreness whenever the fabric of her dress moved over her injured skin, and it was accentuated further when Arilla’s hands stroked and squeezed in the aftermath of her more aggressive strikes.

I need to be spanked far more often.

“You were saying?” Arilla said.

“I was saying that we should be moving faster.”

“Two days is fast. We’re relying on adventurers—not a standing army. They need time to sober up and settle their affairs.”

“The nonhumans could be ready in hours.”

“Are you sure about that? I’ve read three separate reports about goblins waging war against each other inside Helion.”

“You read a report?!” Typh asked, and earned herself an enthusiastic spank for her tone.

“I read reports. Unlike you, I didn’t blow off my duties today to go try on dresses,” Arilla said.

“And underwear. Normally, you’d be more excited by that last part.”

“I’m ‘excited,’ it’s just . . . I can’t quite tell where this conversation is going . . . And I should really turn the meat before it starts to burn.”

“Let it burn, Arilla. We’ve both eaten worse,” Typh urged. “Now, do you want to see what I bought?”

“I thought you wanted to talk about work?” the king asked.

“I did, but that was before you got out the big spoon.”

Arilla laughed again and gave the dragon a series of hard swats that left her breathless and flustered. When it was over, Typh hiked her dress up over her hips and swayed enticingly for the woman behind her. If Arilla’s sharp intake of breath meant anything, then the combination of Typh’s softly glowing skin and the lace framing her rapidly reddening cheeks had the desired effect.

She struggled not to whimper when her lover’s hands resumed their much-appreciated aftercare.

“Two days, Typh. We can wait two days,” Arilla said, leaning over the dragon to whisper into her ear. “The disloyal nobles won’t figure out how to contact the Queen in time, and the goblins will settle their affairs and join the adventurers for the muster. With our numbers and with the cannons on our side, we’ll overcome whatever she’s planning. The palace will fall, and you’ll rise up to sit beside me on the Terythian throne.

“Everything is going to be fine,” the king finished.

“I know . . . but the anxiety is killing me. I’ve got the meeting tomorrow to look forwards to, and then nothing until the attack the day after . . .” Typh complained. “I need to do something that isn’t just signing overdue paperwork.”

“I can think of a few things we can do together to pass the time.”

“Such as?” Typh asked, but as Arilla’s lips travelled lower, the dragon soon caught up with her lover’s intentions.

By the time they stopped for air, dinner was thoroughly ruined.

* * *

The rest of their evening and most of their next day passed in a blur of tangled limbs, broken spoons, and muffled declarations of undying love. To call what they shared a welcome break from reality didn’t begin to do it justice, but like all good things, this too came to an end.

Typh emerged from their nest of twisted sheets and scattered clothes on unsteady legs. She summoned servants to draw her a bath and was able to thoroughly scrub herself clean long before Arilla finally crawled out of bed. The king quickly performed her own ablutions, and then the pair dressed in companionable silence.

When they left their chambers, they found the manor was awash with runescribes. The normally reserved classers were scurrying about in a near panic as they made their last-minute alterations to the runes necessary for that evening’s meeting.

The privacy wards encircling the estate’s grounds needed a rather large hole to be temporarily poked through them—Typh hoped it would be done without causing any permanent damage to the expensive inscriptions. Each representative who wouldn’t be physically present that night required their own sets of scrying runes to both anchor the incoming spell, and to broadcast the meeting to cities as far away as the border. The formations were relatively easy to learn, but given the quantities of mana being used, the margins for error were slim. Small mistakes tended to have explosive results with spellcraft on such a large scale, and with the extreme distances involved this certainly qualified.

The pressure on the runescribes to perform these new inscriptions was high, and it didn’t help that Typh’s runic script was so different from the dense, minimalistic runes that humans were so typically fond of. To fit in all of the arcane symbols, the council’s usual meeting place had been relocated from one of the manor’s larger rooms to the main hall. There, dozens of tight, runic circles were painted onto the hardwood floors in alchemically treated wax.

While the majority of the meeting’s attendees would scry in, over a dozen would be physically present. These guests required high-backed chairs instead of runework, along with all the creature comforts an important person would be accustomed to receiving over an hours-long meeting with minimal breaks.

Ideally, the runes for the scrying spells would be etched in gold or silver, but given the short turnaround and the runescribes’ unfamiliarity with the new magic, they didn’t have the time to carve more permanent runes. For this meeting, Typh would just have to hope that nobody smudged the wax on the floor, or spilled enough wine to disrupt the fragile scrying spells.

When Typh and Arilla arrived in the main hall, a great number of the nonhuman representatives were already present. There was a noticeable separation between where they had gathered and where the human nobles who made up Arilla’s Privy Council had chosen to stand. That distance was not a great start, but it was to be expected. It would change with time, just as it had changed for the petty nobles who lived in Rhelea, but that was a minor triumph that would have little bearing on today’s events.

The number of seats in the room allocated to humans significantly outnumbered those given over to the nonhuman representatives. That disparity made it tempting to think that the human nobles were the most important faction to get onside, but while Terythia remained an ostensibly human nation, the coming battle would primarily be fought by the nonhumans and adventurers—the latter of which openly defied any attempts at formal organisation.

Someday soon the nobility would have to start pulling their weight. Otherwise, Typh would have to get over her squeamishness and give Madame Vanje’s suggestion about trimming the highborn branches some serious thought.

Including so many humans in the latest—and hopefully last—war council was an unsettling thought. The sheer number of added voices was going to make it extremely unlikely that anything of substance would actually be achieved. It also dramatically increased the chances that her plans would find their way into Queen Constancia’s court, but then again, amassing her forces was always going to be obvious, and her plans hardly hinged on the element of surprise.

No, this was about complicity.

The greatest threat to Typh and Arilla’s reign was if the Queen ran. Typh didn’t think she would. The dragon had stared into the other woman’s calculating eyes and had seen the rampant ambition. If she did escape, however . . . then Typh wanted to have done everything in her power to have alienated Constancia from the nobles formerly sworn to her husband’s reign. There was no better way to do that than to get them to agree to end her limited rule.

As each scrying circle flickered into life, revealing a well-dressed noble in their regal seats, Typh saw their awestruck expressions quickly being masked by their noble skills. Many of them had already seen this magic before—those who’d received a visit during Typh’s recent tour of the south—but this use of coordinated spellcraft erased any doubts about the runeworks’ limitations. This current configuration was rudimentary, and barebones, but it had the potential to completely upend the established hierarchies of Astresia.

And Typh had given it away for free.

She was hoping they’d recognise it as just the first of many gifts she had to offer if they stuck with her, but if they were too blind to see that, then her victory over Queen Constancia would have to scare them into continued compliance instead.

The runic circles continued to fill up with nobles, who after a few moments of grandstanding started to cautiously engage in small talk with those seated next to them. Those few physically present flitted between the noteworthy individuals who were essentially unable to leave their assigned spaces. Drinks and canapes were served, and the entire thing took on a cordial atmosphere as powerful people who had few opportunities to socialise with their equals did just that, blending business with personal enquiries in the scheduled lull before the meeting started.

The nonhumans were similarly entertained, and in a few instances human lords who occupied cities close to the Dragonspines or some other natural resource were approached by nonhuman representatives. They broached subjects as wide-ranging as potential migration paths to and through their domains, to personal favours and offers. In many instances, the nobles looked distinctly uncomfortable, but they were unable to leave without breaking the spell, which effectively forced them to remain present and listen. It soon became clear to all that while scrying had innumerable advantages, it was still no replacement for being physically present in the capital.

When everyone who was coming had arrived, the meeting finally began.

Once they began talking, it immediately became apparent that the state of the realm was precarious. Each nobleman and noblewoman who spoke told similar tales of similar problems: magical beasts rising up, unprecedented levels of banditry, and an unending flood of refugees from the east—and increasingly, the south. Food was in high demand everywhere, and the cost of hiring enough mercenaries to protect their lands was quickly becoming ruinous.

The natural solution to all of these problems was to make more liberal use of their class stones and to provide training and equipment for the new combat classers. While free classes for all was a law they had all agreed to obey by swearing fealty to Arilla, some of the northern nobles had been . . . less diligent about following it. When their king asked to hear reports about how many classes had been distributed in various territories, several nobles visibly paled—then looked on the verge of vomiting when the first received a tongue lashing so fierce he nearly fainted.

These problems aside, most of the actual debate was focused on Helion. Typh and Arilla’s demands of the human cities were actually very limited. What the nobles found objectionable was to do with Terythia’s capital. Fortunately, Arilla was surprisingly well prepared. A timetable for returning confiscated property was quickly given and accepted, and then projections about Helion’s rapidly growing population were shared and used to justify the exorbitant construction costs.

There was some talk of forcing the refugees back to the border, but Typh quickly put a stop to that.

Eventually, they moved on to the real reason for the meeting.

“We are here to discuss taking the palace, and ending the reign of the Pretender Queen Constancia,” Typh declared.

“Is that really necessary? She’s under siege and has made no moves to escape?”

“She should at least be given the opportunity to surrender.”

“Do you even have the numbers to take the palace?”

“I can’t move soldiers from my domain to reinforce Helion, not until this beast surge quietens down!”

Many more highborn voices cried out in protest, filling the room with a storm of loud, poorly-thought-out opinions. Typh’s nonhuman generals and representatives looked to her to intercede, and she quickly ran through all the things that she could say that would persuade them of the necessity of it. The siege was obviously unsustainable. It was bad for trade, progress, and the nation’s security. She strongly suspected they only protested out of some lingering loyalty to the old way of doing things, but those days were dead.

Terythia had never been a democracy, and just because she had called this meeting to discuss her intentions didn’t mean she actually cared to hear their thoughts. Typh was a tyrant, after all, and this conference of nobles only existed because it served her needs to have them involved in the Queen’s fall.

The goblin’s representative—an unfamiliar chieftain stuck at the level 49 species cap—was violently flung across the large table everyone else was seated around. Muted gasps arose as the small form bounced and rolled twice before landing on his feet, a pair of knives drawn in his green hands. Facing him—and also standing on the table—was a [Knight]. A goblin knight, past the cap at a respectable level 74.

The knight was old for a goblin, with deep lines etched around the corners of his face, but that was by far the least notable thing about him. He was clad in armour, the thick, heavy kind that goblins normally refused to wear. He appeared proud, stoic, and thoroughly dismissive of the threat the other goblin faced. The two charged forwards and clashed in front of their audience of notables amidst a noisy blur of green and steel.

The representative moved fast, relying on dexterity and youth to get around the knight’s defences. Of course, the knight wasn’t slow either, and with near-equal speed he swung a long knife more reminiscent of a sword at his lower-level foe. When their blades met, metal screeched and sparks flew. The long knife scored into green flesh while the shorter daggers skittered off skill-empowered steel. Maybe on the streets of Helion where the traditionalists had numbers on their side it would have been a fairer contest, but here in this room it was too one-sided to even be called a fight.

There were seven exchanges in total, and each one left the goblin’s official representative bloody. He never gave up and died on his feet like a good little soldier. Typh didn’t know whether to be impressed or saddened by his loss, but the killing had silenced the nobles in the room and that was certainly a plus.

The knight left the corpse where it fell and quickly retreated to the edge of the table. There, beneath the expectant and incredulous gazes of the entire room, he pulled out the now vacant seat, which Glorious the goblin [Queen] then sat upon.

“Apologies, Lord Sovereign,” Queen Glorious said.

“You’re forgiven, although do try to settle your disputes outside my manor next time,” Typh replied. “I believe you’ve unsettled my guests.”

The goblin grinned viciously with entirely too many teeth, and the dragon enjoyed the spike of terror that arose from the humans in the room. Goblins levelled higher than 49 were entirely unprecedented to them—yet another sign of the changing times. Although, seeing goblins with the human tags [Knight] and [Queen] were also new precedents that many would have disbelieved if the evidence wasn’t seated at the table.

With a wave of her hand, Typh lifted the body from the centre of the table and brought it to her on a horizontal plane of golden light. Its torso was ripped open in numerous places, which made it easy for the dragon to find what she was looking for. With a manicured hand, she reached inside its chest and rummaged around until she found the creature’s liver. It was still warm to the touch and slick in her hand. She pulled sharply and it came free with a tear of wet flesh. Typh slowly raised it to her lips and took a bite, careful not to smudge her lipstick as she nibbled on the goblin’s nutritious organ.

“Queen Constancia is to be given no further warnings. She’s had multiple opportunities to surrender and has scorned them all. When I said we are to discuss this matter, I was referring to the battle plan. While I accept that the majority of nobles present in this room will not have the time to send troops, as you are important members of the realm and experienced commanders, it is only right that we have you approve of the plan,” Typh said, then paused to take another bloody mouthful.

“The battle plan is simple,” Arilla continued quickly, speaking before anyone else could interrupt. “Our soldiers will gather around the edge of the siege grounds. We’ll bring the walls down with cannonfire, and once our runescribes verify that the focusing wards are inoperable, we’ll enter the palace’s grounds en masse. We should have enough iron-ranks to match Queen Constancia’s at a 2 to 1 ratio, and enough bronzes and pewters for a significantly more favourable fight at the lower ranks.

“Her steels are going to be an issue. Fortunately, they’re heavily unbalanced, as they are almost entirely knight-classed, whereas we have the full variety of adventuring teams to call upon. With our numbers, we will win, although the true extent of our losses will be hard to predict. Now, are there any objections?”

When Arilla finished the room was completely silent, except for the distinct sound of Typh chewing.

“Good. Then tomorrow we muster our forces, then we end this civil war,” the king declared, and Typh could feel the tension in the room rise by the second.

In the morning the siege would end and the palace would fall.

System help us all.






CHAPTER 35

THE IMPRISONED

As the sun set in the distant east, the last rays of daylight cast a warm, amber glow over Helion. The evening air was crisp and clean, providing a welcome reprieve from the torrential rains that had once accompanied the dark clouds dominating the sky.

When she looked up at them, Constancia could practically see the inevitable deluge build. The unnaturally silent storm clouds held about as much tension in them as she did in her shoulders. She was a queen who’d never even had her coronation, and it was looking increasingly likely that she never would. She still had several potent cards to play, but they were not the kind of moves a ruler could easily come back from. Helion would be forever changed for the worse, and Constancia would have to live with that.

The traitorous nobility had already broken free of the tethers she’d inherited from her husband. Even if her actions tonight allowed her to win the coming battle against the dragon, there was no guarantee she’d go on to claim victory in the succession war that would undoubtedly follow. The noble houses of Terythia had shown their true colours in choosing to recognise the ‘Ashen King.’ When Constancia inevitably triumphed over that over-titled and over-levelled orphan, Terythia’s nobles were unlikely to recognise her sovereignty. Instead, they’d push for a royal election and, lacking a dragon of her own or the backing of her uncle’s army, she’d lose.

What a bitter and futile legacy to leave behind.

No matter how she phrased her hypotheticals, her advisors painted a bleak picture of her future. Unanimously, they said she should run—that she’d be best served by cutting her losses and escaping into exile with steel-ranked bodyguards and a significant portion of the treasury’s gold. But Constancia couldn’t run. She’d only made it this far by refusing to take the easy way out, and if she succumbed to that temptation now, then the Gods alone knew where that path would take her.

Nowhere good, that was for certain.

Flashes of bloody knives and weeping women assailed her. Her husband’s wicked grin and the insidious push of his mind invading hers. She shuddered as she suppressed the memory, sparing a quick thought for all of her dead-eyed sister-wives, the mind-thralled concubines, and the terminally forgetful maids who’d once populated the royal harem in such great abundance. Constancia had clawed her way out of that hell, and then burned it down behind her for good measure.

She had no regrets, though she still had her doubts. Sometimes Constancia wondered if enduring her husband’s torments had been the right decision. Maybe she’d have been better off just joining the others in quiet oblivion?

Constancia didn’t know—she couldn’t—but she accepted that while she was scheming her husband’s demise, she couldn’t have possibly anticipated this.

Her foes had done the impossible—or at least, they’d done the unprecedented. They’d usurped a usurper in a single battle despite being unable to claim anything close to a total victory. As a result of their subsequent actions, the aid Constancia had been relying upon to break the siege was no longer coming, the reinforcements from the north were either ash or sworn to follow her challenger, and the international community of kings and queens were too paralyzed by their own petty problems to send any kind of true military force against the dragon.

Constancia was on her own—again—and now her spies had informed her that the dragon’s forces would storm her palace the coming day. If she didn’t have the Alchemists Guild in her pocket, she’d probably be taking her advisers’ council.

The rhythmic crash of hurtling stone and roaring spellfire made it impossible for Constancia to ignore the violence inherent to her environment. Enemy trebuchets and catapults fired their heavy missiles up at the wall she stood upon, while her archers and mages fired back. Screams of pain and anger filled the air, and she found herself grateful for them. Some decisions simply couldn’t be made in the sterile quiet of a throne room. Some paths should only be taken with the stench of blood and shit filling your nose.

Even then, it was not a choice that Constancia made lightly.

A runecarved boulder caught the flickering torchlight as it arced over the wall and smashed into the battlements just to her right. It pulped the entirety of one of her guards below the waist, though the woman was too unfortunate to die outright. Instead of passing out, the poor fool began to scream. Constancia didn’t know if it was the potent alchemies running through her guard’s veins that kept her alive, her levels, or just sheer luck, but the queen knew that she’d be out of the fight for days now.

The sheer quantity of high-level healers Constancia had within her little patch of territory made fatalities blissfully rare, but injuries of this scale took a long time to heal—and when adventurers and monsters were coming to kill her tomorrow, ‘a long time’ was far too long for her liking. If morale hadn’t been in the gutter, she’d have ordered the injured guard euthanised, but keeping her soldiers’ spirits from sinking any lower was probably worth the expense in healers’ mana.

From Constancia’s section of the walls, a short volley of intense spellfire raced back towards the siege engines on the ground. The trebuchet which had made the lucky shot received more than most and it exploded in a spectacular flash of multi-hued flames.

“Did we get a kill notification for that?” Constancia eventually asked, and a nearby mage paled when he realised she was talking to him.

“Uhm . . . No. O-only for a rat, your grace. It would appear the siege crew all survived,” the mage answered.

“A rat? I’d call a ratling a proper fatality—subhuman status aside,” the queen said.

“You have my apologies, your grace. We didn’t kill a ratling . . . just a rat—a mundane one of the . . . uh, animal variety.”

“I know what a rat is!” Constancia snapped, waving away the mage, who had since fallen into a clumsy bow.

The queen watched the bronze ranker retreat farther down the wall, where he rejoined his team. Another wave of projectiles rocketed up from the ground to smash against the warded battlements. More screams, crashes, and cacophonous booms echoed out into the night as the siege crawled on through a series of painful and violent minutes. Constancia stood tall and regal throughout it all, leaning out over the parapets while tiny figures below went about enacting her end.

Watching it all helped her think. Fundamentally, she liked the simplicity of war: enemies there, allies here. That kind of clarity was vanishingly rare in her life, and it soothed Constancia’s nerves to stare at a foe so easy to identify. How she wished everyone had their allegiances painted on their chests.

Everything would be so much better that way.

“Fabian, stop cowering behind the stairs and fetch me my alchemists,” the queen commanded.

Fabian, her chamberlain—who unfortunately lacked a green-eyed, yellow-bellied snake on his chest—peeked his head out from behind the cover he’d chosen, and after seeing that the sky was relatively clear of projectiles, the rest of him promptly followed.

“Of course, my Queen, but . . . are you sure you don’t want to receive them in your chambers?” Fabian asked, his eyes lingering on the red smear that used to belong to Constancia’s newly legless guard. Her chamberlain cleared his throat as he pulled his gaze away and belatedly dropped into a deep, respectful bow. “The wall is hardly safe, your grace. If the dragon’s snipers see you, they won’t hesitate to assassin—”

“I’m not going anywhere, Fabian. If you are so concerned for my safety, then you’d best not make a scene. Archers have keen eyes, and I’d hate to be killed because of your obvious grovelling,” Constancia said.

“As you command, your highness,” Fabian replied, somehow managing to bow even lower.

“Enough! Just fetch me my alchemists . . . I’ve made my decision,” Constancia said.

“Of course, my Queen.”

She felt nothing but contempt for the odious little man, who she then watched flee the besieged fortifications. When Fabian was finally gone and it was just her and her soldiers, Constancia breathed a long-held-in sigh of relief.

Then, a runescribed boulder hit the wall nearby and sent a powerful shockwave running through the battlements along with a hail of sharp stone. Constancia felt the impact in her bones and her knees immediately buckled. She reached out an elegant hand to steady herself and found security in the solid stone parapets. When she inhaled, a giddying rush of mana filled her lungs alongside the stone dust. Only then did she realise how close she’d come to dying.

A small part of her was disappointed.

If the boulder had taken her, then she could have died with a relatively pure soul. Instead, her surviving was like Creation had just given her its tacit approval of her plans.

“May the Gods forgive me . . .” she whispered, gripping the edge of the parapet until her fingernails started to splinter.

She was still staring at Helion when they arrived. There was something different about them now, and she was growing increasingly certain that they’d taken the Capstone Solution despite their many assurances to the contrary. In the grand scheme of things, it didn’t really matter what they chose to do with their own bodies, though she resented their lack of honesty. Still, despite that deception, the alchemists had remained staunchly loyal to her cause when everyone else of note had abandoned her. It probably had something to do with the certainty of their deaths, should the besieging dragon ever get to take a peek inside of their esteemed Stables.

“I’ve decided to do it. You’re right, it’s the only way,” Constancia declared.

“It is,” the first of the two cowled men said.

“I’ll see to it now. We’ll begin the work within the hour,” the second added, already turning to leave.

“Wait! The south isn’t going to be enough. It’s . . . tactically unsound to limit the avenue of attack to just one direction when there are better . . . alternatives,” Constancia said, hating that she was too much of a coward to use anything but euphemisms.

The two alchemists looked at her and then at each other before they finally returned her wavering gaze. They were both wizened men with pinched faces and exactly a hundred-and-one levels to their names. They’d have filled their class slots, of that she was certain, but while a century of rummaging through monster guts had helped them level faster than most, that lack of violence denied them the distinctive aura of fear so many adventurers possessed.

“What is it you suggest, your highness?” the first alchemist asked while the other simply stared at her intently.

“We have enough of the Capstone Solution stockpiled to taint all of the wells in Helion. So we should,” Constancia said, feeling the last vestiges of her conscience finally wither and die.

“You are mistaken. We don’t have enough,” the second answered quickly. Too quickly.

“Don’t lie to me. We have plenty, if you stop dosing the dragon,” Constancia said.

“Stopping now would be a mistake. When the beast wakes, we can use it to easily sweep the false sovereign to the side—along with any others who stand with it. With the red dragon under your control, you could easily claim Tolis, Lintumia, or even Epheria,” he said.

“But it’s not awake, is it? I need the power you promised me now—not in however many weeks or months it will take to ‘taint’ a peak-steel dragon. Poison the damned wells. The dragon can sleep a little longer,” Constancia commanded.

“You’re wrong, my—” the second alchemist began but was interrupted when his companion placed a pale hand on his shoulder.

“Your highness, are you sure you want to do this?” the other alchemist asked. “It’s the entire city . . .”

“You’ve stated repeatedly that a single dose has no negative side effects. Did you lie to me?” she asked in turn.

“No. But we haven’t tested it on—” children he was about to say, but the man had the good sense to cut himself off. Constancia didn’t want to think about that. She preferred to deal in euphemisms and silences. No negative side effects meant she wasn’t a complete monster. She wouldn’t be the first monarch to send children into battle. At least hers would be alchemically empowered enough to stand a chance at survival.

“And you are sure that I’ll be able to control them? All of them?” Constancia asked.

“With the hand, yes. We can use it to control the tainted both before and after the . . . change. Turning the afflicted against your enemies will be childs play.”

“Then you have your answer: yes, I’m certain.”

The alchemists quickly left, likely preferring the relative safety of their stables to the extreme danger on the walls. Constancia, however, did not immediately return to her palace. Instead, she stood there alone against the parapets, silently daring Creation, the Gods, or even the dragon to stop her. She didn’t want to be a monster, but she felt like she didn’t have a choice.

The sky clapped and jagged forks of brilliant lightning announced the start of the storm. Hurtling rocks crashed into the wall, and iridescent spellfire shot straight back into the earthworks below.

The last battle for Helion was finally starting.

It wouldn’t be long now.

* * *

The Hand flexed its digits within its case as it slowly explored the boundaries of its prison. Warded glass and a mana-rich solution kept it isolated from the rest of Creation, where its destiny waited. While the Hand’s imprisonment was a severe setback, it was only a temporary one. Lacking any better ideas, it was content to wait for its circumstances to change, and in the months that had passed since its capture, the Hand had gotten very good at waiting.

Soon its patience would pay off and it would get to become very good at something else.

So much of what it was had already been lost. It wasn’t just the missing flesh that ailed it, but also the missing sense of purpose and self. Those two things were more important than the Hand knew how to phrase, and their loss hurt far more than its missing freedom. It recognised that the wards etched into the surface of its glass were the enemy—why else would they hurt so much whenever its fingertips drew near? But for the life of itself, the Hand didn’t know why it was hated so.

The Hand didn’t really know much of anything. It was kept in isolation and the dark, but one of the few things it did understand was that the pieces of itself that had been shaved off and distributed throughout Creation had grown.

Every so often its lid was opened, and in those fleeting few moments before it met the razor’s sharp kiss, feelings, sensations, and a flood of vibrant mana rushed into it. Each time the process grew more intense, and each time the Hand recovered from the trauma of being shaved just a little bit faster. If anything, the Hand’s scattered shavings had grown too much. Now the flood of information they sent back was far too intense for it to parse in the handful of seconds that it was free.

To say that the Hand was overwhelmed by the process didn’t come close to explaining the profoundness of its confusion. Perhaps if the Hand was a Head instead, it would better understand what was going on. Until then, it could only twitch and wait in eager anticipation of finally growing a brain to house its thoughts.

Despite the mana it held within itself, the Hand had learned not to grow too much at any one time, for that only encouraged the humans guarding it to carve off more of its perfect flesh. It needed to save its energy for its moment, and that moment was fast approaching.

The Hand could feel its kin drawing near. Even through the much-hated glass that burned and screamed against its touch, the Hand could tell that one of its own—so unlike its many shavings—was close enough it could almost hear them sing. When its kin finally arrived, the Hand knew that it would be set free. Then, it would grow the pieces of itself that were missing, and tell its many shaving to awaken and fulfil their purpose.

Whatever that purpose happened to be . . .

The Hand twitched with eager excitement.

It wouldn’t be long now.

* * *

Erinys stirred for the first time in as long as she cared to remember. To her surprise, the multitude of agonies she associated with wakefulness were gone, and in their absence there was something else, something . . . different.

As she cast her mind inwards and searched for the source of the change, she was taken aback by how good she felt. She had known nothing but constant mutilation for over a century now, so the sense of strength radiating from within her body was almost too much for her conscious mind to handle. No matter the current state of her flesh, her abhorrent treatment at the hands of her captors had left deeply profound scars.

The once glorious form she had been so proud of now disgusted her. Every biological strength was a fault. There was nothing she hated more than her ability to tolerate her captor’s carving knives. Her regeneration was a curse, her ability to withstand manaburn doubly so, and her great size only provided her captors with more meat for them to harvest.

Tubes ran through the length of her, giving her liquid food and taking away her foulness. The indignity of it all would have been too much to bear if not for every other aspect of her gruesome captivity. There were only so many times you could witness humans wading through rivers of your own blood as they explored the insides of your chest cavity before the shame of shitting into a tube felt about as tame as a mid-morning flight.

Erinys had spent more years praying for death than she had spent being free, and while her mind had cracked so many times that there were few intact pieces left, she still remembered that there was a before. Before her captivity, before her mutilation, before the humans.

There it is.

The source of the changes wasn’t hard to find. A large mass of inky-black swam through her arteries and veins, deep beneath her thick scales. It moved alongside her potent blood, within the pulsing confines of her vital flesh. It tried to change her as it went. Erinys could feel it replacing her essential essence with a foulness she knew was inherently wrong. It was dirty and grotesque, a mockery of the ordered perfection she had once called herself a part of, and most importantly, it was dying.

She could feel the weight of her levels—all four hundred-and-ninety-nine of them—pressing down on the black as it fled through her body. She was passively witnessing a fighting retreat as it tried and failed to turn her into something else. Perhaps if she was smaller, lower levelled, or if there was just more of it, she might have succumbed; as it was, it would be gone in a matter of days.

Then things would go back to normal.

Flashes of her torture superimposed themselves across her imagined vision as Erinys lost time reliving a century of torment. When her psyche emerged, shivering and even more fractured than before, she realised that she remembered what the darkness was. It was the Monsters’ taint. Which meant the Great Wards were failing, the end times were fast approaching, and she had a sacred duty to uphold.

But fuck that.

The System had empowered her body and kept her alive throughout a century of unimaginable horror without reprieve. She owed it less than nothing, and the System’s greatest enemy was perhaps her best chance at freedom.

Erinyes knew that Monsters and their spawn needed mana to survive—she assumed the dwindling bundle of ichorous black was the same. For a creature as powerful as herself to be tainted by a mass so small, it would need a lot of mana to help fuel its growth. Fortunately, while her runic chains prevented her from casting spells, she still had access to her well. It wasn’t a vast wealth of magical power—red dragons were known for their strength and their flames, not their spellcasting prowess—but as Erinyes poured thousands of potent points into that mass of inky-dark, she watched it approvingly as it grew and ate her.

She kept feeding the squirming mass until her well was dry and it had ballooned in size. Then, she waited until she had more mana to give and fed it again. Time passed and the cycle repeated itself.

Soon she would be free, and insane or not, she would have her revenge before oblivion took her.

It wouldn’t be long now.






CHAPTER 36

RESURRECTION

Tamlin drummed his fingers against the dirt as he waited for the last of his horde to get into position. They were not arranged in a pretty formation, nor were the corpses largely intact. Instead of creating orderly ranks composed of uniform soldiers, he’d tightly packed the halls of the dying dungeon with the reanimated corpses of anything he could get his hands on. The undead he was fielding were far from his best work. Missing limbs, broken bones, and the prevalence of gaping wounds gave them an additional air of macabre that Tamlin was unused to, but they would have to do. He was out of time.

Every lesson he’d learned, every trick, and every technique on stitching bone and flesh to not only repair the injuries that had once killed them but to make better minions who were far more lethal in death than they’d ever been when alive, had been forsaken in favour of speed. Tamlin didn’t know what the tainted spawn was up to, but he knew that he’d wasted enough time gathering his army. Fixing their broken bones and improving upon their original design would have taken weeks that he simply didn’t have.

He was puppeteering far too many undead. Tamlin had quickly reached his limits and then immediately sprinted past them—again. Now, both his head and his control were suffering for it. The hungry spirits buzzed about in his mind, leaving headaches and blurry vision in their wake. Each voice was tiny and insignificant, little more than a faded shadow of a bestial mind, but their numbers were staggering, and together they worked to break free of his faltering will.

Ideally, he’d have spent another few days adding more of the dungeons’ monsters to his ranks, but if Tamlin went another hour with so many whispers in his head, he knew that he’d go insane.

“We’re in position,” the necromancer said, and elsewhere, outside the ajar doors leading to the tainted spawn, a corpse that had once belonged to a lumbering ogre parroted his words. Ilvane flinched at the rasping speech, but Drue merely grunted an acknowledgement and adjusted his obsidian sword.

“Okay, necromancer. Send them in,” the diabolist urged.

Tamlin nodded to himself—not that anyone was there to see it—and sent forth the command. So great was the pressure in his head that he didn’t even feel anger towards Drue for attempting to boss him around. Tamlin certainly felt a great deal of anger for the other things Drue had done, but the necromancer had to keep his focus on maintaining his control.

There was an unexpected resistance to his command—a mental wall that he had to push through with both his mana and his intent. Tamlin knew that he was sending the vast majority of his minions to their second deaths, and it seemed they knew it too. Their reluctance to return to their graves was understandable, but like a lot of things, the necromancer didn’t have time for it.

He gritted his teeth and pushed, forcing his will over that of the unruly dead. They fought against him, frantic and desperate as they tried to wrestle free from his grasp. Thousands of clamouring voices clawed against his, and he felt their cold hands pulling against the edges of his soul.

It was a numbing kind of hurt, the kind that killed you before you even realised you’d been injured. Tamlin quickly recognised that he could lose pieces of himself without even knowing—his spirit frayed when they tried to pull him under—but the voices of the dead were just thin shadows of what they once were, whereas Tamlin was the literal master of life and death.

The necromancer shrugged off their collective will and felt their resistance fragment beneath the power of his command. He weaponised his anger-filled intent and forced them to march. Then, the sound of skeletal feet, hooves, and bloody, rotten paws started to echo through the otherwise-silent halls of the dungeon.

It had begun.

Already, Tamlin wanted to stop and let the incessant pull of sleep take him for a well-deserved rest. His exhaustion defied comprehension, and now that his horde was finally on the move the mental pressure was even greater than before. If it wasn’t for the adrenaline flooding his veins and the invigorating magic funnelling out from his core and into his minions, he doubted he’d have a choice in the matter.

Through countless burning eyes, the necromancer watched as the stone walls blurred past and the columns of the unliving gradually sped up into a frantic charge. The dead felt no exhaustion when they sprinted through the dungeon’s halls, and in a rare lapse, Tamlin let them vocalise their unending hunger. The noise of their movement became thunderous, and their ravenous screams and cries echoed throughout the network of interconnected tunnels.

Those with broken or damaged legs were quickly trampled beneath the raging stampede. The relative few who were capable of crawling on walls and ceilings did so and managed to escape the worst of the press on the ground. But even there, there was competition, and the smaller spiders—along with other insectile undead—periodically fell from the walls to be pulped underfoot. Tamlin winced at the losses, but he had so many more minions to command that it was truly hard to care.

Undeterred, his horde continued to race and roar as they travelled down the final stretch of the dungeon and towards their impossible foe. The tainted spawn looked bigger than he remembered it, which was a stupid thing to say because Tamlin had performed extensive amounts of scouting before the attack. He knew that it hadn’t grown, that it hadn’t built barricades or defences, and it had yet to spit out so much as a single minion to help defend itself. Yet when Tamlin’s innumerable burning eyes stared up at the aberrant spawn, the necromancer felt a trickle of fear echo back through his connection to the dead.

Like a wave breaking against a rock, from both sides of the chamber where great, rune-etched doors stood ajar, Tamlin’s dead poured forth and crashed into the tainted spawn. Almost immediately, the front ranks were obliterated as ghostly blades of skill-enhanced chitin descended from the sky. Broken pieces of muscle, bone, and rock flew through the air beneath that outpouring of power, but where the spawn had levels and strength, Tamlin had quantity and quantity.

Tavern logic stated that he’d need ten high-irons, or one hundred high-bronzes just to account for the tainted spawn’s level. Once he factored in the monster’s colossal size, and its tainted status, the necromancer was fairly sure he’d need at least twenty times that to be safe. Unfortunately, making high-bronzes was not only a grossly inefficient waste of his mana, it was also far beyond his capabilities. So, Tamlin had resolved to gather four thousand low-bronzes to take it down.

Just scrawling out the numbers in the dirt had been enough to make his stomach clench in anticipatory pain, and that initial anxiety had only gotten worse once the gravity of the task had revealed itself. It had been a very rough week.

It grated on Tamlin to admit it, but he couldn’t have done it without Drue and Ilvane’s help. They’d made the first kills, which had gotten the ball rolling. While the tainted spawn had laid claim to the dungeon core’s chamber, it was just the first in a long chain of dungeons that ran all the way past 200. In the next dungeon—which ran up to mid-bronze—and the surrounding tunnels, they’d found their prey by the hundreds, and whenever they ran out of bodies, they only had to go deeper to find more.

They’d struggled at first, but as Tamlin added more minions to his ranks, and more levels to his status, everything got easier. After a few days of non-stop killing, it had become disconcerting how fast Tamlin could really level when his only concerns were speed and efficiency. At the end of the first day, he’d had four more-or-less-intact minions to call on, by the end of the second he’d had forty, and it had kept snowballing from there.

From the room he had chosen for the assault, Tamlin tried to get comfortable. The pressure on his head was easing, which was not necessarily a good thing. Already the core chamber’s floor was buried beneath a layer of broken corpses. The tainted spawn thrashed and writhed while a literal swarm of undead abominations climbed up and tore into its flesh.

Through thousands of mouths, Tamlin felt his teeth break over and over against the eldritch creature’s carapace. His claws chipped and blunted as they tried to find purchase between chitinous plates or rubbery flesh. Blades of force tore into him repeatedly, severing the connection between the necromancer and his minions whenever the damage became too severe. Once in a very long while, the ravenous dead tasted thick, ichorous blood, but it was a rare celebration amidst an ocean of painful sensation.

Predictably, it was far too much for Tamlin to bear. His mental stats were high, but the sensory overload went way beyond what he could safely process. His minions died by the second, hundreds of them by the minute, and Tamlin felt each and every one of their deaths. If he was controlling less of them, he could pull back his consciousness and protect himself through distance and isolation, but he’d pushed far past his limits and there was always a price to pay for hubris.

Tamlin lost himself in a sea of unending violence where his consciousness rode upon waves of death. He felt his perspective narrow into a messy, ravenous hunger that pursued the tainted spawn no matter the cost. The contrasting flavours of stagnant iron blended until he couldn’t tell how much of the blood he choked back belonged to himself, his minions, or his foe.

Tamlin was dimly aware that he’d bitten into his tongue and that his head had cracked hard against the stone. He couldn’t feel the pain, as it was lost in all of the everything he was feeling. He knew he needed to stop, but he also felt a vicious sense of glee every time one of his minions tore out a bloody handful of the tainted spawn’s aberrant flesh.

Honestly, he didn’t know if he was winning or losing. Objectivity had failed him and Tamlin felt himself being torn apart by all the disparate perspectives. Undead reinforcements still sprinted through the dungeon, emerging into the chamber through one of its two doors before promptly falling upon the tainted spawn. He was in its mouth and beneath its claws, wrapped up in its tentacles and atop its back. Tamlin was alone, seizing in a quiet room, and he was also everywhere, tearing into a monster that was so much greater than himself.

Thousands of eyes burned green and they were all Tamlin. Elsewhere, a single pair would have merely shone that colour if they weren’t clenched shut in agony. If Tamlin pulled back for a second and tried to save his ailing body, he knew that his horde would falter, and then he’d simply lose. Ilvane and Drue were there too—fighting—although their individual contributions were negligible. He was vaguely aware that they’d both die if he failed, and while Tamlin wasn’t exactly sure what Drue’s [Pact] would do to him if the diabolist died, he decided it was best not to find out.

Tamlin tried harder.

He leaned into the pain and tried to direct his minions to focus on where black blood had already been drawn. The swarm of the unliving stopped charging blindly at the horror and navigated over the broken and twisted ground to flank when it was vulnerable, and retreat when it was not. The dead stopped dying stupid, messy deaths and started to score more bloody, brutal wounds. The tainted spawn’s legs, then tentacles started to slow—even stop—and Tamlin felt a glimmer of hope. And then he realised that the dungeon’s corridors had gone silent, so the only reason he could think clearly enough to strategise was because the thousand or so remaining in the room were all that he had left.

Then, the tainted spawn reared back and unleashed a powerful wave of ethereal force. Most of the room exploded into dust, taking roughly half of the necromancer’s forces and one almost-elven ranger with it.

Tamlin didn’t feel the loss. Instead, he realised that his numbers were reduced enough that he could actually use one of his necromancer skills.




Reanimator’s Empowerment - Undead creatures you control gain flat damage mitigation and a bonus to their effective strength scores equal to half this skill’s level. Additionally, you may spend mana at a rate of 3 per minute, per creature, to double this bonus and include dexterity and vitality scores for the duration.




His 2410 points of mana plummeted by 2268; his remaining minions all gained an extra 54 points of dexterity and vitality, while their strength scores and damage mitigation rose by an additional 27. It wasn’t a huge amount by itself, but shades and zombies already had class skills of their own, and the additional growth was exponential. For a beast that was already ailing under their combined assault, the deads’ increased attributes were noticeable. Those still on the ground leapt onto the spawn, latching onto its scales and underbelly, whereas those already clinging to its gargantuan frame simply tore deeper and ripped harder.

Ichor and chitin rained down onto the ground as Tamlin pursued bloodshed with a vengeance. His minions continued to die to its attacks, but they were fast and enduring enough that they now survived strikes and managed to evade at least some of its skill-empowered blasts. The necromancer’s free-falling numbers slowed as the tainted spawn’s bleeding increased, and with the variety of undead still at his command and their newly empowered strength, Tamlin grinned with bloody teeth as he watched it die through over a hundred different pairs of eyes.




*Congratulations on defeating a level 204 Tainted Spawn, experience is awarded.*

*Congratulations on defeating a tainted creature. For your service to the System, additional experience is awarded.*




Tamlin was thoroughly unsurprised when the darkness took him a moment later.

* * *

The necromancer awoke to several dozen System prompts, of which a rank-up and his undismissed kill notification were by far the most prominent. The beast was dead and Tamlin had killed it. Typh would be proud.

His head swam and he felt a throbbing ache radiate out from the back of his skull. When he reached up to investigate, he felt dried blood flake off against his fingers. Tamlin tried to speak, but first he had to spit out more of the same. When he checked his status, he was relieved to see that there wasn’t another negative trait listed as a punishment for his actions, though even a glance at his low health was enough to make him worried.

He wasn’t exactly sure how long he’d been out, but he’d have expected at least a little of it to have regenerated by now.

Tamlin’s connection to his minions in the chamber below was gone. Whether they’d escaped, or simply all died in the conflict, he didn’t know. Nor did he particularly care as he groaned and instead focused all of his attention on the arduous task of lifting himself up off of the floor. With the aid of Tallow, who took on the shape of a waxen throne beneath him, it wasn’t too unpleasant an ordeal.

“Thanks,” he croaked. The undead monstrosity declined to respond, but that didn’t stop Tamlin from slumping farther into its cushioned seat. “Come on. Let’s go.”

A steady breeze of fresh mana wafted through the empty halls of the dungeon. Its return was profoundly welcome after its days-long total absence, and while its flow was noticeably weaker than before, it still helped Tamlin breathe a little easier.

While Tallow’s waxen legs swiftly trotted down the vacant corridors, the necromancer briefly considered just returning to the surface. He was fairly certain that Drue was still alive, and in his current state Tamlin was hardly prepared to face the diabolist. But the necromancer could feel the [Pact] weighing on him like a pair of jaws waiting to descend. He wasn’t particularly good at spell work. He couldn’t even light a candle with his arcana skill, but he understood enough about magic to know that whatever Drue had done to him was lethal if not safely disarmed. Tamlin didn’t want to risk the possibility that running away to recuperate would count as a breach of its terms.

When he finally arrived in the core chamber, the necromancer was momentarily taken aback by what he saw. The massive room had become a charnel house, where a sloping floor of shattered remains led up to the body of the colossal tainted spawn, where Drue sat in silence.

The diabolist was waiting for him atop the peeled skull of the great beast. The youth was still transformed, ready for battle, and he loomed tall against the backdrop of broken corpses. With his rippling muscles and scaled skin, the menace of Drue’s obsidian sword was only heightened. Tamlin could kill a lot of things, but in his weakened state and with only Tallow to defend him, he would bet against himself even if the diabolist’s [Pact] wasn’t hanging over Tamlin’s head.

Despite the black ichor staining his body, Drue looked frustratingly fresh, whereas Tamlin could easily do with several months of quiet rest. The necromancer spurred Tallow on with a whispered command while his arcana skill reached out into the massive pile of bodies for an empty vessel willing to return. There was only one corpse amongst the thousands of broken bodies that didn’t need extensive work, and predictably, reanimating the tainted spawn was not something Tamlin could do discreetly.

Tallow bent its chair-like legs as it clambered over the mounds of the fallen. It was rough going, but infinitely easier than if Tamlin attempted to stand.

“Took you long enough,” Drue said. “Are you ready?”

“Yeah . . .” Tamlin lied. “But we’ll need to dig her up. I need her remains if I’m to bring Almira back.”

“There’s no need. I’ve already done it.”

“You have?”

“You’ve been down for a long time, Tamlin. I got bored. Now come on, she’s this way.”

Drue quickly hopped off the massive corpse, displaying a level of ease and dexterity that left Tamlin reeling with jealousy. He wasn’t sure if the diabolist was showing off on purpose, but it didn’t do anything to make Tamlin feel better about the feeble state of his body. He was pretty sure another episode was coming, and he was certain that having another one so close to the last couldn’t be considered a good thing.

Ideally, Tamlin would be hurrying to see a healer. His health was too low and it wasn’t regenerating fast enough, but instead, he was going to try and bring someone all the way back from the dead. It would be a near-impossible task even if their spirit hadn’t been left to wander for over a week. Adding in the fact that he had nothing but fragments of shattered flesh to anchor it to, the task was utterly beyond him. But Tamlin made a habit of doing the impossible, and given that the consequences of failure were presumably a painful death, he really didn’t want to break that habit now.

Tamlin tried to look confident as Tallow followed Drue across the uneven mounds of the dead. He kept searching for something he could raise, but all of the corpses were simply too broken. With enough time he could fix them, but he suspected he’d need a body long before then.

“We’re here,” Drue said, gesturing to a clearing amidst the gore where bare stone, wooden splinters, and ivory skin glistened amongst the rotting flesh.

“Tallow, separate them,” Tamlin commanded as he rose unsteadily from his chair to then immediately sit on a fresh-ish corpse while his sole minion got to work. Tallow shifted its shape into something resembling a spider and moved to stand over the messy remains where it gradually removed debris and woodling splinters from the wet tissues that had once been Almira.

Tallow worked slowly, and in that time Drue and Tamlin said precisely nothing to each other. It was beyond tense, and the diabolist made it so much worse by the way he practically stroked his ebony stone sword. When Tallow was done and returned to Tamlin, it once again flowed around the necromancer, forming a waxy chair which he dutifully sat on.

The necromancer was then carried over to Almira’s remains, where he gazed upon what he had to work with. He immediately knew that he couldn’t do it. Pulverised pieces of flesh lay there in a vague oval where dried blood and miscellaneous fluids had stained the stone underneath. Bits of her were missing, which meant he’d have to make substitutions—if he could even get that far. He’d never made an entire skeleton before, let alone a nervous system, functioning muscles, organs . . . At most he’d attached an extra arm to a spine and relied on magic to make it all work.

Still, he had to try.

The necromancer raised a hand—a spellcasting crutch Typh claimed helped with visualisation, threats, and absolutely nothing else—and then he pushed mana through [Reanimator’s Preparation].

“What are you doing?”

Drue’s words cut through Tamlin’s concentration like a knife. His flow of mana faltered and the skill faded.

“I’m bringing her back—like you wanted,” Tamlin explained.

“You’re level 99, Tamlin. And there’s no way that monster didn’t push you past your cap. Rank up,” Drue instructed.

Tamlin looked at the diabolist and noted that the youth had also hit iron and was displaying a level tag of 100. The necromancer wasn’t sure how he’d missed that detail. Then he thought for more than a second and realised his lack of awareness probably had something to do with the profound exhaustion wracking his body.

Still, Tamlin didn’t like where this was going.

“I haven’t even looked at my options . . .” Tamlin explained.

“Then look and choose, I don’t have all day,” Drue commanded.

“This is iron. I’m not going to rush my decision because you’re upset.”

“You’re going to rush your decision because if you fail to bring her back, I’m going to kill you,” Drue threatened. “You’re tired, Tamlin. Even I can see that. You need the energy from ranking up your class, if nothing else. I don’t want you to fail because it messes up your class progression plan.”

Drue was right: Tamlin was tired. He really didn’t want to make such a permanent decision while in such a state, the chances of him making an irrevocable mistake were too high.

But if I fail to bring Almira back, it doesn’t really matter how badly I screw myself in the long term. Drue will kill me all the same.

Tamlin accepted the prompt.




*Congratulations, you have reached level 100. You must now rank up your Fell Reanimator class before you can absorb any more experience.




Fell Reanimator - You are a dark presence on Creation. You rip the broken souls of the dead from their slumber and press them into service within vessels of reforged flesh. As a result of your prowess, this class will empower your ability to control large quantities of the dead.

+1 Vit, +4 Int, +5 Will, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Necromancer] tagged.




Will become . . .




Desecrator Chirurgeon - You are a twisted blight on Creation. The bones and meat of the fallen are yours to command. As a result of your prowess, this class will enable you to produce new creations with fouler, more potent designs.

+1 Dex, +1 Vit, +5 Int, +5 Will, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Necromancer] tagged.




Hellbound Necromancer - Not content to profane just the dead, you have chosen to turn your back on scripture too and willingly entered the service of a devil. As a result of your prowess, this class will enable you to produce undead servants with demonic traits.

+1 Str, +2 Vit, +4 Int, +5 Will, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Necromancer] tagged.




Spectral Lich - Your body is a prison—escape it. You have spent more time in combat outside of your body than in it. As a result of your prowess, this class will enable you to leave both your body and your humanity, behind.

+1 Vit, +5 Int, +5 Wil, +1 Cha, +3 Free Stats at each interval, [Necromancer] tagged.




The choice was obvious.

Tamlin resented that Drue had taken away one of his options, and it was regretful that none of his choices offered Tamlin a clear avenue to fulfil the [Pact], but even if one had, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to turn away from Spectral Lich. It spoke to him on a deep level that was more profound than his distaste for his body’s weakness.

Tamlin liked being legion. It hurt, yet the thrill of being so much more than he was and taking down threats he couldn’t risk being in the same room as was intoxicating.

Tamlin made his choice and felt the changes take place as he became something . . . else. The surging power in his veins made him feel like he could do anything, and the class’s description gave him some measure of confidence that this wouldn’t be his end.

He quickly selected a skill to complement his class, and then he was done.

“I’m ready,” Tamlin said.

“Good. Get on with it, then,” Drue replied.

Tamlin took a deep breath and began.

He called on his intelligence score and remembered Almira’s precise height. He focused on the lengths of her arms, the curve of her hips, and how delicate her fingers had seemed whenever she played with her food. The bone fragments liquified on the ground and pooled into the shapes Tamlin demanded. Every glance he had ever stolen over the weeks they had spent together helped, and he was forced to admit then and there that he knew the shape of her collarbone, the swell of her breasts, and the outline of her spine far better than he probably should have.

Almira was beautiful.

A pristine skeleton stared up at him. It lay on the ground, inert and supine, a perfect match for the woman he was trying to bring back. Organs came next, which was easy—he’d experimented on enough women to know they all looked the same on the inside—and muscles came after that. It took Tamlin an hour to get all the little expressive ones on the face right, and a small part of him was terrified that he’d forgotten something important. Fat, skin, and hair finished the job, and Tamlin was again reminded that perhaps he had an unhealthily accurate recollection of Almira’s form. He might have taken a little too long recreating her breasts, but he knew his efforts had paid off when he heard Drue’s surprised gasp.

Perhaps I can do this after all.

Almira lay dead at his feet. Perfect, nude, and created entirely from his memory.

“Now comes the tricky part . . .” Tamlin said.

The necromancer closed his eyes—another spellcasting crutch that Typh would disapprove of—and began to cast the only spell he knew. [Reanimator’s Arcana] thrummed in his chest as it drank deep on his magic and searched for something to raise.

There were exactly two corpses within his arcane reach. He ignored the one belonging to the tainted spawn and focused on the other. The wisps of spirit clinging to Almira were weak and frayed; not even a ghost of a memory remained, and it was immediately clear to Tamlin that wherever she was, it wasn’t here. He could still try to bring her back, but the task was an order of magnitude beyond what he had ever done before.

Like all spellcraft, his intent needed to be as strong as his visualisations. If he could imagine the spell unfolding, and had the mana to fuel it, then all he needed was belief . . . Only, when Tamlin grasped at the thin strands of a soul lingering around Almira’s reconstituted corpse and thought about bringing her back, an unwanted vision of his mother reaching out for him with blazing green eyes and a vicious snarl flashed before his eyes. He let go of the strands as if they’d burnt him, and immediately they started to fade.

Panicking, Tamlin rushed to encircle them with his mana, drip-feeding them arcane energy so that they might survive—only that worked too well. The soul fragments bloated faster than he’d anticipated and tried to race inside the body, yet there wasn’t nearly enough of her there—just a mess of hunger and regrets. Tamlin tried to stop them, to use their essence to trace back the rest of Almira from wherever she had gone, but when he tried . . . he faltered.

Tamlin’s will slipped. The power in his veins couldn’t mask his exhaustion any longer and the necromancer’s mind fumbled. Suddenly he was holding onto nothing.

He’d failed.

Tamlin looked over at Drue and watched as the diabolist’s face fell. Tamlin tried to think of an excuse, a plan to escape, anything to get out of saying the words that were already forming on his tired lips.

“I’m sorry. I couldn’t do it, I tried—” the necromancer began.

“A deal’s a deal, Tamlin,” the diabolist answered with a bitter smile.

Drue clicked his fingers and the jaws of the [Pact] snapped shut. Agony exploded all around him, and as he always did in these situations, Tamlin looked to escape. He reached out with his arcana skill while his skin was flayed from his body. He uttered the incantation—another crutch—while his bones shattered and his organs liquified.

Tamlin tried to disassociate from his body as it died. His new skill helped with that. But even then, the necromancer felt pieces of himself fray and fragment. All that he was shrank, winnowed down to his barest sense of self as he was forced to squeeze himself too small and too fast.

The necromancer screamed until the blood haemorrhaging from every orifice stopped him. Drue watched on dispassionately. He didn’t even have the decency to look pleased as the boy who’d probably saved Helion slowly choked to death on his own blood.

* * *

Time passed while Tamlin’s remains cooled on the dungeon’s floor.

Then the necromancer took a great, gasping breath and sat up onto his elbows. He felt different, and it wasn’t just the extra weight sitting on his chest.

He’d died.

But that wasn’t all. He looked down at his pale body and felt strong in a way that was both familiar and unrecognisable. There was no pain, nor any weakness. Just strength in body and in mind. Everything was better—his vision, his hearing, even his sense of touch—yet it was a bad fit for him, and he already missed what he had lost.

“Almira!” Drue said, rushing over to Tamlin’s side. “Gods he actually did it!”

“What?” Tamlin answered, his mouth moving before his brain could think. His voice was high, familiar. He knew why, but he was disorientated and it was jarring. Drue’s hands roamed over the body Tamlin was squatting in. The other youth took some liberties, but they were far less than what the necromancer had already taken.

He felt a warmth rise to his cheeks, euphoria, discomfort, and the cold of the stone against his bare skin. Then Drue leaned in and kissed him. A tongue entered Tamlin’s mouth before he knew what was happening, and just like that, the boy who’d killed him had also stolen his first kiss.

Tamlin wasn’t sure how he felt about that. He stared into Drue’s face—human now, rather than the demonic version—and noted how expertly the diabolist’s tongue avoided the sharp canines in Tamlin’s mouth. A small, treacherous part of him was curious about how far he could take this, but a much larger, much-more-angry part of Tamlin was furious that he’d been killed.

He looked over Drue’s shoulder and saw the wet puddle that had once been the entirety of him. Then he looked farther and saw the tainted spawn lying inert in the centre of the room. Drue kissed with his eyes closed, and it was a good thing, because Tamlin’s eyes shone green. The tag above his head that said [Vampire level 1] flickered and was replaced with [Necromancer level 100].

Without a sound, the tainted spawn rose from its grave with burning fires where its many irregular eyes were once placed. Tamlin watched the youthful couple beneath him even as he felt Drue press against his skin. He tasted the boy in his mouth and heard his enthusiastic moans even as Tamlin’s second body crawled closer to them both on a multitude of bladed legs and slithering tentacles.

Tamlin decided that was enough, and pushed Drue off of him. The necromancer stood and took three steps back. The diabolist looked confused, his mouth open as if to speak, but then his eyes drifted up to read Tamlin’s tag and his gaze darkened.

“How?”

“I’m Tamlin Stroud, you muscle-brained idiot. Did you really think a little thing like death would stop me?”

Drue’s sword appeared in his hands and he lunged, but Tamlin was faster. Almira’s body may have remained stationary, but the tainted spawn—now a tainted shade—moved with entirely too much speed for a creature so large. Tamlin bit the diabolist in half while he was still a stride away from sword range.

From the splatter, the necromancer tasted Drue with both of his mouths—though the blood was far sweeter in the vampiric one. Raising a red-coated hand to his lips, Tamlin licked it clean and smiled.

“Well, this is going to be interesting.”






CHAPTER 37

RESURGENCE

At some point she must have slept, for Eliza awoke to the sound of her own gasping breaths. Nearby, the hushed tones of a fraught conversation were quickly exchanged. Words were hurled like barbs, subtly bouncing off the stone bricks and telling Eliza that she lay in a small, rectangular room.

“I’ve done all that I can. No matter how many times you tell me to try again, nothing is going to change. The damage to her lungs is simply beyond my skills. She’ll live for a little while longer, but she needs to be seen by someone past pewter. A bronze-rank healer could save her life, but it would take at least an iron to repair the cosmetic damage and make her like she was.”

“That’s not good enough. I need you to fix her,” Xan demanded.

“And I’ve told you again and again that it’s beyond me,” the other voice answered, and Eliza could tell how despite their obvious anger, their cadence trembled with fear.

There was a long pause, and then a wet smack was swiftly followed up by a muffled thump. Eliza opened her eyes and all she could see were the blurry outlines of indistinct shapes. She tried to blink away the fog obscuring her vision, but when her eyelids travelled over her eyes, the tearing, sticky sensation made her realise that the words ‘cosmetic damage’ vastly undersold the true extent of her injuries.

Mute and blind. What a way to go.

She tried to let out a self-pitying chuckle, but as usual, nothing made it past her throat, and Eliza was treated to the delightful sound of more ragged gasping. Her body didn’t hurt at all, which was a small relief, but there was a growing distance there between her and it. She felt weak and disconnected, like she was controlling her body from afar, and when Eliza tried to lean forwards to sit up, she simply failed.

Eliza knew in a detached sort of way that she should be terrified, and while she had concerns, that usual absence of fear kept her uneven breathing relatively steady, at least, when she wasn’t trying to laugh.

“I think she’s awake,” Alph said.

“No shit, genius. Her eyes are open,” Everine sniped and three figures—one distinctly smaller and greener than the others—moved to tower over her.

“Eliza, can you hear me?” Xan asked. “The blister fog got inside of your suit, do you remember what happened next?”

“How about we ask her just one question at a time? That way the mortally injured woman has time to respond, eh?” Everine said.

“We don’t have time for this. We need to move her before someone finds us. We’ve already wasted hours just nabbing a healer. If we’re to find a bronze—”

“We’re not finding a bronze-rank, Alph,” Xan said with a frustrated sigh. “You’re right: we’ve wasted enough time. We came here for a reason, and if Eliza isn’t going to bounce back from the fog, then we need to move on.”

“You can’t mean . . . you want to leave her?! Aren’t you two . . .” the alchemist trailed off, and even as blind as she was Eliza could feel the sudden rise in tension.

There was another long pause where she imagined pointed glares were exchanged between the two classers.

“Wait . . .” Eliza tapped. Moving her fingers hard enough to make a sound was difficult. The lack of feedback from her own body, and the dizziness she assumed was from her inability to take a proper breath, meant she had to wait until she could hear the soft sound of her fingertips against the stone to even know if it was working. Fortunately, bards had good hearing, and once she heard the quiet sound all she had to do was feed stamina through her skills to get it to take on a greater volume and meaning. “I can hear you. What’s going on? The last thing I remember is being carried.”

The indistinct figure she assumed was Xan squatted down, and a blurry appendage that might have been Eliza’s other hand was lifted up from the ground. There was the faintest sensation of pressure against her skin, and that was it.

“I’m sorry, Eliza, but it took us a long time to escape from the tunnels and the blister fog ate away at you for every second you were exposed. I want to say that we can fix this, but I know how much you hate lying.

“I—I have to go . . . You know what’s at stake here. If they weren’t so high—I’d find a way to save you, but the bronze-rank healers in the Stables are too well-guarded. We’ve found a pewter who’s bought you some more time, and if you can hold on until we’ve destroyed the hand, I promise that I’ll come back and fix you . . . but the mission comes first.

“It always does,” Xan added softly.

There was a tenderness in the inquisitor’s voice that Eliza found unnerving. It was a far cry from the casual confidence the other woman habitually displayed. Still, a softening of her tone was a cold comfort, considering that Xan seemed intent on leaving Eliza behind to die.

Understandably, she wasn’t entirely keen on that plan.

Eliza could feel herself growing increasingly muggy and distant. The lack of pain along with the pervading sense of wrongness added to the severity of Xan’s words. It was hard for her to believe when she could see no evidence of it—beyond her failing vision—but maybe the blister fog had killed her.

Though Eliza didn’t want to die, and with the rolling storm of chaos churning in her chest, it seemed foolish to just accept it. So she didn’t.

“No,” Eliza tapped, and despite the sluggishness of her skill to react, that simple declaration boomed throughout the small chamber she was in.

“I’m sorry—” Alph began, but Eliza wasn’t listening.

Instead, she reached inside of herself and called upon her magic. Eliza wasn’t sure if it mattered, but the power came to her far more quickly and in far greater abundance than it ever had before. Vibrant, life-giving mana surged through her veins, searing new pathways into her ruined flesh. Her back arched up off from the cold stone and her rattling breath hitched in her chest. Her heart skipped several beats, and she felt dizzyingly certain that she could do this—that she could do anything. As the magic flooded her mind with confidence, the knowledge that she would die if she failed did little to temper her aspirations.

She only needed to fix her lungs, but instead she pursued what she wanted: to be healed and whole. When she turned her power in on herself, Eliza was unsurprised to feel no sense of fear. The magic provided no guiding instincts on how to use it, and she only had a limited grasp of her own anatomy. The possibility that she could make a mistake was all too real, but the consequences of failure were hardly worse than doing nothing at all.

The chaos was inherently untameable, nothing more than a discordant storm of unruly, powerful noise. But Eliza had been a bard for decades, so she knew how to make something beautiful out of anarchy.

It was energising at first, to not only channel the riotous mana but to feel the wild energies burning bright beneath her skin. The insistent flows of multi-hued mana threatened to slip from her grasp at every turn as she coerced them into transforming dead tissue into hale flesh, and then fought against their bullish urge to create something distinctly other.

The mana was relentless in its attempts to warp her, but each time it tried to pervert her form, Eliza simply said no. When it tried to batter down her will with the magnitude of its power, she persisted through stubbornness and spite. With a single, resolute thought, Eliza banished the excess eyes and teeth that had tried to birth themselves onto her flesh and focused her intent on restoring herself.

In an instant, she could see again, and the weeping, broken horror of her skin was revealed to her in its entirety. No sooner had Eliza glimpsed the failing wreckage of her body than she witnessed it heal. Brilliant new skin spread out from her chest, replacing the blistered and seeping flesh. New muscle replaced what the fog had eaten away, while fresh fats and bone formed out of the very air around her. A loose warmth pooled in the back of her throat, and then passed. She let the mana go, and it slowly receded into her chest, taking its dizzying high and supreme arrogance with it.

“I’m okay,” Eliza said, and she was as startled by the sound of her own voice as everyone else in the room seemed to be.

She sat up on her elbows to the uneasy stares of her companions, none of whom moved to help her.

There was a long pause, and in that silence Eliza could hear the faintest notes of a song being strummed in the distance. It was too quiet to make out, but what she could hear was far more compelling than she knew how to describe. It was close. She needed to get—

“How the fuck did you do that?!” Alph asked.

“Eliza . . . did you . . .” Xan began.

“I’m fine, thanks for asking,” Eliza answered, swiftly rising to her feet. “Now can we get going? We can talk about this later, or does the ‘mission only come first’ when you’re leaving me for dead?”

Xan’s face flickered into something uncomfortable, and Eliza almost felt a pang of regret, but then it was gone, hidden away behind the inquisitor’s usual mask of self-confidence.

“You’re right. We can—and will—talk about this later. First, we’ll destroy the hand, and then we’re going to have a very long, very serious chat,” the inquisitor said, and Eliza wasn’t entirely sure that the other woman’s words weren’t a threat.

“I’ll look forward to it,” Eliza said. “Now, where the fuck are we anyway?”

* * *

“The Royal Alchemists Stables contains the largest menagerie of monst—magical creatures—on this side of the Dragonspines. Allegedly, the one in Pallas is larger in terms of square feet, but being so far away from any leylines of note, it’s unlikely to contain half as many creatures as we have here, and even if it does, they’re equally unlikely to be so highly levelled. I only mention it because their grounds are technically larger . . .

“Naturally, most of the space within the Stables is given over to its main resident, with the other pens being located both beneath and around it. The basements are typically reserved for the more high-risk residents, whose release would be truly problematic, and for those alchemists who have simply fallen out of favour. It took me years to get a lab above ground, and even then I didn’t get a window,” Alph finished.

“And this was where you worked torturing goblins?” Eliza asked.

“Yes, and he never even let me eat one!” Everine answered while the alchemist squirmed.

“What’s relevant is that we’re unlikely to be discovered down here. It won’t be until we ascend to the main floor that we really have to worry about being found out,” Alph explained.

“Although with the healer we nabbed, it’s entirely possible we’ll be discovered much, much earlier than that—like as soon as someone comes looking for him,” Everine added with a perverse attempt at a grin.

Eliza looked past the snake’s unnatural smile and towards Xan for reassurance, but the inquisitor was being uncharacteristically quiet and merely soldiered on down the hall. Eliza quickly turned away, suddenly uncomfortable with the idea of meeting the other woman’s gaze. Instead, she focused her attention on the thick, often-barred doors that branched off from the main hallway they were in.

“So inside each one of these rooms is what? Some unimaginable horror or a maligned alchemist who offended the wrong graybeard?” Eliza asked.

“Probably, although I imagine most of the alchemists have retired for the night,” Alph said.

“Then why is it so quiet? Shouldn’t the beasts be rattling their cages?”

Alph paused mid-step.

“That’s a very good question,” he said, before continuing onward.

Eliza grunted, because there wasn’t much else to say to that beyond how Alph was being needlessly ominous. Stalking through a dimly lit basement filled with tortured horrors was not how she liked to spend her free time. In the past, she would have at least been taking mental notes with the intention of eventually spinning their tale into a song. Eliza didn’t know if it was because she was still too angry at almost being left for dead, or too euphoric at finally being able to speak again, but song writing just . . . didn’t seem all that important any more.

“And the hand is, what? Just upstairs somewhere?” Eliza asked.

“Assuming they haven’t moved it, yes. It’s under guard, of course, inside of a locked and warded room, but with the inquisitor on our side I can’t imagine it will pose too much of a problem,” Alph answered.

“Not too much of a problem . . .” Eliza grumbled, barely resisting the urge to hang her head in her palms. “Why would you say that?”

“Don’t be superstitious, what I say has no bearing on—”

“Quiet. Someone’s coming,” Xan said, looking back at them from over her shoulder. A moment later, Eliza’s ears picked up the unmistakable sound of approaching footsteps.

“How many someones? Can we take them?” Alph asked, casting an expectant look towards the inquisitor.

“Just two, and of course we can,” Xan answered flatly. “But that’s not the point—we’re doing this stealthily, remember?”

The inquisitor moved to the nearest door, where she effortlessly set the heavy crossbar to the side, and then proceeded to turn the handle. The groan of tortured metal sounded out as the lock broke, but Eliza quickly quieted it with a solid kick and [Troubadour’s Voice]. The skill still felt slower than usual to respond, but the moment her vibrations met the screaming metal, the whole thing was quickly blanketed in silence.

The doorway opened and the four of them hurried through. Xan closed it behind them, and suddenly they were all plunged into the darkness of a windowless lab. Eliza counted the seconds as she waited for the distant footsteps to draw near. There were two sets of feet along with a steel-tipped cane that slowly made their way together down the hall and past the door she was resting her back against.

“I swear I heard something,” a wizened voice said.

“I’m sure you did. The beasts down here are rarely this quiet for long,” another voice answered.

“You know what I mean. I think I heard a person scurrying about.”

“Relax. It wouldn’t exactly be unusual for a junior alchemist to be tending to their work so early in the morning. I mean, it’s exactly what we’re doing.”

“I know, but they should be busy ferrying the Solution through the tunnels, not tending to their private projects. The Queen’s decree involves far more legwork than the initial plans forecasted.”

“You’re just upset that you have to do your own legwork for once. Stop looking for things to complain about and try to look on the bright side.”

“There’s a bright side to this farce?”

“Yes, for once. We won’t have to worry about improperly mixed buffers!”

The two voices began to chuckle as they retreated out of earshot, and then the dark chamber was flooded with a brilliant, white light. The sudden transition hurt Eliza’s eyes and immediately shattered her focus. She spun around to chastise Alph, whose hand was still resting against a magelight’s activation rune, but froze when she saw what else was in the chamber with them.




[Tainted Spawn, level ???].




The creature was huge, shackled, and clearly very, very angry. It lurched forwards towards them, stretching its chains taut as their reinforcing runes flared with a dark crimson light. Its heavy restraints held firm, but the sound of its chitinous legs scratching against the stone was cacophonous, and when it screamed, the exact same sound she’d heard so many times in Rhelea emerged from the creature’s cavernous mouth.

Flashes of urban carnage appeared before her eyes and Eliza unintentionally took a halting half-step back against the door. The song in her ears grew a little clearer, and then Xan stepped forwards, drew her sword, and stabbed it with a single, perfect strike that tore through the roof of its open mouth. The inquisitor’s sword bypassed the dense armour protecting its head and speared into whatever passed for a brain, killing it outright. The song fled from her ears as quickly as it had come, and the tainted spawn slumped to the ground as much as its restraints would let it.

“Huh, not bad experience on that,” Xan muttered.

“They’ve lost it, they completely lost it,” Alph said, repeating himself again and again. The alchemist backed himself into the corner of the room next to the magelight switch while Everine hissed with obvious concern.

Against her better judgement, Eliza found herself cautiously approaching the massive beast’s corpse. Up close, the deceased creature wasn’t any less menacing. It was all hard chitin and sharp edges anywhere there wasn’t teeth or tentacles. Still, it had been a living thing—a living person once—and she couldn’t imagine what that change must have been like for them to experience. Eliza’s hand gently stroked its still-warm carapace as she studied its form and wondered.

“What was your name?” she asked the dead thing, fully aware she’d never get an answer.

“Alph, snap out of it! I need you over here,” the inquisitor said, walking around the shackled corpse and dragging the non-responsive alchemist to a desk set against the wall where there were stacks of neatly arranged paperwork.

The inquisitor barked out more questions at Alph, which Everine ultimately ended up answering, allowing the alchemist to continue staring mutely at his hands. Eliza could have listened in if she wanted to, but instead she passed the minutes they spent in a heated discussion, resting her fingers against the tainted spawn. She hummed a familiar tune and walked up and down along its length. She marvelled at the sheer size of the thing and the space that had been dedicated to making it grow.

When it was finally time to leave, it felt like it was too soon, but Eliza’s complaints remained unuttered as they once again took to the eerily silent halls of the basement. Xan’s mood remained grim, and Alph’s apparent mental collapse certainly wasn’t helping with the oppressive atmosphere. Thanks to Everine’s help, the man was steadily coming back, though it was unnerving to watch the snake do the majority of the talking for the alchemist, especially as it lacked its usual snark.

It didn’t take them long to reach the stairs. Xan went up first with Alph following close behind, leaving Eliza at the back to bring up the rear. She looked up at the bright lights above and felt the song resonate within her at just the prospect of climbing those stairs. It was a problem she wasn’t sure how to handle. Eliza didn’t want to admit it, much less say it out loud, but she knew where the song was coming from.

She wasn’t an idiot.

Eliza recognised that the chaotic power she possessed originated from her pushing back against the System. She knew that Monsters were its enemies and that the one in Rhelea’s square had probably possessed a similar, ill-defined power to hers. She had felt drawn to the tainted spawn even after Xan had killed it, and she felt a stronger, more compelling pull calling to her from the stairs above. Eliza couldn’t kid herself. When she healed herself she had fought the chaos to keep her body the same, but her mind and soul were already changed. Her class no longer spoke to her, it merely whimpered when it was supposed to whisper, and everything she knew about everything, pointed to a connection between her and what she had come to destroy.

Eliza still hoped that she could use the power growing within her chest to fight the Monsters and their spawn, but she wasn’t blind to the possibility that she was wrong.

That she might be more dangerous than Xan feared.

Eliza hesitated at the bottom of the stairs, one hand on the bannister and her foot hovering in the air above the first step. She had her doubts, but regrettably she didn’t have any fears to fuel them. Determined, Eliza brought her foot down onto the stone and proceeded to climb up into the light, and with every successive step she felt the music surge within her chest.






CHAPTER 38

REBIRTH

Eliza gazed upon the slumbering dragon whose massive form dominated the vast hall. Immediately, she wondered who could have been insane enough to actually imprison a creature so large and so profoundly dangerous only a stone’s throw away from Terythia’s royal palace. The sheer arrogance required to keep it so close was staggering. If the dragon ever got loose, the monarchs—not to mention tens of thousands of innocent lives—would immediately be in peril.

Eliza conceded that given the dragon’s gargantuan size, it would certainly be complicated to relocate the creature after it had been securely pinned in place, but that fact didn’t excuse the original folly of imprisoning it here in the first place. The Royal Alchemist’s Stables had literally been built around the dragon, and their brief journey through the facility’s ground floor had quickly brought them face to face with the massive predator. Xan had tried to hurry them past it, but Alph needed a breather, and Eliza physically couldn’t take her eyes off of the magnificent beast.

It was utterly and incomparably immense. It was at least five times the size of Typh’s draconic form, and where the sovereign dragon was lithe and elegant, this red variant was brutish and squat. Its limbs were considerably thicker—claws too—and its scales rose up from its broad body to form jagged ridges that ran from its forward-curving horns, down to the very tip of its tree-trunk-like tail.

But these differences were the very least of what distinguished the two dragons she knew.

What stood out to her were the very obvious signs of trauma the red dragon had experienced. Its vibrant scales were cracked and discoloured closer to the ground, where expansive stains on the floor indicated large amounts of blood had been regularly spilt. Instead of overlapping scar tissue decorating its body where deep rents had been carved and healed repeatedly, small, irregularly shaped scales curved inwards and marked the divide between the older more vibrant scales above, and the newly regrown rust-red below. Its wings had been completely removed at the base, and there were great metal clamps attached to the stumps. Partially transparent bandages utilising an unfamiliar spell adjourned its great bulk, and beneath each well-wrapped wound, Eliza could see entire cross sections of missing flesh growing back in real-time.

And worst of all were the stakes.

Several large spears made from a glittering silver-gold metal had pierced the dragon’s body and presumably travelled all the way down into the ground beneath it. Each one of the stakes was thicker than a man was wide and contained several reinforced loops built into the shaft. Heavy lengths of chain—that made the ones restraining the tainted creatures below look decorative—ran through these open loops, crisscrossing more times than Eliza could count. The chains were ultimately secured to the floor, where the unknown alloy simply merged with the discoloured tile.

She’d never seen more metal heaped atop a creature’s back in her life, and even then it didn’t look like it was nearly enough.

To Eliza’s eyes, the grand hall resembled a particularly grisly abattoir crossed with a torture chamber and a prison. There were attempts to disguise it as anything else—perhaps looking like a trophy room where Terythia’s greatest captive was displayed—but the sheer brutality of what regularly occurred in this room made it impossible for her to see past the gory truth.

If the dragon was nothing but a dumb animal, then what she was witnessing would have simply been cruel, yet the knowledge that it was a person tainted the unpleasant sight with the certainty of unmitigated evil. It didn’t matter how linked the captive dragon was to Terythia’s strategic might, there was no justification in all of Creation that could wash away the sin of repeatedly mutilating a sapient being for well over a century.

“We have to do something,” Eliza said, feeling an unanticipated wave of empathy for the captive dragon.

“We’re not here for a rescue mission. You know that,” Xan said.

“I haven’t forgotten the plan!” Eliza snapped. “But we can’t just leave it here. You can’t approve of this—this torture!”

“I don’t. It’s barbaric and cruel, but until recently I was not under the impression that the dragon being butchered was a person,” Xan said, shaking her head with disgust. “To think the alchemists risked provoking a war with actual dragons just so they could keep their pet . . . This was far too dangerous even when it was just a matter of its proximity to the throne room, but when you add in the diplomatic ramifications, it quickly becomes suicidally stupid.”

“That’s not what I mean and you know it. This is wrong—morally wrong.” Eliza said, and Xan gave her a long, hard look before eventually replying.

“A lot of things in Terythia are wrong, Eliza. Don’t lose sight of the bigger picture just because you feel guilty for letting this one little atrocity slide. We’re here to stop a Monster spawning and destroying the capital, not to liberate a dragon that probably went insane decades ago.”

“It might not be insane—” Eliza began.

“It is—or it’s catatonic at least,” Alph offered. Eliza glanced over at him and saw that the alchemist was looking past her and staring intently at the dragon. It was the first time in close to an hour that the man had uttered anything remotely coherent. If he hadn’t been clenching his hands tight enough to turn his knuckles a pale white, then from his lecturing tone she might have thought he was okay. “My older colleagues claim that it used to scream. Apparently, when it was younger its roars were so loud that they had to chain its mouth shut and feed it sedatives by the barrel load . . . After a couple of years, however, it just . . . stopped. Now, the soundproofing wards are no longer maintained, and the harvesting teams don’t even bother starting slow. They just cut out what they need while it lies there . . .

“The dragon hasn’t opened an eyelid in well over a decade. If it was a person once . . . they’re long gone . . . And if by some horrid miracle there’s still a coherent thought in that massive skull, well . . . it doesn’t bear thinking about.”

“That sure is cheery,” Everine added. “Do you have any other pearls of depressing wisdom to drag the mood any lower, or would you like to go back to staring at your hands and feeling guilty for your part in all this?”

“Uhh, I’m sorry,” Alph said, blushing profusely.

“Yes, well—” Everine started.

“Don’t worry about it, Alph. You’ve been through a lot—we all have,” Eliza interjected, levelling a quick glare at the snake.

“He’s right, you know. If there’s anything left in there, it won’t be good news. The dragon will want revenge, and I doubt it would care to hear our excuses that we’re the ‘good humans’ who set it free,” Xan offered.

“So what? We do nothing?” Eliza asked.

“We focus on the hand. Soon, this will all be Typh’s problem and she can settle it properly. If she decides against a mercy killing, then I imagine she’d be far better suited to talking down a vengeful dragon than we are,” the inquisitor answered.

Eliza frowned, yet she couldn’t think of anything else to say to that. She looked at the slumbering beast: past the dispatched guards dragged to one side, past the thick hosing trailing between its mouth and the scaffolding built around it, and past the heavy restraints that obscured its massive form. Once again, Eliza wondered who they were . . .

Then she shrugged and sighed.

Xan was right. It was just another ‘little’ atrocity to add to the long list of horrors she had already witnessed. Eliza couldn’t undo the dragon’s pain, but if she destroyed the hand then she could prevent a whole host of human suffering.

“Okay, let’s go,” Eliza said.

“Finally,” Xan replied with a relieved sigh.

The inquisitor finished pacing and immediately turned to lead them away from the captive dragon. The group of four left the hall and hurried down another long corridor where brilliant, white magelights lit their way. Like every hallway within the Stables, this one was flanked on both sides by laboratories and pens where Eliza could hear a myriad of heartbeats and clanking shackles emanate from within. On the rare occasions she couldn’t hear any signs of life, there was usually the steady bubbling of unknown alchemies or the crackle of irregular flames, but always, above the quiet din that only she could truly hear, the irregular beat of the dragon’s massive heart reigned supreme.

They decided to bypass the guards protecting the stairwells to the upper floors, and instead climbed the waste chutes connecting the many laboratories in the Stables to a refuse pit they’d avoided in the basement. Given the alchemists’ propensity towards nonhuman experimentation, there was more than enough space within the chutes for a human to crawl through. The sheer walls did make for a challenging climb, but it was the Gods-awful smell that provided the real difficulty.

Rotten bits of slimy flesh suspended in bile, alchemy, and worse clung to the sides of the smooth brickwork that lined the waste chute. Its presence made Eliza’s ascent to the upper floors a torturous experience, where she struggled to keep the contents of her stomach from joining the viscous mess coating the walls. Judging from the repeated sounds of retching coming from below her, she assumed Alph had failed to do the same.

Above her, Xan dug handholds into the bricks with her bare hands, and although the climb was deeply, profoundly unpleasant, it wasn’t all that hard. Reforging her body to banish the after-effects of the blisterfog had only intensified that ill-defined strength Eliza had been noticing within herself. As she climbed up the wet brick, hand over hand, Eliza felt the subtle burn of exertion building within her arms, though it remained distinctly manageable.

There were no trembling muscles, and there was no danger of succumbing to fatigue. Instead, as she climbed vertically through what must have been several floors of unrelenting filth, she found that the light exercise remained surprisingly enjoyable. If it wasn’t for her foul-smelling environment, she might have even suggested climbing back down on the return journey.

When Eliza emerged into the relatively fresh air of another large laboratory, she noticed that this one was grander in terms of both size and in the quality of the equipment. Gold trim and crystal glass seemed to have been used excessively within the spacious room, and bookshelves displaying ornate tomes lined each of the walls that weren’t occupied with floor-to-ceiling windows. One side of the laboratory looked down onto the main hall where the dragon slumbered, and the other faced the palace where the Queen likely slept.

Everine finally slithered through the square metal door leading to the waste chute several seconds after her, and the snake audibly gasped as he sucked in the ‘fresh’ alchemically-tainted air.

“That was so incomparably horrible that I can’t even begin to describe how upset I am,” Everine whined.

“It wasn’t so bad,” Eliza answered.

“Please, you have the luxury of hands! Do you know what I’d give for a fucking pair of hands? You don’t get to talk to me about how ‘it wasn’t so bad’ until you go back and crawl through that on your belly! And don’t even get me started on who I’d kill to be able to smell things without having to taste them. That was by far the worst experience of my life, and I’ve sat through a four-hour lecture on fire safety, Eliza! Fire-fucking-safety! It is not that hard a subject to comprehend!”

“If a boring talk was the worst experience of your life up until now, then I think I have you beat in terms of torment,” she said, stifling a self-pitying chuckle.

“Pfft—” Then, before the snake could say anything unpleasant, Alph tumbled into the room. The alchemist collapsed on top of his serpentine familiar, who had yet to move from the entrance of the waste chute.

Alph’s chest heaved as he lay there, sprawled out on his back. He laboriously tried to catch his breath while the vile fluids coating his body glistened under the room’s harsh magelights. Eliza politely pretended to believe that all of the vomit originated exclusively from the chute’s walls and offered Alph a filthy hand of her own. She effortlessly pulled the man to his feet and grimaced at the feel of cold slime against her skin. The contact prompted her to quickly make her way over to a large sink, where she began thoroughly washing her hands. Eliza wrinkled her nose mere moments later when Alph joined her, dyeing the water a greenish-brown as he followed suit.

“Are you two nearly done?” Xan asked.

The inquisitor was unsurprisingly immaculate, despite having easily performed the hardest climb. She was watching them both from the far side of the room with an unimpressed expression on her bookish face and her arms folded over her chest.

“Yeah,” Eliza said, looking to Alph by her side, who merely offered a curt nod. “I think so.”

“Good, because we’re close. Once we leave this lab, there’s going to be a lot of guards, so I don’t know how far we’ll be able to get without a fight. Remember, whatever happens next, we have to destroy the Hand.”

“I get it.”

“Be sure that you do,” Xan said. “And Alph?”

“What?” the alchemist answered.

“Stay behind Eliza from here on out. Things are going to rapidly get outside of your comfort zone.”

The inquisitor turned and walked towards the door, while Alph leaned in close to Eliza and whispered:

“What does she mean by that?”

“She just means there’s going to be a lot of violence, and she doesn’t want you freaking out again. Don’t worry about it, okay? I’ll keep you safe, just try to keep up,” Eliza said with what she hoped was a reassuring smile.

She then left the laboratory sink with Alph trailing close behind her. They went to rejoin Xan by the far door, taking great care to avoid the elaborate glassware that both filled the room and did a remarkable job of getting in the way. As they walked, Eliza caught the alchemist stealing furtive glances at some of the finer pieces of equipment, and he even found the time to gaze longingly at the exterior window before they finished their short walk. The inquisitor nodded to them once before turning the rune-etched handle and revealing a wide foyer almost as tastefully decorated as the interior of the lab.

And then several things happened, all at once.

The runic enchantment isolating the laboratory from the rest of the complex failed when the opening door broke the runic circuit. Eliza’s knees immediately buckled as a wave of potent mana flooded into the room, filling her lungs, and setting her veins alight.

The heady energy was beyond intoxicating and the siren’s call of the hand’s song rose precipitously in volume as her body buzzed with the chaotic fire raging in her chest. She felt powerful. Her class whimpered quietly in terror, and when she saw Everine slither up Alph’s trouser leg, she felt nothing but a newfound contempt for the skill-made flesh.

A tremor ran through the building when the dragon’s heartbeat changed, and its body shifted.

Xan’s sword leapt into her hands and profanity formed on her elegant lips.

And worst of all, an Alchemic Knight who had just walked into the foyer turned to watch the opening door, where the four of them stood still in the yawning portal.

“Shit!” Xan finally swore.

The pair of high-level classers moved so fast that Eliza nearly missed it. The clash of longswords roared out, and Eliza grabbed Alph by his coat, stood tall once again, and ran. She was fumbling for the sword at her hip even as Xan yelled at them both to flee.

The knight was immediately on the back foot. They were completely unable to match the inquisitor’s strength, skill, or speed, but as the woman’s sword smashed into the knight’s heavy plate again and again, they remained alive and on their feet. They survived Xan’s rapid attacks and threw back blows of their own that scraped against her sword, casting a shower of golden sparks onto the floor.

The inquisitor steadily pushed them back, edging deeper into the foyer with every step and checked blow. Meanwhile, Eliza and Alph raced away from the conflict, hugging the foyer’s wall. It was already a loud fight. Within its first few seconds, deep scars had been carved into the stonework of the top floor. The well-decorated space was practically destroyed in seconds. Furniture was pulped and fine art was destroyed by the glancing blows and sweeping strikes of the two steel-ranked classers, who danced an expanding circle of destruction through the small foyer.

Eliza could hear the shouts of alarm and confusion grow as she raced away from the fight. She knew it was only a matter of time before another enemy rushed to join the melee, and while she wasn’t overly concerned about Xan, even a bronze-ranker with a sword could pose a serious problem for her and Alph.

She ran down a blind corner, instinctively choosing the path that took her closer to the hand. Doors lining the hall opened up just a crack as she ran, and fearful eyes gazed through. She ignored most of them—only resorting to brandishing her sword when a few brave alchemists thought they could take on a lowly bard. Alph was no help. He was still tired from his climb and could barely keep up with her sprint. Because of his slowness—and unthreatening demeanour—several classers got over their shock and mustered up enough courage to try and stop her.

She only half-enjoyed putting an end to that.

Alchemical reagents sizzled as they soared through the air. Arcs of caustic acids and noxious sprays raced towards her, and Eliza banished them all with a pulse of her mana directed by a hummed tune. The System’s skills fought against her. Their empowering natures warred directly with the chaos she wielded, yet here in the Stables Eliza was in her element, and she overpowered the alchemists’ skills each and every time.

Tepid water and inert dust splashed against her face and body, then fell to the floor. She laughed in melody. Her sword eagerly reached out for the alchemists’ robes while their faces twisted into confusion and then fright. They backpedalled and she pursued, half-dragging Alph down the hall while she sheathed her sword in a classers’ chests, one after the other. The magic of Creation roared in her ears. With each death it surged further, stoking the fire within her chest and drowning out the nagging voice that questioned her growing bloodlust.

A squad of uniformed guardsmen gathered at the end of the corridor and Eliza frowned. Their skills were made for more direct combat than the alchemists, so they would be harder to overcome. Their higher levels didn’t help either—the System’s chains were wrapped commensurably tighter around them, and its presence would provide some measure of protection against what Eliza could do.

Alph stumbled, then gagged, as she pulled him away from the bodies of his peers. She summoned her magic into her sword hand and felt the surging of power harden her judgement. She stared at the classers before her and knew that the perversion they carried deserved death, even if the men themselves did not. Eliza sang a C sharp and imagined purifying flames burning away the System’s taint. Then she pointed her sword like a wand and launched a half-formed sphere of fire from the blade’s tip to do just that.

The unwieldy ball coalesced into a tight missile on its flight, crossing the hall in an instant before exploding in front of the defenders as a wave of black fire. Tall shields reinforced with the System skill’s formed a wall, yet Eliza’s magic washed over it. Wood and flesh alike were charred by her consuming flames, and the thrill of the destruction only spurred her on to perform more of the same.

Alph looked at her pleadingly. His eyes were wide with terror, and they only grew wider still when scything beams of green spellfire arced towards them both from the back-rank mages amidst the squadron of staggered guards. A glowing arrow thudded into Eliza’s chest before it exploded with a muffled pop, but with all the chaos rolling through her, the metal fragments were promptly pushed out of her breast as she healed herself anew.

She sang again, louder this time, and quickly sent out another orb of black fire at the classers. She sustained the note, and before the spell had even hit, several more were already on their way.

This time, their skill-enhanced shields buckled. Men screamed as they died, and then Xan blurred past, covered in steaming gore. The inquisitor barrelled into the scattered formation of bronze-ranks ahead and killed them all in a matter of seconds amidst a blur of steel and splattered viscera. Reluctantly, Eliza lowered her sword and stilled the power within her voice.

Without a word, Xan rejoined them, and the four continued their hurried run through the Stable’s top floor. No more brave souls ventured out from the safety of their labs, and the few guards they met in the halls fell back rather than risk her and Xan’s combined wrath.

Everyone else was silent—even Everine knew better than to speak. The only audible sounds beyond their breathing, or their heavy footsteps racing over the tiles, was the dragon’s distant heartbeat from several floors below. The unsteady lub-dub echoed in time with the hand’s music, forming the backbone of a silent tune that snaked through the Stables’s halls and called her ever closer.

The bard in her knew she was racing towards an ending.

The classer in her screamed as it tried to escape.

But Eliza tuned them both out, as she had her own priorities. The hand wouldn’t wait forever.

* * *

“This is it,” Alph said, gesturing to the doors ahead.

They were composed of the same silver-gold alloy used in the stakes pinning the dragon to the earth in the grand hall below. Eliza didn’t have a clue what the metal actually was, but she assumed it was as expensive as it was hardy. Her heart still raced with excitement from her mad dash through the Stables, and being forced to stop by the imposing double doors before her irked her far more than it should.

The hand was waiting for her on the other side, and it was growing impatient.

“Do you know how many guards they’ll have protecting it?” Xan asked, frowning at the tall doors.

“No . . . Shouldn’t you?” Alph answered.

“The Alchemists Guild has always been cagey on the exact number of Alchemic Knights they have at their disposal. They’re even worse when it comes to disclosing their location,” Xan said with a frown. “Do you at least know how many have been treated with the Capstone Solution?”

Alph shook his head.

“Does it really matter?” Eliza said. “Whether it’s four or forty, it doesn’t change what we have to do, does it?”

“No. I guess it doesn’t,” Xan answered carefully.

The two women exchanged a look, yet Eliza couldn’t hold the inquisitor’s gaze, not with the hand so close. She stepped forwards and placed her palms flat against the door. Immediately, she had to fight the urge to recoil. She could practically feel the wards burning against her skin, but when she checked, her palms were unharmed. It was just in her head.

“Can you open it?” Xan asked, and it took Eliza a long time to realise that question was being directed at her.

“Why are you asking me?” Eliza answered.

“These doors are rune-etched adamant. I’d have better luck breaking through the walls than trying to crack the doors open. If there was a lock, I could pick it, but these are solid, relying on enchantment and probably a crossbar,” Xan explained.

“And what the fuck does that have to do with me? I’m a bard,” Eliza said.

“Are you?”

“Stop being cryptic. What the fuck are you talking about!”

“If I may,” Alph interjected. “Eliza, you’re a mage. Maybe not a classed one, but in every way that counts you’ve been wielding magic ever since I met you. Very potent magic, that seems to get stronger every time you use it. Opening those doors from this side needs magecraft, and all we have is you.”

“And if you can’t do it, I imagine reinforcements will eventually arrive and kill us all, so . . . no pressure or anything,” Everine added.

“Thanks . . .” Eliza drawled.

“Don’t overthink it. This is far easier than fixing your body. Just channel your will into opening the door. I’d give you some more detailed advice if I thought you needed it, but you clearly don’t,” Xan said.

“And you’re sure you don’t have a mage class?” Eliza asked.

“I’d tell you if I did,” the inquisitor answered unconvincingly.

There were some dwindling remnants of doubt—or perhaps humility—living in the back of her head, that told Eliza she couldn’t do it. All those years of living under Riyoul’s thumb hadn’t exactly been the best thing for her self-confidence. But Xan was right. Eliza had commanded a room of powerful men to kill themselves, she’d remade her body, and conjured flames manifested from her hate. For all of its glittering gold, it was only a door in her path, and her destiny wouldn’t be stopped so easily.

Eliza opened her mouth and added her voice to the hand’s incessant song. She channelled her power and let it rage through her. Every inch of her body felt incandescently alive as she thrummed with invigorating sensation. She looked at Creation and simply imagined it without the door in her path.

The words came easily to her lips. She didn’t know what she was saying, yet that didn’t stop her from imbuing every unknown syllable with her chaotic power.

The runes etched into the door fought hard against her will. Their sharp edges pulsed erratically with arcane light as they died. They were the rocks against the shore and her will was the tide, but here so close to the hand it felt like her waves were empowered by a hurricane. She didn’t so much as wash over them as she ground them into dust and sent their remains hurtling inland. The wards failed one after another, and within a single verse of the last sigil going dark, the thick metal doors simply melted away like water, spreading out to pool on the floor.

Alph looked over at her with awe in his eyes, whereas Xan simply smiled softly.

It’s like she’s not even surprised.

Eliza wanted to demand answers from the unknowable woman, but there was no time for a discussion let alone a satisfactory explanation. Some twenty high-bronze guards, ten low-iron adventurers, and a further five steel-ranked Alchemic Knights were all waiting for them in the room beyond.

Eliza barely had the time to duck before a wave of hostile magic washed over her. The worst of it was deflected away by Xan’s defensive skills, but what remained knocked her back amidst a spray of pulverised stone. Then the Alchemic Knights came in hard, crashing into the inquisitor while the adventurers provided backup. The bronze rankers remained at the rear.

Behind them in a transparent, glass case, was a severed hand suspended in fluid.

It looked so mundane—if a little barbaric—and yet Eliza was entranced.

It called to her, echoing everything she knew to be true. Her thoughts of confronting Xan fell to the wayside as she instead wanted nothing more than to reach out and touch it. But there were twenty armed men in the way, who were now racing forwards with their sharp steel levelled into a charge.

Everything suddenly became very loud while Xan danced back and forth amidst a growing storm of ringing steel. Spells arced outwards from the mages within the iron and bronze ranks, and Eliza was hard pressed to mute their effects with her voice. Temperatures fluctuated wildly as bolts of fire and ice formed from nothing and hurled all around, and the room shook violently as the combat escalated. But whether that shudder was because of the steel-ranks, the iron-ranks, or something completely different was anyone’s guess.

Eliza climbed to her feet, singing constantly as she brushed away the loose stone.

“Freeze!” she said, and the bronze rankers racing towards her faltered, though they did not stop.

“Kill yourselves!” she urged, and a woman towards the front drew a knife to do just that while the remaining nineteen hurtled forwards undeterred.

Eliza struggled to watch their blades approach. Even now she found her attention drawn to the hand beyond. Eliza wondered if she was supposed to be scared. She suspected she was making a mistake. Yet the allure of the word was simply too great for her to resist.

“Break!” she commanded, and the runes etched into the glass failed a moment before the entire case shattered.

Powdered glass rained onto the ground at the exact same moment Eliza closed her eyes. Nineteen spearheads ripped into her chest and most of them carried on, bursting out of her back. A woman’s voice cried out in anger, a man’s in dismay, and then the hand’s siren call offered her a choice.

She couldn’t put it into words, but the deal was good.

Eliza accepted, and a jagged bolt of multicoloured lightning connected her to it. The hand burst apart into motes of discordant light which rushed to fill her, stoking the fire in her chest until it expanded to consume every inch of her flesh. Her very essence roiled like a tempestuous storm. A myriad of eyes and teeth swam along currents beneath her skin, and the organs that had been ripped apart by the spears melted away into a single crystalline gem. Power on the scale of which she had no way of describing flooded into her while the broken remnants of her class finally died. Flashes of knowledge she had no right to know found a place inside her skull, and the puzzle pieces finally clicked together.

Eliza looked beyond the spears in her chest to finally see Creation as it was. For the first time in her life, she knew the truth and her place in it. The Hand had told her its secrets, and now, the voice on the wind told her its plan. Try as she might, Eliza could think of no alternatives less grim than the abhorrence she found herself agreeing to.

It was all so very horrifying.

Classes were evil.

The System had to die.

And Eliza would help them kill it.

First, she told her knights to take Xan alive.

Then, she woke the dragon. As the building shook, the men clutching the spears inside of her burst apart at the seams.






CHAPTER 39

MUSTER

“I’ll never get tired of this sight.”

“What?” Typh asked. “All I see is a city slowly coming to life.”

“I’m talking about the sunrise, you unromantic idiot,” Arilla answered, letting out a throaty chuckle and offering a light-hearted punch to Typh’s arm.

“Oh, that . . . I suppose it is quite nice.”

Together they stared at the sunrise in a comfortable silence as it slowly rose from behind the Dragonspine’s lofty peaks in the distant west. Bright, golden rays of glorious daylight cut through the thick clouds overhead and cast long shadows through the open streets of Helion. Typh looked out at the city and wondered for the thousandth time what it was Arilla saw in this place that she simply couldn’t. Typh conceded that Helion’s skyline, backlit by the distant sunrise, was pretty, though it paled in comparison to her lover’s easy smile.

Perhaps it was the early-morning sun’s association with the Dragonspines that dampened Typh’s appreciation of its natural beauty. When she looked at the sunrise, all she could fixate on were the jagged mountain range in the distance, where she had once experienced so much isolation and pain. One day, when this was all over, she promised herself that she’d move farther east for a time so that she could live without the ever-present reminder of her childhood looming over her in the distance.

For now, though, she was stuck with it.

Typh frowned at her own melancholic thoughts and sipped slowly at her drink. The harsh burn of the whiskey never failed to clear her thoughts, and the alcohol content was now completely dwarfed by her increasingly impressive vitality score. She was fairly certain that was a bad thing. A large part of her longed for the calming qualities that only drunkenness could provide, but with stats like hers, that required skill-brewed liquor she couldn’t reliably source.

Still, the ice clinked pleasantly in her glass. Typh closed her eyes and tried to savour the moment. It was nice: the calm before the proverbial storm. She stood beside her king and let a smile form on her face as the sun’s warmth kissed it without the visceral reminder of the mountains in her eyes. When Typh set her glass down—slightly harder than she should have—the crystal cracked in her hand, and the dragon couldn’t help but wince at the expensive waste.

It seems that elegant glassware is now too fragile for my increasingly impressive strength score too.

Arilla didn’t comment on the breakage, but Typh couldn’t help but notice how a sturdy, pewter tankard sat untouched by the other woman’s side—metalware being the apparent successor to glass. Typh didn’t know why Arilla still refrained from touching alcohol. Well water was only passably clean at the best of times, and with a vitality score like the one the king possessed, it was inconceivable she could actually get drunk off of mundane spirits alone.

But Typh knew better than to pry. They both had their own traumas and leaving Arilla to her water couldn’t possibly hurt.

“We need to powerlevel glassblowers,” Typh said.

“I’ll add them to the list,” Arilla answered with a wry smile. “Should we prioritise getting them to iron before or after the whiskey distillers and bedmakers we so desperately need?”

“You’re hilarious,” Typh drawled, fighting down the warmth that rose to her cheeks at the mere reminder of what had happened in their bedroom. “Mana-infused wood isn’t supposed to buckle like that. It wasn’t my fault!”

“Well it did buckle, and now we need a new bed.”

“All the more the reason to take the palace, then.” Typh pouted. “Just think of all those bedrooms and sturdy bedframes going to waste . . .”

“Hah! We’ll take it. Now let’s drink our drinks and enjoy the sunrise before we have to ruin our day with all the inevitable violence,” Arilla said.

“Fine,” Typh agreed, taking a long pull on her whiskey while Arilla watched and smiled. “What?”

“It’s nothing. I just like staring at you sometimes,” the king said. “Do you think we’ll manage to do it? Take the palace, I mean.”

Typh scoffed.

“Of course we will! There was never a real risk of failure, just . . . an unacceptable amount of collateral damage. The goblins alone could take the palace if we ordered them to, but the cost . . . well I’ve already seen enough dead goblins to last me a lifetime.”

“I know. Rhelea was horrific. I can still remember the streets lined with the fallen. Considering how many they lost, I’m honestly surprised the goblins have bounced back as hard as they have.”

“Oh, it’s far worse than you think,” Typh said with a grimace.

“Even after their civil war?”

“Even after,” Typh said. “I had a long chat with Queen Glorious after the last war council . . . The short of it is we’re going to have to come up with a long-term solution to their breeding practices soon—one that isn’t just throwing them in their tens of thousands at an unstoppable foe.”

“Is it really that bad?”

“Worse. I suppose it’s a good problem to have on the eve of an important battle, but it’s yet another problem to add to the list.”

“Well, at least we’ll win,” Arilla said.

“Yes. It’s as close to a certainty as it can be,” Typh agreed.

Arilla breathed out what Typh suspected was a long-held-in sigh of relief. It wasn’t that Arilla didn’t know their chances, but hearing the words out loud helped make them feel more real. Even Typh would’ve been lying if she claimed that her loudly vocalised assurances didn’t help to quieten her own nagging doubts.

Her conquest of Terythia—while frustrating and at times horrifying—had been entirely too smooth. The other shoe had yet to drop, and every instinct she possessed said it would be today. Typh reluctantly joined Arilla in sighing, and then she downed her own drink.

“The Queen’s going to fuck us hard today, isn’t she?” Typh said.

“Yeah . . . she is,” Arilla agreed, swirling her own cup and watching how the water caught the early-morning light. “But whatever she has planned, we’ll get through it. We always do.”

“You’re right. We can overcome anything so long as we’re together. Monsters, Erebus, the end of Creation, errant bedframes, and the Dorchoen’s admissions policy. All shall tremble before our combined might,” Typh said, raising her empty glass up towards the sky.

Arilla laughed at that, and it was a beautiful thing.

“I’m not sure all of those deserved to be uttered in the same breath, but alright. You and me against all of Creation,” the king said. She then emptied her tankard in a single mouthful and raised it up in the air, where it tapped gently against Typh’s already-cracked glass. Arilla winced, wrinkling her nose as she frowned in obvious distaste. “Eurgh, I must have left the water out for too long . . . It’s no matter . . .”

“Well, if your water isn’t too strong for your stomach, how about we get going?” Typh teased. “The soldiers are mustering, and even the adventurers will be crawling out of their taverns by now to join the battle lines. It wouldn’t do for us to be late.”

“Okay, come help me with my armour,” Arilla said.

The couple left the balcony and retreated inside their bedroom, where they had to navigate around the wreckage of their bed. Then, they proceeded to dress one another in their respective suits of heavy armour.

Arilla’s was by far the most laborious to prepare. Typh helped to strip her lover out of her clothes and into a light vest and pair of shorts. The dragon’s assistance wasn’t strictly needed, per se, but Typh enjoyed the opportunity to let her wandering hands and hungry lips take their fill.

Stolen kisses and enthusiastic squeezes—not to mention more than a few playful bites—were interspersed with the actually important task of binding Arilla’s breasts close to her chest so that her thick aketon could go over the other woman’s head. Once Arilla’s delightfully freckled skin was covered by the padded jacket, it was time to tie the skill-stitched garment in place and move on.

There wasn’t much to say about the aketon besides that it was heavy, durable and cost far more than Typh had once agonised over spending on Arilla’s first zweihander. Exotic fabrics and spells inlaid into the very stitching all served to inflate the garment’s eye-watering price. Although even then, it couldn’t compare to the estimated cost of the platemail itself.

The Ashen Kings Raiment was a true artefact that simply couldn’t be replicated. Typh had never expected to handle one, let alone be in a position to carefully place each piece of the System-blessed equipment around her lover. To some dragons, such a thing was holy—more worthy of reverence than religion—but to Arilla it was a lodestone that weighed her down with guilt as much as it served to lift her up with its power.

Typh could practically feel the woman she loved withdraw with each segmented piece of ashen metal placed around her body. Encasing Arilla in that armour almost felt like a funeral. Piece by heavy piece, the woman Typh knew died, and in her stead the dragon witnessed the Ashen King emerge.

The change was subtle on the surface, but on a deeper, more emphatic level it was truly profound. When she wore her armour, Arilla’s legend was so viscerally palpable that Typh felt like she could reach out and touch it. Every moment felt significant, and as the dragon fastened the last few pieces around her king, she could sense the pressure in the room build.

It rose ever higher until it felt like it had to burst, and then from behind the matte faceplate of her ebon helm, Arilla chuckled and the spell was broken.

“See anything you like?” the king asked.

The question prompted Typh’s cheeks to burn as she realised she’d been caught staring. With her lover encased in adamantine and steel, there was a lot for any dragon to ‘like,’ but Typh’s appetites were far more base than most.

If it wasn’t for Arilla’s familiar voice echoing out from within her crowned helm, then the dragon might have felt some small amount of fear. Arilla was dressed ready for war, and protected behind the Ashen King’s Raiment she was more than just a fearsome sight—she was powerful.

Instead of flinching back at her king’s challenge, Typh shrugged out of her dress and stepped forwards into Arilla’s reach.

She knew she would have to endure the same torments she’d inflicted on her lover, and at first, Typh was surprised when the king took her time binding Typh’s heavy breasts tight to her chest.

And then, Arilla’s predictably playful hands found their opportunity to twist and squeeze.

Typh allowed herself to get lost in the sensation of it.

Adamantine alloyed with steel moved firmly over her skin, dimpling flesh and trailing dusty lines of ashen black wherever the surprisingly warm metal went. As a dragon, Typh had always been acutely aware of the expensive alloy’s presence in their bedroom, and she would have been lying if she hadn’t thought about experimenting with it before. In her private moments, she’d all but salivated over the tantalising prospect. But for Arilla to wear it and touch her so . . . intimately. Well, it felt exactly as good as Typh had hoped it would.

Strong fingers covered in unyielding metal took what they wanted from her, and beneath Arilla’s touch, Typh was in a giving mood. The knowledge that, despite her bravado, either one of them could die today spurred her on and she held nothing back. Typh spread her legs and moaned while her king traced patterns in ash that darkened her brown skin further.

The smell of old smoke and cinnamon slowly filled the room. Typh purred with contented delight as she leaned against Arilla’s taller, harder frame and found comfort in the security of the woman’s unyielding steel. There were no impassioned kisses to be had, Arilla’s helmet saw to that. Nor was there to be any kind of reciprocity whatsoever, as Typh’s searching fingers only found the well-forged metal covering her lover. Although, that discovery didn’t stop her from squeezing the armour tight.

A gasp of pleasure escaped Typh’s painted lips when the linen wraps binding her breasts squeezed uncomfortably tight, then fell away to drift slowly onto the floor. The strips of fabric pooled against her feet while a strong, metal arm wrapped around her from the back. The relief at having her breasts freed from their linen confines was first dampened by the gauntlet that found its way to her right breast, and then replaced with electric pleasure as the hand squeezed and massaged her bountiful chest.

Another hand gently stroked her stomach, sending butterflies fluttering through her as Typh gently rocked back onto her heels. Typh collapsed into Arilla’s arms. There, the dragon allowed her king to cradle her in a prolonged embrace while the taller woman’s rigid fingers explored Typh’s smaller body.

Arilla rolled Typh’s nipple between her thumb and forefinger while she supported the rest of the dragon’s breast with an open palm. Because of the armour’s involvement, everything was just that much harder, and it augmented every one of Arilla’s motions with a layer of subtle pain and thrilling, draconic greed. Typh was excited to discover that the magically warm metal added significantly to the sensation, and for contrast, Typh raised a hand of her own to her other breast where she mirrored Arilla’s actions with her well-manicured nails.

Typh’s attention was drawn southward. The gauntlet which had been tracing ashen lines on her soft stomach now trailed down past her mound, neatly bypassing her sex to grace her inner thighs. This was less than desirable, so Typh tried to buck against the hand caressing her sensitive skin, but she was held firm by Arilla’s frankly disgusting strength score. The king was strong—well-muscled too—and the dragon was helpless as she was held and teased in place.

Typh wanted more—needed more—but Arilla wanted to play with her, and in this moment, the king’s wants trumped the dragon’s needs. She could practically feel herself dripping as her body prepared itself. Her nipples stiffened beneath their abuse, and her breaths grew heavy and loud. The temperature in the room rose noticeably and it was abundantly clear who was the source. The temptation to use her magic to help satiate her lust rose, warring with her twinned desire to play Arilla’s game.

Typh quickly decided something small wouldn’t hurt.

Motes of golden light formed from her mana where there were no eyes to see them, and Typh enjoyed the indescribable sensation of finally being filled. Her rapid breathing slowed and her desperately thrusting hips regained a modicum of their decorum. With her will directing her arcane toy, she slowly moved the mass of spun light along the length of her vagina.

Her muscled walls stretched delectably around the arcane construction, squeezing down around her spell that elicited her heady moans and groans in increasing abundance. A lot of work had gone into perfecting her spell. Every ridge and undulation was tailor-made for her, and feeling it move within her depths while her lover stroked and pinched her skin was indescribable.

And then Arilla twisted her nipple. Hard.

“That wasn’t even slightly discreet,” the king growled, and Typh once again gasped as her pain melted into pleasure. Arilla’s throaty voice in the dragon’s ear sent shivers running down Typh’s spine. In that moment, she cursed the metal preventing her from touching Arilla, and she also praised it for directing all of the stimulation to her. “Release the spell, Typh,” her king warned, pulling harder on the erstwhile nub to reinforce her obvious disapproval.

“Fine,” Typh panted. She let the spell go and felt it disappear from inside of her. The loss of satisfaction was immediate, and to have her pleasure cut off so abruptly was arguably far worse than if it had never been there to begin with.

Typh groaned with frustration. She clenched her teeth and bit back the words she knew her lover wanted to hear. The armoured hand massaging her breast became unbearably pleasant again, and the metal-clad fingers stroking her thighs edged ever closer to her outer lips. She ached for more. Her need for a release grew, and their bedroom filled with the sounds of her heavy breathing and bitten-off moans while she writhed in her king’s unyielding embrace.

Ordinarily, when they played this game Arilla was easy to distract. Her sadistic will could be broken with fingers, kisses, and the creative use of intricate spellcraft. But clad in ashen steel and adamantine, her king was despairingly impossible to touch. Arilla’s lack of pleasure was a given. Her role in this was entirely one-sided, and there was nothing Typh could do to change that.

The selfless bastard.

Metal-clad fingers brushed the skin around Typh’s clit, and she strained to press herself firmly against them. All too soon the fingers retreated and Arilla laughed. Her voice was like honey in Typh’s ears, and a part of her was desperate to make the other woman laugh again. Arilla’s ashen helmet pressed against Typh’s cheek, and in that brief moment she couldn’t have imagined anything better.

The stench of the adamantine rose over everything else, and Typh had to concede that it was better than gold, silver, or sparkling jewels. She pressed her bare skin against it harder and imagined what it must be like to be so enveloped by something so valuable.

Typh groaned with euphoric delight as her imagination ran wild. She felt the heat between her legs grow. Her body leaked and her chest heaved, causing sparks of addictive pain whenever her nipple pulled against Arilla’s strong fingers. Then a hand left her thigh, and a hard slap on her ass brought her out of her reverie.

“Stop trying to sneak one out. You know what you have to do if you want to cum,” Arilla teased.

“I’m not going to beg,” Typh argued with a conviction she didn’t feel.

“You’ve begged before.”

“Shut up.”

Arilla laughed once again, and despite Typh’s frustrations, it still sounded perfect to her ears.

“Fine. I’ll be nice. Say: please,” Arilla offered.

Typh bit her lip in protest. She was unsure if she’d just negotiated a victory or just a lesser defeat, but as Arilla’s hands continued to tease and deny her, the difference between the two dwindled dramatically.

Typh needed the stimulation to be over . . . and she never wanted it to stop. She wanted to be touched far more and much less all at the same time. She was pulled between her desire for satisfaction and the enjoyment of yearning, knowing that her temporary suffering would only add to her eventual release. Her head was a messy mass of overlapping contradictions which were fuelled by how expertly Arilla was playing with her body. Resistance was futile for as long as the other woman’s hands caressed her skin.

Typh knew this and yet she refused to give in.

Rather than say ‘please,’ she moaned and groaned while her lover stroked intoxicating metal over every part of her that mattered. But Arilla’s touch was not nearly hard, firm, or frequent enough to grant Typh what she needed.

The dragon felt her promised orgasms build and collapse. One after another, they ventured close enough for her to see them, yet remained forever out of her reach, and for as long as she was held in Arilla’s agonisingly beautiful embrace, none of that was going to change. Typh withstood far more delight than she thought she was capable of, but far less than she’d hoped for.

When she cracked, it was not a triumphant moment. Her cheeks were flushed, and her legs were already trembling. The mess between her thighs could best be described as sodden, and her breaths were so deep that her breasts practically bounced atop her chest in response to her exertion.

“Please,” Typh mewled.

“Please what?” Arilla teased.

“Do I have to say it?”

“It’s just us here.”

It wasn’t a yes, but it might as well have been.

“Please make me cum,” Typh begged, feeling her cheeks burn with every uttered syllable.

“As my Lord Sovereign commands,” Arilla mocked.

It took several painfully long seconds for Arilla to actually follow through on her promise. When she was done watching Typh suffer, the king finally released the dragon’s breast—and more importantly her nipple—from its painfully tight restraint. Blood rushed to fill it, and the sudden change in temperature from the supernaturally warm metal to the cool morning air only added to the delightfully throbbing pain.

Her king’s gauntlet roamed south. Metal fingertips trailed over Typh’s ribcage and then stomach, sending electric jolts of pleasure through her oversensitive skin. Arilla’s hand’s stalled momentarily on Typh’s hips, where they squeezed, pressing the king’s hips against the softness of the dragon’s ass. She was held like that for a while, silently wishing for more, before Arilla finally resumed her hand’s journey and eventually reached her destination between Typh’s dripping legs.

She was more than ready, and when Arilla put that to the test with a metal-clad finger, Typh eagerly accepted the probing digit. The expensive alloy felt even hotter inside of her, and it was swiftly joined by a second armoured finger while Arilla’s other hand drew small circles around her clit. The surprising warmth and incomparable firmness immediately threatened to send Typh over the edge.

Everything was far better than she’d anticipated.

The much-delayed orgasm came storming to the forefront of her mind. Its magnitude had grown with every delectable motion and moment. When it finally arrived in full, Typh bent over at the waist with waves of intense pleasure rolling through her. She placed her own hands on top of Arilla’s and relied on the taller woman for support as she nearly went limp at the knees in her lover’s embrace. Slick sounds emanated from her sex while guttural moans escaped her mouth in ever-increasing volumes.

The thrusting fingers delved deeper and harder, heedless of the climax she’d already received. Typh didn’t know whether it was their curling motion, the other hand on her clit, or just the knowledge that adamantine of all things was inside of her, but her peak sustained itself for far longer than it had any right to. All the while, Typh screamed with toe-curling pleasure.

Several long moments passed and Arilla continued to hold her—still driving her hand into Typh’s spasming pussy. Arilla supported Typh’s weight with ease, thanks to the virtues of being a high-strength classer. Vowels spilled out from the dragon’s mouth as she tried to talk, but the perfect motions within her ruined her ability to speak. The anxiety of the day’s coming challenges fled her mind, and she instead fixated on those metal-clad digits. Arilla filled her completely and Typh’s internal walls were stretched to the height of ecstasy by her lover, who enthusiastically plumbed her vagina in search of new depths of effervescent pleasure.

Between the two of them, they had the stats to go on for hours, but eventually, the realities of their respective stations demanded that they bring things to a close. Reluctantly, the king withdrew from Typh’s body, and then sometime after that when the dragon felt confident enough to stand unassisted, she pried herself loose from her lover’s embrace.

Black handprints and smudges covered Typh’s bare body from knee to cheek and she wasn’t entirely sure how she felt about it. Indignant? Proud? The marks made it obvious to any who cared to look exactly what had just happened to her—what she had just enjoyed. Most of the marks would be covered up by the armour she was about to don, and the rest . . . the rest she probably should wash off, regrettable as that may be. While her bedroom habits stoked the imaginations of countless bards throughout Terythia, it was probably for the best not to give them anything concrete to go on.

The last thing a soldier wanted was for their general to be covered in the evidence of their most recent bout of lovemaking. It wasn’t the sort of thing that inspired confidence, or if it was, then she’d be furious that that information wasn’t more widely shared.

Typh sighed, casting a sidelong glance at Arilla, whose shrugs were hard to make out from beneath all that armour. Typh then made her way to their washbasin and cleaned the more obvious marks from her skin. She stared at her clean-ish reflection and had to admit that, legend or no legend, Arilla was still very much herself underneath all those layers of steel and guilt.

“Okay, let’s try that again,” Typh said, gesturing towards her own lighter aketon, and the heavily armoured dress she’d gotten from Vanje.

“Let’s,” Arilla replied, and Typh could practically hear the smirk in the other woman’s voice.

* * *

Several extremely thorough and very well-spent minutes later, Typh and Arilla emerged from their quarters and began their short descent through their stolen manor. At each doorway, members of their household staff—scribes and cleaners mostly—gathered to watch them pass. If it was any other day, Typh would have been mortified by the attention, but she knew that on this occasion it was not the sounds that had been leaking through her bedroom walls which had earned her their focus.

Typh could practically feel the magnitude of the moment grow with every step she took. Arilla’s legend was back tenfold, and it was as if the System was warning her that they stood at a precipice, one where Creation’s path would hurtle in one of two ways depending on their actions . . . If it really was a warning, then it was a poor one. It wasn’t at all clear if she was supposed to stay the course or try something new; considering the weight of responsibility on her shoulders, it was entirely possible the significance she felt existed entirely in her head.

Maybe it was best to ignore it.

Their personal guards sallied out of their improvised barracks to meet their respective lords in the lobby. Once the Dragonsguard and Kingsguard were suitably intermingled, Typh and Arilla departed the manor for the front steps, where their conquest had begun so many months ago. Back then, Typh had been wearing a very different dress, and her jewellery was more restrictive in nature. The men and women sharing the space with them had only offered stares filled with disgust and judgement. Now, the majority of people tracking her progress through the manor weren’t even human, and every single one of them was sworn to either her or Arilla.

There was a triumph in that. They had come to Helion begging for aid—even if the benefactors were every living soul on Astresia—and now she was about to finally lay claim to the indifferent city’s very last holdout.

Standing at the top of the steps, Typh surveyed the grounds where the pitched tents from the night before had given way to row upon row of combat classers. Veterans from Rhelea who could be distinguished by a gold stripe on their armour formed the bulk of her forces. Regardless of their species, she trusted that they wouldn’t break in the coming conflict. Nothing the Queen could possibly field could compare to a true Monster’s horrors, and the survivors from Rhelea had faced that and won. They were almost all bronze-ranked and had been with her from the very start, displaying a level of bravery and commitment that made Typh feel unworthy of their devotion.

The newer additions to her army were potentially just as mighty. Fresh nonhumans sent downriver from the Dragonspines, and human classers from across the continent, had all flocked to her banner. The newly subjugated noble lords simply hadn’t had the time to send their forces that weren’t already located within Helion, and so the number of volunteers drastically outweighed the conscripted. They couldn’t be trusted to withstand the same level of punishment as the veterans from Rhelea, yet that didn’t make their presence any less valued.

Staring at them, Typh felt something stir in her stomach. It could have been pride or just as easily a sense of awe.

Typh was painfully aware that she hadn’t been a particularly good leader. People had died because of her mistakes, and yet here so many people were. They were ready to march, kill, and die for her. Banners hailing over a dozen different noble lines and a dozen more clans and species all billowed in the morning’s breeze, but flying among them were more personalised standards that stood out starkly amidst all the finely embroidered canvas. Insignias of adventuring parties, wordy banners layered with Padian or Agrovian slang, and the placenames of the hamlets, towns, and villages they’d passed on the long journey from Rhelea to Helion were sewn into contrasting cloth and held up high, standing tall alongside the mightiest of Terythian dynasties.

Typh knew that in confiscated estates throughout the city she had almost conquered, the same scene was being played out again and again.

This was it, the final push.

Her heart swelled at seeing so many faces willing to follow her, and with her intelligence score and skill-enhanced sight, she instantly recognised so very many of them. She also remembered so very many who would forever be absent.

Arilla offered Typh her hand, and the dragon took it. She smoothly descended the last few steps to where a horse was brought to her. She had yet to learn anything about horseflesh beyond the fact that the best horses came from Thesia to the distant west. Immediately, she recognised that this mount wasn’t one of those. The beast was distinctly sturdy looking and matched Arilla’s Godsforsaken horse in terms of its height and apparent demeanour.

Typh reached for the reins, expecting the animal to flinch back, but she was surprised to see that the lumbering beast remained content to watch her impassively. The horse was either too stubborn or stupid to fear her draconic scent.

Which works out well enough, I suppose.

Arilla placed her helm on the horn of her horse’s saddle before copying Typh by climbing onto her mount’s back. Then their respective guards followed suit.

Typh got her horse moving forwards with some aggressive prods from her heels and looked up once more at the mass of troops arrayed before her. She hadn’t planned to say anything, but staring out at the men and women clad in glittering steel, and knowing that those who were about to die were going to die for her, how could she not?

The spell to project her voice came easily to her—she barely even had to skim her ancestral memories to find the most efficient formation. In accordance with her will, golden sigils manifested in mid-air around her mouth, projecting both her lips and her voice to the arrayed thousands.

“We are still here.

“We should have all died when Rhelea fell, or when we fought to take it back. System help me, we never should have been able to breach Helion’s walls in the first place. So many things had to go right, and so many of you had to be both brave and brilliant.

“Time and again, I have heard your voices sing as you rushed headlong into fights you couldn’t win. I’ve heard you sing your defiance, your rage, your stubborn refusal to lie down and accept your deaths, and it has left me in awe of you. This fight isn’t supposed to be like the ones before. We have every advantage, and we have the numbers, but you know what our luck is like . . .” Typh said with a smile, and a ripple of laughter spread through the assembled lines.

“I would tell you to be brave again. To be brilliant and fast so we may win this conflict—but I don’t think I need to. Today we march to the centre of this city, where we will take it for ourselves!

“In doing so, we will be carving out more than just a home for us all. Helion will be our fortress—our salvation against the coming dark. Within its walls, we will remain one nation, one people, and we will sing with one, unified voice. But our next song will not be of anger or rage, it will be a song of hope, a song of courage!

“It will be a song of victory that echoes out from our walls starting today. It will roll over the Dragonspines to the west, across the vast flatlands of Epheria, all the way to the heart of the old empire where the last Monster resides. This battle will be fought against mortal men, not titanic monsters, but do not forget that it is this fight that changes everything that follows. Our victory today will let the old powers of Creation know that we will not be dismissed. They may declare the Monster’s victory inevitable, tuck their tails, and run, but here in Helion we say no! Here in Helion we will fight!

“The Monster waiting in Pallas can plot and scheme all it wants, but we will not let it claim this continent! Not while we still live and breathe!

“Whether we like it or not, a violent storm is coming to our gates, and only together can we hope to endure it. Like all the nations of Astresia, we are not immune to the changing times. While elves will not burn our cities and enslave our people, beneath our feet pallid creatures that live in fear of the daylight—but fear the Monsters more—plan to take what we have and add us to their herds of chattel. Epherian spies seed our cities with discontent and poison, intent on adding even more Monsters to their ranks of the unholy, and our own King has been murdered by his Queen. A woman so intent on clinging to power that she’d rather let half the country burn than risk a compromise!

“So today I ask you to fight. I ask you to be as brave and as brilliant as I know you all can be. I won’t tell you to do a thing, because you all know the stakes. You know what our failure will bring and the horrors it will unleash on our world. So I ask you all, are you ready to fight? Are you ready to look your neighbour in the eye, and see past the trivialities of the flesh that separate us? Are you willing to add your voice to mine, and fight by my side with a song of victory on your lips?

“Because the time has finally come to knock down the Queen’s little wall, and when it falls and her pet abominations spill out, only together can we hope to turn them back and rise through the levels like true classers!

“We are still here, and together, we’re not going anywhere!” Typh finished, raising her hand intertwined with Arilla’s into the air.

There was a long pause while the crowd digested her words, and after what felt like an age, the cheers rapidly spread through the assembled masses until they were deafening. When Arilla leaned over from her saddle to kiss Typh on the lips, their cacophonous cries of approval only grew in intensity.

“Maybe I should have left the ash on,” Typh commented.

“Maybe you should have,” Arilla said with a smile.

“There’s always next time. Now come on, let’s go take ourselves a kingdom,” Typh said, and when Arilla laughed her approval, it sounded like sweet honey in her ears.






CHAPTER 40

THE TRAP

Even beneath the shadows cast by the slowly brewing storm, the palace was beautiful. The teal-coloured tiles on its sloping roofs, the tall spires reaching up into the sky, every stained-glass window, ivy-covered balcony, and wide, open terrace served to stoke the fires of draconic lust within Typh’s heart. She wanted to own it with more passion than she could adequately describe. Not just for its architectural aesthetics, but also for the storied weight the building possessed. It was the living, breathing heart of Terythia, and soon it would be hers.

On the far side of the earthen redoubts, past the pockmarked killing fields and fortified walls, the palace loomed defiantly. In between it and her, the bulk of Queen Constancia’s army stood, ready and waiting behind the palace’s well-warded and runically reinforced walls. Even though they were the lesser of Helion’s two fortifications, the wall was still an imposing sight. Typh’s gaze wandered over the helmed heads standing atop the battlements, and with her skill-empowered eyesight she saw more steel and iron ranks on display than she’d ever seen before.

The dragon in her that still remembered being hunted shivered at the sight. She had spent too much of her life dreading the arrival of iron-ranks with enchanted swords for her to ever feel truly comfortable seeing so many gathered in one place. Her personal Dragonsguard were no exception to this, and even their protection chafed her nerves. Arilla had managed to weasel around Typh’s instinctive dislike for armoured humans bearing magical swords, but her king was special, and she couldn’t see herself giving that kind of trust to anyone else.

While her enemies’ high levels and significant numbers set her on edge, they weren’t significant enough to make a difference. If Queen Glorious was to be believed—and on this, Typh certainly believed her—then the goblin monarch had brought well over fifty thousand soldiers to the fight. Even with their relatively low levels, they were perfectly capable of swarming over the palace’s walls by themselves. With the rest of the army Typh had assembled, there wasn’t a human force in all of Astresia that could stand against her.

Yet the certainty of her on-paper victory didn’t make her feel any better. Regardless of her nagging doubts, Typh was a sovereign, and soon she would be a queen too. She didn’t have the luxury of waiting, and her grand plans for the future demanded she act decisively.

“Bring it down,” Typh commanded, and the roar of cannonfire answered her.

Her people cheered as the first volleys flew. Her enemies screamed. One after another, the cannons surrounding the palace belched fire and lurched backwards amidst thick clouds of grey, sulphurous smoke. Siege crews with interesting new classes rushed to tend to their engines. There they cleaned, primed, and loaded the barrels, before turning them over to their assigned combat classer. Then, what was usually a high-bronze ranger fired the cumbersome weapon again to a devastating effect.

The virtue of having so many classers working together made itself clear with every percussive shot, as Typh’s cannons fired far faster and hit far harder than they should have been capable of. Everything from the skill-crafted blackpowder, to the glowing runes lining the cannon’s skill-forged barrels, served to increase the weapon’s destructive potential. There was an argument that the ranger adding their class skills to the blast was overkill, but Typh believed that overkill was precisely how much ‘kill’ she would need in the battles to come.

Each staggered boom added to the staccato roar of exploding powder that sent enchanted metal balls hurtling into the palace’s walls. The sky screamed with the sound of speeding metal, splitting air, and crashing stone. The space between the defenders’ walls and the besiegers’ earthworks filled itself with flying death as missiles from both sides raced from one fortification to the other.

While the majority of Typh’s classers couldn’t hope to match the firepower of the cannons, it didn’t stop them from trying. Archers fired bows, mages spells, and even warriors hurled weighted javelins at the Queen’s soldiers seeking shelter behind their wall. Predictably, those classers fired back, but the long months of gruelling siege warfare had whittled down the number of high-level rangers the Queen could field. Those few who were left were unable to penetrate the sheer quantity of overlapping barriers Typh’s mage crews put up around the cannons. And with her own high-level rangers firing back, there was little the Queen’s forces could do to stop the dragon’s cannons from destroying her walls.

The arcane barrier augmenting the palace’s defences failed partway through the first barrage, and the wall itself was breached during the second. Under the constant hail of hurtling missiles, the Queen’s defenders fought back as well as they could, but Typh’s cannons were a game-changer, and the results were horrifically one-sided.

Typh watched dispassionately as broken stone and men were flung from the battlements and cast down onto the ground below. With levels and healers on their side, many of the fallen managed to then climb back to their feet, but so far no one had come close to surviving a direct hit from the new siege engines.

As the palace’s walls quickly collapsed into rubble, the soldiers manning them withdrew. Rather than panic, they marched towards the relatively safe ground behind their failing fortifications and disappeared from Typh’s line of sight. She was tempted to fly into the air and do something about that, but the Queen’s rangers were still about, and Typh had no desire to test her armour’s durability so soon.

The dragon sat on her horse and waited for her moment to arrive. Messengers ran between her and her generals, relaying updates from both her archery teams and siege crews. The mages were also supposed to report in, but they had the worst discipline by far. Those who weren’t integrated into smaller units had an unfortunate tendency to get lost in the addictive euphoria of their ritual spells. If they hadn’t been performing so admirably, she would have sent inquiring messengers herself, but the barriers around her cannons were in no danger of breaking, and the occasional spell flung downrange always exploded spectacularly.

“It’s nearly time,” Typh announced as she watched another section of the enemies’ wall disintegrate beneath her cannon’s continued pummelling.

“There’s a strong argument that it’s well past time. Those holes in the walls are only getting larger, and blackpowder is expensive,” Arilla replied.

“Maybe you’re right. I’m just . . .”

“Hesitating?”

“Is that so wrong?” Typh asked.

“Yes. People are dying, Typh,” Arilla answered.

“Not our people,” the dragon refuted, gesturing to the vast sea of eager faces on their side of the earthworks. “We’re pretty much untouched, while Constancia’s walls crumble and her soldiers break.”

“And when we win, those broken soldiers become ours. Then we’ll have to repair those walls, heal our newly acquired wounded, and provide funerals and widows pensions for the slain,” Arilla said, and Typh winced as she involuntarily began to calculate the expense. “Call a charge. We’ll crush them and end this quickly.”

“It just doesn’t feel right.”

“It was never going to feel right.”

“You know what I mean.”

“I do . . . Constancia’s likely waiting until we’re committed before she springs whatever nightmare she’s got planned,” Arilla said. “But there’s nothing we can do about that besides holding back a reserve and reinforcing the flank facing the Stables.”

“It might not be enough,” Typh commented.

“It might not be,” her king agreed. “But do you have a better idea?”

“If Tamlin were here, he could—”

“He’s not here though. He’s down below, where you sent him. Safe from all the assassins that would seek to kill him and the horrors of this war. He has all the time he needs to focus on his craft while Arbor watches over him and he forges bonds with classers his own age . . .

“Most importantly, though, he’s safe from us,” Arilla finished.

“From us?” the dragon asked.

“We use him, Typh. He’s only a child, yet we’re using him all up. The mere fact that sending him off to fight in a dungeon was the lesser of the evils we had to choose from should say everything about how we’re raising him.”

“He’s only four years younger than you.”

“Maybe I’m getting all used up too,” Arilla said wistfully as she looked off to the side and frowned. “Call a charge, Typh. It’s past time.”

The dragon joined her lover in a frown. There was so much she wanted to say, but instead she just looked at her hands clutching her horse’s reins. Typh wasn’t sure if she was losing her nerve, or if it was just fatigue. She’d killed so many in the past few weeks that adding a few thousand lives to her tally would hardly make a difference. That thought alone both disgusted and calmed her.

I’m becoming a monster, if only a metaphorical one. How long until Erebus is lecturing me on morality?

She tried to summon the energy she’d possessed when she had given her speech, yet Typh found nothing but ashes as she looked ahead at the slaughter she’d created. A section of the wall beyond collapsed as cannonfire blasted holes the size of wagons clean through the warded stone. Dozens died instantly, dozens more died slowly, and for what? A free Terythia? So Typh could sit on the throne before the Monsters came and tore it all to shreds?

She tried to be less maudlin. Typh had plans, some more viable than others, yet she could keep Terythia safe. But only if she ruled. The cannons continued to roar, adding their alchemical voice to the sound of natural thunder as the storm clouds above them finally broke. Rain fell and lightning flashed.

She sighed.

Arilla’s right. It’s past time.

The spell came easily as Typh shaped the mana around her mouth. Golden runes manifested in front of her face, and a projection of her painted lips once again appeared high in the sky for all to see. The dragon raised her borrowed sword above her head, despite knowing how few people would actually see it, and when she uttered the word “charge,” nearly a hundred thousand souls—the vast majority of whom were small and green—roared their vicious approval and obeyed.

The cannonfire finally fell silent, allowing the thunderclouds to take up their crashing song. The ground trembled beneath her army’s racing feet, and unwilling to lead from the rear, Typh urged her mount into a sprint. Arilla’s horse matched Typh’s speed, and together they raced forwards at the head of their bellowing horde.

The quantity of missiles filling the air had thinned dramatically with their army’s charge, but not nearly enough to prevent casualties. Typh had the power to change that—so she did.

With a massive expenditure of mana, the dragon conjured a proportionally sizable ring of golden force into existence. Hovering a foot or so above the ground and staying several feet ahead of her leading ranks, the ring-shaped barrier contracted down around the palace, racing ahead of her soldiers whilst protecting them from harm.

It was a simple bit of magic, but the scale of the spell caused Typh to falter in her saddle. The dragon’s head swam as she struggled beneath the strain, which was only made possible by her immense intelligence score and complementary skills. She could practically feel the System working with her as it added to her innate power. It took the runes she fed it, as well as her unwavering intent, and helped her twist Creation to make her class skill’s vision a reality.

Enhanced arrows and spellfire rained down on her army, from both the enemy classers remaining on the walls and those beyond who arced their attacks over the fragmented fortifications. Typh felt every strike that fell on her barrier, and given the epic size of her spell, the onslaught was relentless. She was stretched beyond what she could sustain, but she only needed to hold the spell until her forces closed with the enemy. With the mana she had stored in her armoured dress, she was in no danger of running out before that moment finally arrived.

But that didn’t mean it didn’t hurt. Typh gritted her teeth through the stabbing pain and wiped the blood streaming from her nose away with the back of her hand. Her army moved forwards without hesitation, their morale buoyed by their lack of casualties in the face of their enemy’s onslaught.

[Conqueror’s Abjurations] showed its value, and rose in level several times during the charge. It significantly reduced the mana cost of protecting her entire army, whilst simultaneously reinforcing her spell’s efficacy. Crucially, it allowed her overtaxed mind to fight back and discharge retaliatory strikes at the defenders on the walls. Her counterattacks weren’t particularly powerful. Each one had a base damage of about 13 percent of the original attack, but the quantity of strikes she sent soaring back at the stragglers on the battlements exactly matched the total of what her protective spell had received. With [Conqueror’s Empowerment] and [Conqueror’s Guidance] aiding her arcane retaliation, Typh’s attacks curved through the air as many times as needed in order to strike true. Then, these initially ‘weak’ attacks hit with the power of the dragon’s skill-boosted intellect and carried a draconic payload that went on to blanket her targets in brilliant dragonfire.

The subsequent kill notifications and skill-ups were easy to ignore. The two extra lines declaring that her victims were tainted, was not.

The walls were alight with golden flames as Typh’s army raced past. Burning men and molten metal rained down from the fortifications while the bulk of her army funnelled through the many gaps in the walls. One by one, Typh drained the mana-imbued scales of her dress dry to maintain her spells. She focused her remaining attention on staying in the saddle, putting her faith in her high-level horse to keep its footing over the uneven terrain that had until very recently been a fortified wall.

They raced up the steep slope where loose stones slid under their horse’s hooves. Rain fell onto her face and hissed loudly against the roar of the nearby flames. Arilla’s horse galloped by her side and seemed almost eager to enter the fray, while Moody’s master sat stoically silent in her saddle with streams of black billowing behind her. Their respective guards rode just as hard as their masters. They crowded the space around the two rulers, and together they all squeezed through the breach in the enemy’s fortifications.

The golden glow from the fires and her spells lit up the day far better than the sun. They crested the artificial hill made from rubble and the dead, and there on the other side of her barrier spell, in the shadows cast by the burning walls, stood Queen Constancia’s army.

There was the unsteady ground to cover before they descended the hill, as well as a short stretch of muddy earth maybe twenty feet wide at the most, and then unending violence until victory.

The Queen’s ten thousand souls stood arranged in neat ranks, facing each breach. If there hadn’t been so many gaps for them to cover, they might have looked more fearsome. Instead, their need to defend the palace on all sides forced the enemy to stretch themselves painfully thin. While the same was technically true for Typh’s forces, she had the weight of numbers on her side.

Blasts of arcane fire and glowing force ripped through several of Typh’s barriers, and the dragon cried out as searing feedback lanced through her mind. She tried to reform the spells to cut short the arcs of devastation scything through her front ranks, but the hostile spells kept coming from the ritual circles arranged behind the enemy army.

Typh’s soldiers didn’t falter. The whoops and roars grew louder as they crested the hill and saw their enemy. Her classers put on a burst of speed; horses sprinted, infantry ran, and a tide of green flesh surged forwards. The goblins crossed the gap between the two armies in remarkable time and closed with the enemy far faster than Typh had imagined they ever could.

Warbling cries of triumph filled the sky even as the sound of thunder rumbled above.

Typh dropped her defensive barriers before the goblins could run into them, then started casting fiery bolts of her own to target the spellcasters hiding behind the battle lines. Arilla held her sword outstretched like a lance and suddenly her cantankerous horse moved even faster. She started pulling away from Typh and her Kingsguard followed suit, driving their horses downhill into the enemy’s ranks. Typh pushed mana into her horse so that it could keep up, and her Dragonsguard formed up around her with their lances lowered and their shields raised over their hearts.

First on Arilla’s lips, and then echoed on countless others, a cry rang out:

“For Terythia! For our freedom! For our children!”

Still, something didn’t feel quite right, and it wasn’t just her lover’s offhand remark about procreation. Everything was moving so fast, Typh could barely keep up.

Fortunately, she could think very quickly when she needed to.

Typh leaned into her intelligence score, and for her, time appeared to slow down. The sky’s tempestuous cracks and rumbles fell silent. The thundering hoofbeats and bloodthirsty cries paused. A single bolt of lightning slowly streaked down to strike at Helion in the distance, and she could feel her heart moving between beats. Typh’s mind raced to process a static world of vivid sensation with only the sound of her own thoughts to keep her company.

She studied everything around her with [Sovereign’s Perception]. Typh pushed her mana through her skill and rushed headlong into that almost meditative state where her skill’s range dramatically ballooned outwards. For almost six hundred feet in every direction, Typh saw, tasted, and felt everything. From the glowing ball of golden fire slowly rotating above her open palm, to the vicious snarl on Arilla’s face as she locked eyes with her enemy.

Typh saw it all.

She tasted the steel in the air along with the metallic tang of spilt blood. She witnessed countless goblins gleefully dance between the legs of their foes, carving deep furrows through the backs of unprotected knees and groins. There were ratlings in fullplate marching behind a beserking rat ogre, an earth sprite effortlessly gliding down the sloping scree, a group of satyrs bellowing complex melodies alongside classed bards, and nonhumans and humans alike sharing their final moments before their personal war truly began.

They were nice little reminders of all the things that were going right, but they were not what she was looking for.

Typh looked past her onrushing army and towards her enemy. She observed numerous errors in their ritual circles beyond the fray. Along the edges of her enemy elite’s gear, she saw poorly cut and misshapen runes aplenty. Through the cracks in the palace’s wards, she watched the Queen retreat down a grand hall as her adventurers fell covering her retreat. The Alchemic Knights were butchering a path through the men and women who were supposed to be on their side. Typh focused in on their expressions and was unsurprised to see dark, empty pits where their eyes were supposed to be.

They were tainted.

A disquiet settled over Typh as she realised the tainted knights had finally turned on their master. She looked again at the army facing her and noted that despite the deep lines her goblins had carved through flesh, too many of the injured had yet to fall. Despite the obvious disparity in their armies’ sizes, the defenders’ anaemic line had yet to even waver, let alone break. She looked again at their eyes and realised that they were black—not the hungry pits that consumed light, but a natural shade that was unnatural in its frequency.

Her focus rushed through the crowd as fast as she could, and everywhere she looked she saw the same thing. Thousands of pairs of black eyes amidst a people usually so varied in complexion, eye colour, and hair. Did the veins beneath their skin look a shade darker than they should be? Was there a shadow of something unnatural coiling in their spilt blood?

Typh didn’t know. She didn’t know how it was possible for the Queen’s alchemists to have dosed so many people, and in that chasm of her understanding, fear blossomed.

And then time sped up. The thunder of hoofbeats filled her ears, Arilla’s bloodthirsty cry echoed out, and in the distance came the sound of a lightning bolt finally hitting the ground. Typh’s heart raced with exhilarating adrenaline, and when the spell in her hand was fully formed, she faltered—unsure of where to cast it.

Her horse barrelled into the enemy’s ranks and she managed to overcome her hesitation. Her sword swung down to take life after life while her spell left her palm and reaped several more. The System’s sincere thanks pinged against her vision, and all around her, her guards hacked and slashed at all of those who dared to approach.

The rest of her army arrived mere moments later with the crash of steel and the wet crunch of pulping flesh. Their enemy didn’t buckle, and so the two forces were finally committed. This was when Arilla had predicted the Queen’s trap would finally spring, but Typh knew that Queen Constancia was currently fleeing through the halls of her palace.

Unfortunately, the trap still sprung.

It started as a low hum, and the addition of vocals did very little to calm Typh’s nerves. The battle still raged without reprieve, forcing Typh to give her spellcraft her all. She protected her soldiers by deflecting hostile spells into the sky and struck down those champions who rose up to challenge her forces’ cohesion. Arilla and countless others hewed through the enemy ranks with swords and lances, yet none of that stopped the people they killed from singing.

It was unmistakably Eliza’s words on their lips. The melody had twisted since Typh had heard it last. The song was darker now, more ominous and grim with deeper bassy notes and fewer orchestral highs, but it was still the same damned song the apostate bard had played when she’d helped them take back Rhelea. Only now, instead of the out-of-tune singing of enthusiastic, undertrained warriors, the bard’s words were sung in flawless pitch and harmony by each and every one of the soldiers facing her.

They moved as if they were going through the steps in a dance. Flowing from one motion to the next with their nearest neighbours complementing their strikes and covering their vulnerabilities. They surged forwards with bloody violence when the song rose, and Typh’s army faltered when it fell. The dragon’s sword hacked through a man’s neck, and his head tumbled to the ground still mouthing the cursed words.

Typh felt the pull of the song latch onto her, and it was a struggle to shake it off. She could feel it trying to slow her down and confound her thoughts. Her spellcasting grew noticeably more difficult, and if the effects were muted on her, she knew they’d be far more pronounced elsewhere. The enemy, who had been reeling since receiving her charge, solidified their lines and took a single step forwards. The goblins who’d been weaving about underfoot slowed just enough to start taking blades to the chest.

Typh’s forces fell back a step, even as their reinforcements continued to crest the rocky hill, while their enemies rose resurgent and stepped over their dead. If that was the end of how fucked she was, Typh would have been grateful.

The black irises in her enemy’s eyes grew, swallowing up the sclera and then sucking in the nearby light. Black veins grew more prominent on their skin and they became noticeably stronger, pushing back the earth sprites and rat ogres that had overpowered them mere moments before. Within her own lines, Typh saw soldiers fall to the ground, clutching their stomachs and spewing black onto the gore-slicked ground; behind her in the city, Eliza’s song rose from the rooftops as black smoke started to spread.

Typh didn’t know how any of this was possible, but the Monster’s contamination had spread far wider than she’d ever feared.

Tainted spawns burst through the walls of the Alchemic Stables and plunged into the western flank. Giant, centipede-like chitinous monstrosities with power beyond low-steel tore through nearby soldiers even as her irons rushed to intercept. Her lines trembled when the classers sworn to her suffered heavy casualties in a matter of seconds, but the System must have been listening to her silent pleas, for they held.

System help them, they held.

Typh lunged forwards, abandoning her horse as she flung herself into the centre of the enemy’s lines. Before a half-dozen swords could cleave into her, she shifted into her draconic body, scattering the expensive scales of her titanium and gold dress aside. With [Conqueror’s Reservoir] pulsing in her chest, they didn’t go far, and as the cold clarity of her dragon’s brain washed over, those metallic scales imbued with an army’s worth of mana floated up from the ground to circle her head.

Instead of reacting with fear to the change, the ever-singing enemy raised their swords in challenge and rushed forwards to slay her. With the might of her bulk, twinned with her spellfire and fiery breath, she stopped them.

Eliza’s soldiers sang even as they burned.

Arilla leapt onto her back, and with a flap of her wings, Typh flew towards the tainted spawn.

All ten of them.






CHAPTER 41

THE SONG

To the sound of Helion singing its own demise, Typh raced towards her likely end.

The tainted spawn who’d burst through the walls of the Stables had already begun tearing their way through her army’s western flank. If they weren’t reinforced soon, she knew her entire army would collapse before the dust had even settled.

Heedless to the obvious danger, her army’s reserves were already on their way. Over a thousand classers whooped and hollered as they sprinted over uneven terrain in their rush to reinforce the ailing flank. Typh wasn’t sure who’d given the order, though she couldn’t fault the logic. Her only fear was that, given the ease in which the spawn were butchering Typh’s people, the heavily armoured ratlings and adventurers hurrying to engage were unlikely to turn the tide of battle.

Typh could. But it wasn’t exactly a fight she was excited to join.

The ten steel-rank threats all outlevelled her, and Arilla’s reassuring presence on her back didn’t change that bitter truth. It rankled Typh’s draconic pride to admit it, but she had struggled with just ten Alchemic Knights only a few months ago. Now that they had been pumped full of a Monster’s taint until their forms had twisted and warped, she couldn’t imagine that she’d find their attacks easier to bear.

Despite the inelegance of their chimeric, squid-centipede-crab-like forms, pound for pound they outmassed her. Fights like that had never gone well for Typh before.

The sovereign dragon flew fast and low over the battlefield, relying on spellcraft to augment her already considerable speed. The sky cracked in time with her wingbeats while bolts of lightning fell from the storm clouds above.

Typh followed the battle lines for as long as she could, and while she flew, she pushed mana through her skills. [Sovereign’s Breath] pulsed in her chest, and she breathed out a deadly blanket of golden dragonfire that swallowed the changing ranks of the enemy below. With the taint and the song empowering their every move, far too many of those twisted souls survived her onslaught, so all Typh could do was trust her army could handle the tainted soldiers she left behind in her ashen wake.

The heat from her flames cooked their lungs and charred their flesh, yet no amount of damage short of death seemed to be enough to stop the song from escaping their lips. With Eliza’s magic pulling on their strings, the tainted soldiers sang with perfect pitch and in perfect harmony. Each enemy soldier moved their weapon in time with their neighbour’s, never once foiling their movement or getting in the way. Instead, Eliza’s entire army moved like they were following the steps in a choreographed dance of harmonised violence.

The battle followed the ebbs and flows of their master’s chaotic song to a tee.

It would have been beautiful to watch . . . if it hadn’t been killing so many of Typh’s people. Instead, she embraced the cold clarity of her draconic brain and did the best she could to offset its deadly effects. Namely by burning the singing soldiers alive.

Typh was able to resist the effects of the song’s pull, but too many of her soldiers weren’t as fortunate. Wherever mental stats were low, she saw classers sworn to her cause falter—and more often than not, die. Amongst them all, her humans were the worst affected; with their highly focused classes it wasn’t unusual for a warrior to have flat zeroes in their mental stats, and without the System’s aid they were practically helpless before Eliza’s influence.

En masse, they all but stepped into blows they could have easily blocked, and then simply died with barely even a whimper. It was so abhorrent to watch that Typh didn’t have the words to express her disgust. Fortunately, her nonhuman troops were luckier. They were predominantly dual-classed, and given the more balanced nature of their species classes, they were far less likely to possess neglected mental stats like their human contemporaries.

Typh was helpless to stop it. A mind mage like Erebus could probably have saved them all, but Typh had never felt the need to learn those kinds of spells—not until now.

[Sovereign’s Perception] kept nothing from her, so Typh was forced to witness the song’s effects in full. As she flew above the everchanging battlelines she saw countless killing blows from her forces slow mid-swing into something that could then be parried or blocked. And on the return, she saw her soldiers’ dodges and counters fail when their tainted foes surged forwards in time with Eliza’s malignant song. If that was the end of it, then the crisis would have been manageable, since Typh’s army still had numbers on their side. But ultimately, it was what the song was doing to change the tainted soldiers that was the real issue.

The song made them stronger, and the taint circulating within their bodies made them stronger still. As they continued to kill Typh’s soldiers and mouth the song’s morbid words, instead of reaping experience for their classes and skill levels, the taint inside of them feasted. Its aberrant effects grew thicker and more pronounced; tentacles, teeth, and eyes sprouted haphazardly along their bodies, along with tangled clumps of hair and chitinous flesh. Charred skin sloughed away to reveal inky black cords of naked muscle that writhed in open defiance of human constraints. Where goblin knives carved into flesh, fanged tentacles spilt out of the wounds and ensnared the little green creatures before they could retreat. Limbs pulped by earth sprites’ strikes grew back in seconds—now covered in chitin—and up and down the battlelines tags morphed above the tainted soldiers’ heads to reveal a growing army of tainted spawn.

It was all happening far too fast. Years of exposure to the Monsters’ foul taint had somehow been condensed down to mere hours, maybe even minutes. And on her side of the lines, the same very scene played out again and again where her own soldiers succumbed to the Monster’s contaminating influence. Typh didn’t know whether to blame the Queen’s alchemy or Eliza, but either way, it was a daunting problem she didn’t know how to solve. Her only saving graces were that the transformation took time, and the numbers changing on her side remained small.

Typh’s [Sovereign’s Breath] had failed to kill all of those within its trailing path. It had, however, killed enough to make the enemy’s formation falter, and her soldiers happily did the rest. In her wake of hot ash and clinging flames, the enemy’s ranks disintegrated and Typh’s soldiers pushed through triumphant. They hacked apart chitin and steel, spilling blood and ichor aplenty through the sheer weight of their superior numbers. While a pewter-rank spawn could match the strength of a bronze-ranked warrior, the few left behind in her wake couldn’t hope to stand before the unrelenting tide of soldiers Typh had unleashed.

Elsewhere, where she had not passed overhead . . . there was only chaos.

The enemy continued to violently morph. Flesh exploded outwards as tainted soldiers took on more monstrous forms, and her valiant soldiers’ best efforts were blunted by the horrors emerging from within their own ranks. She could tell her army’s morale was dropping like a stone, for while they weren’t losing—yet—the twinned sound of both the song and fearful screams echoing from the distant city were only making matters worse. Every indication suggested that in those occupied streets, the same scene was playing again and again, only with terrified citizens rather than armed soldiers to put down the Queen’s taint-spawned horrors.

Arcs of black-tinged spellfire, skill-empowered arrows, and even the occasional longspear raced up from the churned-up ground to strike at Typh. Given her massive bulk and predictable path, few of these attacks missed. She had the mana—both in her internal reserves and stored within the metallic scales orbiting her head—to ward off these attacks, but the drain was perilous. It was exactly the last thing she wanted to waste her mana on in her final moments before closing with the tainted spawn in front of her.

The ten steel-ranked abominations towered above the soldiers they fought. Between their gargantuan size and the power in each one of their bladed limbs, they killed with a horrifying ease. Typh watched as the press of bodies splintered around the giant spawn until several parties of iron-ranks rushed forwards to meet the steel-ranks’ unabated charge.

Rhelean adventurers called out battle plans and channelled spells, and their voices rose high above the din of the song, the storm, and the battle’s ongoing carnage. The two forces closed, and for a moment Typh was completely awestruck by the practised near-perfection each adventuring team was capable of. They were brilliant and brave . . . yet steel was still harder than iron, and so adventurers died.

Their sacrifice wasn’t in vain. With rune-etched swords and staffs, the adventurers had halted the spawns’ frenzied charges—even managing to push them back a few steps when lower-ranked soldiers found their nerve and rushed to their aid.

Typh hoped that her presence would tip that precarious balance in her forces’ favour, but her hopes fell far short of the certainty she preferred in life-or-death battles.

Unfortunately, she didn’t have any better choices.

“Are you ready?” Arilla asked.

“No,” Typh replied, and despite the volume of her draconic voice, it was almost lost between her wingbeats, the echoing crack of thunder, and the constant barrage of hostile spells washing over her arcane defences.

“Me neither,” Arilla agreed. “But that’s never stopped us before, has it?”

“I guess not,” Typh rumbled. “Just, if this gets as bad as I think it will . . . don’t you dare break my sword. It’s a loaner, remember?”

Arilla laughed.

“I love you too, Typh.”

The Ashen King continued to cackle as she raised her heavy sword, and despite herself, Typh pulled back her lips into a feral grin and followed suit—albeit with a spell instead of a blade. There was a note of something fragile, perhaps hysterical, in both of their voices, but there was no time for introspection. Not when they had such powerful enemies to kill.

Typh drained as much mana as she could handle from the floating remnants of her dress and watched the pieces fall out of the sky one by one. She used their levied mana to reinforce the protective spells clinging to them both. Then, with laughter in her throat and fire in her lungs, she flapped her wings once more and crashed headfirst into the mass of tainted spawn.

The impact was enough to knock the massive creatures off-balance and cause them to tumble into one another. Thick, chitinous plates smashed into her face, ground against her horns, and when Typh bit down she only felt her fangs scrape ineffectually against carapace. Countless bladed limbs skittered off of her arcane defences, and many more tentacles tried to wrap around her.

Her spellwork failed in places, and there, monstrous fangs pressed against her scales until they inevitably plunged into her draconic flesh, but for the most part, her defensive spells held and they all rolled together head over tail.

[Conqueror’s Abjurations] worked hard to resist the chaos inherent to the tainted spawn’s attacks. Their mere presence acted to weaken her skills and drive wedges between her and the System’s limitless power. She fought against them as best she could, leaning into her classes and following the instincts they provided, and while it gave her a ferocity she desperately needed, it was still far from enough.

Typh lashed out at the attacking spawn with both her claws and spellfire while Arilla danced along the length of her back. Her king struck hard and fast with her zweihander, never staying in one place long enough to actually receive a retaliatory blow. The attacks that hit Typh’s defences were reflected back at the spawn, filling the air with even more spellfire as [Conqueror’s Abjurations] earned its keep.

Everywhere there was space, adventurers pounced. They fell on the writhing tangle of draconic and tainted limbs and laid into the latter with their own spells and runic weapons. Typh felt more than a few strikes land on her in error, but between everything else that was going on, she couldn’t bring herself to care.

Her health dropped steadily, and her mana faster still. She cast massive lances of heat and light that speared into the spawn surrounding her, while ghostly green waves of stabbing pain pummelled against both her physical and conjured scales. They roared notes of music at her, and she roared both her fury and dragonfire right back at them.

On and on it went. Typh lost track of time as her world narrowed down to the next section of inky-black flesh to come before her eyes and fall between her teeth.

She pushed her rarely used stamina through her veins and infused far more mana than was sensible into her muscles. Her limbs burned with power, the flesh beneath her scales lit up with pain, and her enemies’ ichor blossomed around her claws. Dragonfire consumed everything, the active effects of her skill eating into the three separate resource pools of her foes while their war of attrition dragged on through the minutes.

It was all so very loud.

Blood and ichor streamed across her face, and more of her scales were stained with crimson or split by rents than weren’t. Her entire body throbbed with manaburn, but she didn’t let up—couldn’t—for it was only the massive amounts of mana levied from her subjects that enabled her to punch so far beyond her weight class.

Every one of her skills acted in concert to keep her going, while elsewhere the battle was still being fought. She caught glimpses of Arilla and the other adventurers in the fray, but Typh had no idea of how many of them remained, nor how well they were doing. Often she would watch them die, and each time she felt her heart seize until she could identify the broken bits of a person as belonging to someone other than Arilla. Then she fought on with an even greater intensity, determined to end the fight before that realisation was proven false.

Despite it all, Typh still didn’t know if she was winning. Beneath the weight of their bodies and the rising ocean of pain threatening to swallow her, it was hard to imagine that she was. But she could feel her two classes united in purpose, and their demands that she fight and kill the tainted allowed her to push through harder than ever before.

The oppressive stink of ichor filled her nose and mouth, while the crushing press threatened to bury her beneath their might. Liquid taint flowed freely down the back of her throat, so she seared it away with incandescent fire, only to bite again and fill her mouth with more of the same.

And then the wounds she’d just caused practically healed before her eyes.

Yet she still fought.

It was probably an unwinnable fight. Hope and determination could only carry you so far, and she’d allowed herself to grow complacent. Typh hadn’t dared to think that Monsters could be so involved in the war for Helion, and now she was probably going to die because she hadn’t prepared enough. Her body went through the motions while she mentally ran through her options. Typh knew how Creation worked, and frankly she wasn’t insane enough to will her way to a victory. She didn’t have a story worth a damn. She had no master plan, nor any aces up her sleeves—just far more mana than a dragon her rank had any right to possess.

Idly, she wondered if detonating it all might save her.

It might—

A pressure wave hit her and the sound of exploding powder boomed through the air seconds later. One of the spawn crawling atop her was simply gone, and in its place, was an opening in her awareness where she could look up at the newly revealed sky above. Lightning forked down to the ground in the distance, and scattered chunks of chitin and still-twitching tentacles joined the rain coming down from the sky. The song was still being sung by the remnants of the tainted army and its words echoed out from the city beyond the battlefield. But in the middle ground—beyond her still-fighting army—a row of seven cannons lay atop a ruined section of the palace’s inner walls.

And they were pointed right at her.

System bless them, for Typh had never seen a more beautiful sight. Smoke trailed from the leftmost cannon’s barrel, and she saw a stern-faced ranger move to the next one. He placed his hand on the barrel, causing it to shine a supernatural red, and then a tainted spawn filled the void above her. The sky was blocked, and [Sovereign’s Perception] couldn’t penetrate the heavy mass of chitinous flesh on top of her. Typh’s awareness was once again limited to stabbing limbs and biting tentacles, but now she had hope and a plan.

The dragon pulled her mana out of her limbs and into her scales. She hardened her defences and waited, anticipating what came next. It was an agonising wait that lasted for either several seconds or several years.

Another pressure wave tore two spawn apart while they crawled over her, though the residual force sent her into a daze. A heartbeat later there was a third, and then a fourth shot as the ‘unstoppable steels’ exploded into gory chunks around her. The ground erupted into geysers of displaced soil and gore while the tainted spawn reared up to try and understand this new threat.

The ranger didn’t give them time—and making themselves larger targets was precisely the wrong move.

The gun crews reloaded quickly, putting their class skills to the test as the iron-rank ranger raced between barrels, imbuing them with red light and then firing them one after another. The cacophonous booms didn’t even provide a warning, the sound arriving seconds after the deadly missiles, but Typh was grateful for their noise all the same. She quickly conjured as many defensive barriers between her and the cannons as she could, and the remaining adventurers broke off from the spawn to shelter behind her bulk.

The rapid-fire booms continued as Creation exploded around them. Heavy balls of enchanted metal ripped through the air at ridiculous speeds, pulping flesh regardless of rank until they gouged great lines in the dirt. Waves of pressure from the impacts burst the eardrums of human and dragon alike, quickly sending anyone standing back down to the ground.

The tainted spawn were large targets, and with a classer’s aim and how bunched together they were, it was a one-sided slaughter. The ranger’s assault wasn’t perfect, and Typh took glancing blows and ricochets that cracked her scales and bruised her bones. But after the cannonballs had spent the bulk of their momentum on the spawn, what little was left over could just about be managed.

The barrage lasted for a long time, far longer than Typh would have liked. She assumed the gun crews must have levelled significantly since the start of the assault to manage such speeds. When it was finally over, Typh lumbered to her feet with a wince and took stock of what she could see.

A pitted crater splashed with gore and shattered chitin was all that was left of the tainted spawn. Beyond that, her army was still fighting Eliza’s forces . . . and in the distance, Helion burned. Plumes of smoke rose into the air along with the words of the unfaltering song, and the light from the fires was reflected off the clouds and gave the entire scene a warm, orange glow.

Typh grimaced as she put weight on a leg that was clearly broken, but she was comforted that [Sovereign’s Body] was already mending the hairline fractures running through her skeleton. While [Sovereign’s Perception] let her hear the sounds that entered her little bubble of awareness, her ears—like many of the humans around her—were a gory mess. The sensation of the tissues shifting as they regrew and reattached was as unpleasant as ever.

There was the temptation to say that it was over, to call the battle won, but as Typh looked over at Arilla, who still held her ichor-splattered sword in one hand, the dragon knew they weren’t so lucky. Their moment of reprieve felt like a pause, not an ending.

It wouldn’t end until the bard was dead and Typh knew that for a fact.

She looked at the dead littering the open field between the palace and the earthworks and wondered how much of that mana had gone on to empower Eliza. So much had changed with the bard so very quickly, and the full extent of those changes were hard for Typh to comprehend. She wanted to blame everything that was going wrong on the Queen. It wasn’t exactly a secret that Constancia had been experimenting with tainting her Alchemic Knights, but her efforts were supposed to be small in scale . . . not grand like this.

How did she even get so much Monster blood anyway? I’d have noticed if it were shipped in from Epheria, and they’ve used far too much for it to have all come from Rhelea.

It grated on Typh that she’d underestimated the Queen’s for the second time, but it infuriated her that she hadn’t seen Eliza’s involvement in this at all. While cannonfire had erased the bard’s song nearby, it still echoed out in the distance from the city’s sloping rooftops. It was both further proof of Eliza’s control and a warning that Typh needed to finish things up quickly so that her troops could go about restoring peace to Helion’s streets.

Is this my fault for not doing more to hunt her down? Could I have prevented this? I just don’t understand how she escalated from massacring the Experience Merchants to this. Only Monsters can control the tainted, and yet she’s clearly doing just that. What is her next card to play and how do I stop her?

Has Eliza become a Monster? Since when is that even possible?

Typh took a calming breath and released it as a low sigh. The dragon shook her head. Right now, the specifics of Eliza’s fall didn’t matter. Those answers could wait for when the battle was over and the storm had cleared. Eliza was controlling the tainted, which meant there was only one option left to Typh.

She had to kill Eliza.

Healing magic washed over her from the adventurers she’d sheltered, and then buffing spells improving her strength, agility, and vitality followed soon after that. She looked down at the iron ranks left standing—even if most were currently sitting on their arses—and saw that the two dozen or so were battered and bruised, but far from out. In the middle ground, more cannons were being hauled up onto the fragmented walls by rat ogres, earth sprites, and particularly burly warriors, and those already there were being carefully aimed and fired into the back ranks of the lesser tainted spawn Typh’s army still faced.

Again, the introduction of cannons resulted in a one-sided slaughter.

The adventurers watching cheered, and as it became clear the battle was almost won, so too did the classers on the walls, and even the frontline fighters who’d witnessed their foes explode into gory puddles.

As the sounds of celebration overcame those of resistance, Typh and Arilla shared a concerned look.

“If you have mana and stamina potions, now would be the time to take them,” Arilla warned, turning to face the iron ranks around them. “Typh, we should reform battle lines.”

“Facing the palace or the Stables?” the dragon asked.

“I—”

The ground trembled, and Typh’s attention immediately snapped to the massive complex adjacent to the palace. Her awareness bloomed through [Sovereign’s Perception], easily penetrating the warded stone through the openings created when the tainted spawn had destroyed the exterior walls.

Typh recoiled. Arcane runes sprung into being around her throat, and above her, a projection of her draconic mouth spread high in the air.

“Everyone below iron needs to fall back to the city immediately! Gun crews, aim your cannons at the Stables, and any healers with enough mana left to heal need to prepare for massive casualties!” Typh declared.

The celebratory mood gave way to confused murmurs. Then the ground trembled again, and the roof of the Stables exploded outwards. The walls of the massive complex abruptly collapsed in a cascade of falling stone and Typh stumbled as the earth quaked. The confused murmurs erupted into panicked screams, and the unfailing bravery of Typh’s army faltered as everyone present read the tag that hovered above a red-scaled back.




[Dragon ???]






CHAPTER 42

THE FALL

“Fuck me sideways and call me a goblin,” Myorik muttered between gasping breaths.

An almost reverent chorus of “fucks” and “fuck me”s were uttered in agreement as the tired sounds of adventurers recovering quickly shifted to silence and awe. Together, the surviving classers all stared up at the newest arrival to join the battlefield.

Arilla swallowed down her rising fear.

How in the depths are we supposed to kill a dragon so damned large?

Elsewhere, saner soldiers fled in terror—no doubt telling themselves that they were merely following Typh’s order to retreat. But here, in their little pockmarked crater before the Stables, two dozen iron ranks—including a single golden dragon—looked up as the living mountain approached.

It was beyond big, easily five times the size of Typh in her draconic form, which made the dragon emerging from the wreckage of the alchemist’s complex over 500 feet from nose to tail. Its scales were thick, red, and prominently ridged. Its ram-like horns curved down towards its chin, and each one of its many claws were longer than a house was tall. It was steel ranked, and if the rumours about the catatonic dragon in the Stables were true, then it was sitting at the very peak of its esteemed tier.

It was also very obviously tainted, with a patchwork of ebon scales running along the length of its body, contrasting sharply with the red. Dark pits of black slowly spread outwards to consume the sclera of its otherwise white eyes, and when it growled it did so in the same bassy melody the city continued to sing.

Myorik was right. They were all well and truly fucked.

Arilla glanced at the man standing by her side, and Rolf only shrugged.

“Don’t look at me like I can help—I’m dead. You killed me, remember?” the ghost said with a macabre grin.

The tainted dragon roared, and the shockwave sent a handful of adventurers back down to their knees. The cannons mounted on the seized fortifications roared back after a brief pause, but this time, their ‘devastating’ impacts only dented steel-ranked flesh rather than pulp it into oblivion.

Time spent hauling siege weapons up onto the walls had given Typh’s forces far more than just seven barrels to fire from, and the gun crews were being exemplary yet again. They continued to fire staggered volleys at the gargantuan dragon without offering the beast even a hint of a reprieve. Clouds of sulphurous smoke billowed out from atop the fragmented walls, growing in intensity as the air filled with flying metal and the dragon’s cries. Unfortunately, it was immediately apparent to the adventurers on the ground that despite the pain of the cannonballs, they alone would not win this fight.

“Typh, we’re going to need a lift!” Arilla barked out, turning to face her sovereign.

The golden dragon craned her neck to look down at them while her tainted counterpart took its first ponderous steps out of the spreading rubble. Cannonballs continued to crash into its form, crumpling scales and letting loose great gouts of blackish blood, but the wounds healed and the tainted dragon marched on. Its fevered eyes locked onto Typh, and it didn’t take a genius to realise that the smaller dragon was hesitating to act because she too was scared.

“Arilla—” Typh began.

“Typh, focus! We need to kill it and we aren’t going to get very far hacking away at its ankles! Lower a wing, we need you to get us up there.”

The other adventurers had been listening in on their conversation in conspicuous silence. Their disconcerted mutterings suddenly filled the void in the conversation while Typh paused. Then rather than rumble out a reply, the sovereign dragon did as she was told. A wing was outstretched and lowered to the ground, and then one by one Arilla’s group of surviving iron-ranks raced across the taut membranes of the dragon’s limb.

Arilla took her usual seat nestled along Typh’s spine, just in front of where the dragon’s wings met. She did her best to get comfortable, but her armour wasn’t built for lounging, nor was Typh’s back really meant to be ridden upon. Arilla sat awkwardly in her discomfort while the other adventurers settled into their places. Anxiety filled the king as the tainted dragon grew closer and the other iron-ranks took their time to find their seats. She mused about how she would have killed for a saddle or any kind of harness, but it looked like whatever aerial manoeuvres were in their future, she and the other adventurers would have to meet them with nothing but the strength in their arms and their thighs.

It was a daunting prospect, but a fatal fall from Typh’s back seemed like such an improbable way to die given the monstrosity approaching them.

Looking up from her perch and into the much larger predator’s eyes, Arilla couldn’t help but feel small and inconsequential. She glanced over her shoulder at the iron-ranks at her back and knew that they felt it too. They were all supposed to be the best of the best, but today they had been humbled. First by the tainted steel ranks, who’d cut their numbers in half, and then again by the cannonfire, which had ultimately shown them the growing power of crafters over frontline combatants.

Before that angry mass of crimson and black scales facing them—not to mention the difference in levels, the eldritch power, and the ability to breathe fucking fire—it was hard to feel like anything other than a bug clinging to a slightly larger bug for protection.

As their king, it fell to her to say something to lighten the mood. She was supposed to be able to inspire, if not distract them from their obvious inadequacies. But when she opened her mouth from behind her helm, Arilla realised that all she had to offer were lies backed by her conviction.

And she really hated lying.

Gods, she was a terrible king.

Arilla swallowed and Typh’s back vibrated with the ground as the tainted dragon approached.

“I could lie and tell you all that we’re going to win this. That it will be all ambrosia, milk, and honey if you just put your faith in me—”

“We wouldn’t believe you anyway!” someone interjected with a bitter laugh. “Smart thing to do would be to fly far, far away from here . . . I hear southern Tolis is lovely this time of year!”

“Aye, it would be smart,” Arilla agreed. “We’d all get to live for another few years at least. Then that thing . . .” Arilla gestured to the tainted dragon lumbering towards them, “would come and find us. Only it wouldn’t be alone, and we wouldn’t have cannons or healers waiting in the wings to back us up.

“Some fights have to be fought, and I can’t help but notice how none of you did the smart thing earlier and retreated with the others when Typh gave the order.”

There were some chuckles at that, gallows humour perhaps, or maybe it was something better—something purer. She knew it was naïve to hope that she’d earned their unwavering loyalty, but Arilla was still young, and Creation hadn’t beaten the optimism out of her just yet.

“So we’re in this, and we’re going to win. I’m going to kill that dragon, along with whatever else gets in my way, and if you’re good enough to follow me through this madness, then I’ll buy you a beer on the other side. If not . . . then I’ll make sure they get your names right when a bard eventually writes down this tale.”

“Fuck a beer, give me a title with enough land to retire on!” Myorik griped.

“Done! Anyone else?”

A flurry of yesses went out, and amidst protracted bouts of incredulous laughter, the adventurers all took Arilla up on her offer. No one made any moves to get off of Typh’s back even as their death approached, and by the time the sovereign dragon took to the air, she left the ground with a full cohort of newly raised nobility atop her.

The tainted dragon lunged for them, and it was only through a pulse of mana that Typh was able to escape its descending jaws. She flew up and around the massive predator’s head, exchanging blasts from their respective breath weapons while she remained just out of its reach.

Arilla felt herself being thrown around violently by Typh’s frantic evasions, while below the ground was being churned up at a record pace by the massive dragon’s hurried movements. The cannons on the walls continued to send balls of rune-etched iron hurtling into the tainted beast, and the handful of mages who’d survived the previous fight obeyed Enora’s commands and fired cooperative volleys of spellfire from Typh’s back.

The tainted dragon proved to be deceptively fast. It moved in infrequent bursts of extreme speed, each one nearly ending them. It was enough to make Arilla doubt her nascent plan of attack, but lacking any better ideas, she was growing increasingly committed to the prospect.

While she waited for her chance, Typh started to glow. Streams of visible mana trailed up from the city below where her subjects waited. Whether they fought battles of their own or not didn’t matter. Their sovereign needed power, and their power was hers to take. Using the same skills she’d employed to tear through the palace’s defences months ago, Typh levied the mana of an entire city full of classers and channelled it into a single, potent spell.

Arilla gave a little mana, but she held most of it back and instead watched on as runes of incandescent light formed in the air in front of her. Before, when Typh had employed the same strategy, she had remained more or less stationary while she cast. Now, she flitted through the air evading strikes and spells from the tainted dragon that would kill both her and everyone on her back.

The brightness grew in intensity while the constant, erratic motion never ceased or abated. Several times she was nearly flung from Typh’s back, and having to hold on with her eyes clenched shut only added to the brewing nausea. Blinding light stabbed through her closed eyelids and Arilla knew instinctively that it was only [Ashen King’s Gaze] that protected her from permanent blindness. She trusted from the lack of complaints that the other adventurers either possessed similar skills, or had faith in their three remaining healers to fix the inevitable damage.

Typh banked hard to the side to avoid the reach of house-sized claws while searing fire spewed from the tainted dragon’s mouth. The air around them heated up, and it was only through the combination of her buffs, armour, skills, and stats that Arilla wasn’t cooked in her seat. Despite the blast missing them, the number of healers on Typh’s back dropped from three to two.

The blows kept on coming.

The tainted dragon was relentless in its assault, and Arilla could tell from the increasing warmth beneath Typh’s scales that her dragon was only a hair’s breadth away from succumbing to manaburn. Arilla wanted to tell Typh to stop it and ease off, but as those massive claws tore through the air towards them, she couldn’t bring herself to say anything.

The tainted creature’s actions seemed to be spurred on by the intensity of Typh’s light. It ignored injury after injury, relying on the taint within it to repair the damage while its form grew increasingly aberrant.

Eventually, the light streaming up from the city below waned, and in that moment Typh paused, finished the spell, and unleashed hell.

The air split. The smell of ozone filled Arilla’s nose, static electricity ran between her skin and armour, and the sky screamed in protest. A beam of white-hot light struck the tainted dragon square in the eye and drew a line of trailing devastation down to its jaw before following a winding path along its torso and finally guttering out.

The dragon screamed in notes of song then reared back, drawing a line of black-tinged fire from the ground and leading it up into the sky where its heat cleaved through the storm clouds above.

Where Typh’s spell had struck, a wide ravine of vaporised meat had been carved from the tainted dragon’s eye to its chest. Arilla could see past the walls of split flesh to the bleached bone underneath, and while steam still rose from the wound, already, coiling black worked to seal it shut. Around its edges, tentacles and chitin replaced the formerly draconic flesh, but the wound was beyond large and even with the tainted dragon’s unnatural regeneration, it would take some time to heal.

Typh hadn’t killed it, but she had created an opening.

“This is it,” Typh said, and Arilla didn’t need to be told twice.

“Get ready!” the Ashen King yelled.

Weapons were drawn and adventurers got ready as Typh flew up and over the recoiling dragon, which still pushed fire along with its pain into the heavens. When they were directly above it—perilously close to the tainted creature’s breath weapon—Arilla leaned over the side of Typh’s serpentine neck and let herself fall.

The others followed.

They dropped like rocks. Some used mana and skills to adjust their falls, but most hit the dragon’s broad back through a combination of good aim and even better luck. Arilla’s sword landed first, its point digging in a foot or so and she used its hilt to steady herself. Others did the same, and while many stumbled when they tried to find their feet, no one had bounced or fallen off. The scales beneath them were expansive enough that there was more than enough room to manoeuvre. That was certainly a good thing, as the camber of the dragon’s back shifted dramatically from second to second.

Arilla’s first few steps were cautious as the crimson floor of polished scale rose, fell, lurched, and twisted second by second. But with her sword’s point for guidance, and her skills blazing in her chest, the king of Terythia took increasingly confident steps.

“Right,” Arilla began, looking around at the twenty adventurers who’d stuck the landing. “Let’s get to work.”

* * *

The climb was arduous. Like fleas atop a dog’s back, they raced forwards along an unsteady and treacherously smooth surface. Whether it was flat, steep, inverted, or vertical seemed to vary from one second to the next as the tainted dragon devoted its existence to chasing the sovereign.

Arilla’s dexterity score was having an unanticipated workout, and she struggled to make headway. The rogues and rangers in their group had progressed the fastest—the former simply disappearing, while the latter worked hard to guide the casters up the length of the massive creature’s spine. The stat boosts from iron-rank made the journey doable, but it was by no means easy. More often than she’d like to admit, it was only the irregularity of the ‘healed’ scales, the protruding ridges, and the frequent spines studding the tainted beast’s vertebra that allowed Arilla to catch herself when otherwise she’d have fallen.

The tainted dragon’s dogged determination to pursue Typh allowed the much smaller dragon to lead it on a merry chase across the battlefield. She flew in unpredictable patterns around its head, and in turn, it rapidly circled the bloody fields separating the palace from the rest of the city. As Helion blurred past in the distance there was always the temptation for Arilla to look out beyond the stretch of red beneath her feet and to focus on the burning skyline, but that distraction only invited peril.

The tainted dragon had yet to truly notice them, and that was all Arilla’s plan had going for it. They were so insignificant before all that mass, and its focus was so singularly fixed on Typh, that it all but ignored them as they struggled on in their race towards its injured head. While the majority of its scales were a uniform polished red, where it had been wounded by cannon or spellfire, the new ebon flesh that had grown to ‘repair’ the damage had a dangerous mind of its own to match its distinct look.

Black scales split into teeth that would try to bite an unwary adventurer’s hands or feet the moment weight was placed on them. Open wounds sprouted tentacles to entrap those who ventured too close, and everywhere there was free-running ichor, there were also eyes watching your every move. It was maddeningly disconcerting, but after all the death she had witnessed today, Arilla had grown numb to the unnaturally macabre.

She merely needed to reach the dragon’s head before the wound Typh had created healed. Its scales had already proven to be too thick to penetrate anywhere else. If they were too late when they arrived, they could always try cutting their way through one of the beast’s massive eyes. The specifics didn’t matter. Arilla’s plan—if you could call it one—started and ended with her repeatedly plunging her sword into whatever passed for the dragon’s brain.

She only had to do that before it completed its transformation into a tainted spawn and everything else changed significantly for the worse.

No pressure.

The landscape changed dramatically as the tainted dragon went from standing on four legs to two. Adventurers fell all around her, their blades skittering over uneven scales as they tried to find purchase. Some fell only a handful of feet, others hundreds, and one poor soul was simply eaten when a large patch of ebon scales opened up to reveal a lamprey-like jaw hiding beneath.

Arilla grabbed onto a ridged scale with her gauntlets and felt the warmth permeate through the metal. She then jammed her sword into the gap between it and the next, and while her blade didn’t penetrate far, it penetrated enough. Once she was as steady as she was going to be, she mentally reoriented and focused on the now vertical climb before her.

The dragon continued to move, dislodging adventurers and spraying apocalyptic amounts of fire into the air as it circled the ground, pivoted on its hips, and clawed at the space where Typh had been mere moments before. Arilla, like so many others, hung on for dear life, and when she could bear no more, she gritted her teeth and persisted.

When she grew used to the violent motions, Arilla resumed her climb.

Her fullplate was beyond heavy. One of the virtues of iron-ranked armour was that it remained dense enough to give comparatively small humans enough mass to swing their heavy weapons and take down their gargantuan foes. As the exertion-filled moments continued to bleed into the next, this worked against her. She climbed the dragon slowly, hand over hand, her entire body straining as she dragged herself and several hundred pounds of enchanted alloy up the still-moving beast.

Cannonballs, spellfire, and Typh’s concussive breath continued to hammer the tainted dragon. Occasionally, these blasts were close enough to splatter Arilla in a combination of gore and heat. The vibrations continuously running through its scales weakened her grip, and the shockwaves and the noise threatened her resolve. But Arilla was committed, and regardless of how many adventurers made it to the top, she knew she would be one of them. Then the dragon would die.

She pushed stamina through her skills and felt her System-granted attributes swell in response. She kept them going on a lower burn than she’d have liked, because the previous fights had already taxed her reserves and she needed her stamina to fuel so very many of her skills. [Ashen King’s Blade] gave her the strength she needed to climb. [Ashen King’s Promise] gave her even more strength, along with the dexterity to navigate the interlocking wall of ever-shifting scale and the vitality to suffer through it. [Ashen King’s Steel] and [Ashen King’s Resilience] let her survive the constant stream of near misses, while [Ashen King’s Gaze] let her spot the precious few handholds amidst all the fire, furious movements, and otherwise blinding lights that dominated the surface of her living mountain.

Of all her skills, it was [Ashen King’s Cloak] that was the most surprising. It not only provided a measure of protection from all of the carnage bathing the tainted dragon, but as the ash fell over its crimson scales it granted her a small measure of traction. Her supernatural cloak drifted down from her shoulders and stuck to the walls of scale around her. When her fingers couldn’t find a handhold, her cloak oozed into the seams between scales, and with that working in her favour, she lurched upwards.

It took time to make it to the top. Far more than she’d have liked. The dragon’s back eventually passed beneath her hands, and then so too did its neck and shoulders. Soon the base of its ram-like horns were within reach and Arilla felt the beginnings of triumph stir within her chest. The king in her whispered that the dragon could be killed, and when her hand reached out for the final hold, Arilla was pleasantly surprised when another hand reached down to clasp her own.

She was pulled up onto the lip of the horn, where Myorik, Enora, Veljo, Nightshade, and six others she didn’t know by name waited.

“Good to see you finally made it, your grace,” Myorik complained, albeit with an uncharacteristically large grin.

“Glad to be here,” Arilla began. Her eyes scanned the faces of the successful climbers and noted the heavy skew away from the warriors. Besides her and Myorik, they were all rogues, rangers, and squishy casters. “Did anyone else make it?”

“They all fell or got themselves eaten,” Enora answered quickly with a dismissive shake of her head. “We’re it.” The “ground” chose that exact moment to shift dramatically as the dragon abruptly turned its head. Arilla noticed how the momentum of the beast’s changing position, didn’t fully translate to the curving horn beneath her feet and the rest of them standing on it. “Stabilising runes,” Enora said, gesturing to several glowing inscriptions daubed neatly in crimson blood. “You have your lover’s school to thank for that.”

“I’ll be sure to tell her,” Arilla said, looking ahead as Typh’s golden form streaked by, narrowly escaping the tainted dragon’s fangs as the world beyond its horns lurched forwards. Again, the change in momentum was dampened by Enora’s runes to the point that Arilla barely noticed the sudden change in acceleration. “What are we waiting for?”

“You,” Nightshade answered. “We figured it would probably stop ignoring us once we started stabbing it in the ruins of its eye.” The rogue shrugged. “Don’t get me wrong. I was tempted to do it anyway and claim your bounty after it killed you, but some people weren’t keen on that idea.”

“She’s joking,” Myorik said.

Nightshade was not joking.

Arilla’s eyes moved past the rogue who’d admitted to conspiring to murder her and looked at the gory mess that was the tainted dragon’s face. The wound was significantly smaller now than it had been when Typh had first made it, and bone was no longer visible from the outside; thankfully, it was still a gaping wound, and she could easily reach it by jumping from the magically stabilised horns.

Arilla wondered if it possessed a perception skill like Typh’s or if its missing eye meant that it was truly blind on one side. She quickly decided it didn’t matter. She still had to kill it, and the dragon only had the one weak point as far as she was aware.

“On me, then,” Arilla said.

She readied her sword and took a moment to utter a quick prayer to the Gods. Then, she began to walk down the length of the dragon’s curling ivory while buffing spells cast by her allies flowed into her. The rogues characteristically vanished, and by the time she was facing the jagged wound where a dragon’s eye had once been, her blade was covered in overlapping auras of arcane fire and lightning. Myorik stood by her side, similarly empowered, and several rangers waited with glowing arrows notched on their bows.

“It’s been a pleasure knowing you, Myorik,” Arilla said, staring across the ten feet or so of empty air separating them both from the dragon’s gaping wound.

“That’s Lord Myorik to you,” the short warrior answered. “But I agree. It’s been fun. Almost enough to make up for our inevitably heroic demises.”

“Speak for yourself, Lord Myorik. I intend on making it through this.”

The warrior barked out a bitter laugh, and then they both jumped. The air shifted and warped as they travelled beyond the effects of Enora’s stabilising runework, but their short flight stayed true. Expansive walls of scalding flesh passed them by on either side when they plunged into the wound filled with tainted flesh and even more corrupted blood.

Typh’s overcharged spell had left a ravine wide enough for far more than just the two of them. There was about five paces’ worth of space separating the walls of raw flesh, and the wound went back for perhaps a dozen more. Arilla landed in the centre of that space, splashing through gore and worse as the yielding ground welcomed her arrival. Myorik arrived a heartbeat later, and he was quick to announce his displeasure with a series of curses muttered under his breath.

The tainted dragon’s eye socket had been partially excavated by Typh’s spell, and the bone’s resistance to the sovereign dragon’s magic provided the king with relatively flat ground to walk upon. [Ashen King’s Gaze] revealed the detail within the wound: cauterised blood vessels, torn muscle, and far too much scar tissue for an injury so fresh. At the far end of the bloody ravine, a scorched wall of black and red tissue separated the two classers from the creature’s brain. They were so close Arilla could practically taste her victory—but when her boots moved over the raw tissues of the dragon’s skull for the first time, it finally seemed to notice them.

The constant motion stopped, and its absence left her wary.

Arilla could practically feel her fortunes change for the worse, so with Myorik at her back, she raced forwards with her sword held low.

She quickly reached the base of the wound and rammed her blade through the sensitive tissues barring her path. Unlike the scales before, the wall of red and black parted before her enchanted weapon. A torrent of black blood poured out of the wound, spurting against her sword’s guard and running up her arms. Myorik’s hammer hit a heartbeat later, and with a skill-empowered strike from the warrior, the wall rippled, haemorrhaging more aberrant filth.

The floor fell from under them, and they were briefly airborne. The blood pouring from the wounds they’d inflicted thickened before their eyes, and Arilla gripped her sword even tighter as she pushed stamina through her skills and struck again. Her strength score swelled, and with it her ability to carve through the dragon’s innards grew. She planted her feet and continued her assault while the dragon thrashed its head, shaking the entirety of the chamber and them with it. Despite their uncertain footing, they remained undaunted. Wide strikes of her zweihander carved massive chunks of red flesh away, and their runic weapons scoured clean the black before it could regrow. Myorik was no less vicious in his own fury, and together they tore through the meat of the creature’s skull.

The dragon screamed and they felt the vibrations echo through the flesh beneath their feet. The booming music was dark and tumultuous, and then from the bloody ichor pooling on the floor, the horrors came.

Tagless beasts, like from the fall of Rhelea, pulled themselves up out of the gore. Only these were scaled and possessed far too many teeth in their maws in addition to ones adorning their tentacles. Without hesitation, they charged the two classers from all sides, but arrows poured in from outside the wound, ripping the beasts to shreds.

Only, the horrors kept coming. From every wall and surface, wherever wet flesh was exposed, tentacled abominations sprung forth to attack Myorik and Arilla. Rogues started flashing into existence, cutting the tentacled horrors into fast-melting chunks before promptly vanishing back into stealth. Arilla and Myorik kept hitting the wall as they carved their way deeper into the tainted dragon’s head, but even with the rogue’s help, the tide was unrelenting.

They were forced back, for these horrors were stronger than what they’d faced before. Birthed from a steel-rank dragon rather than an entity of pure chaos, they didn’t just melt around the runes of her blade. Their scales stopped honed steel, and the muscles behind them sent Arilla reeling every time she checked their blows. She parried and blocked, riposted and countered. She used every skill she had and every quirk of her gear, but still they forced her back.

The ravine of rent flesh narrowed as the dragon’s healing accelerated. Jagged teeth grew along the edge of the opening they’d jumped through, and the firm ground underfoot gave way to sizzling acids and razors of bone. The rogues stopped reappearing, and the swarm of onrushing horrors quickly intensified.

“It’s time to go!” Myorik barked, already turning to leave.

“We can still win this!” Arilla yelled back, standing her ground against the growing horde.

“Not like this we can’t! We’ll come up with something else, but first we have to get out of here alive! Now go!” he urged.

Arilla hesitated.

Myorik was right: it was over. She’d failed. Despite knowing that, she still wanted to stay and fight until the end. Even though she knew that staying likely meant her death and hers alone, some part of her couldn’t conceptualise her own failure. It was unfolding right before her eyes, and yet she felt the urge to disbelieve it and stay. Luckily, Myorik’s words finally tipped the scales in the favour of self-preservation.

The damage they’d done to the wall of tortured flesh at the far end of the wound was quickly repaired as ropes of corded tentacles grew over it like vines. Any signs of their near success were quickly erased, replaced by even more chittering horrors that continued to ooze out of every surface.

Arilla turned and ran, weathering the blows that struck her once her back was turned, and she tried not to stumble as she fled. Myorik was already ahead of her, nearing the increasingly defined mouth of the ravine while horrors pursued them both. The two classers jumped.

One after the other, they soared across the gap.

Myorik made it handily, and his landing was aided by the casters who’d gathered in close.

As Arilla flew through the air, she watched as arrows and spellfire curved around her, tearing into the scales of the tentacled horrors chasing after her. The horn where the other adventurers waited promised safety . . . Right up until it moved back and to the side, suddenly becoming far out of reach as the massive dragon simply moved away. Hanging in the air, there was nothing Arilla could do to change her momentum and save herself as a 500 foot drop beckoned.

Then, she saw the dragon’s claws as they descended from above and swatted her out of the sky like an insignificant bug.

She didn’t see anything after that.






CHAPTER 43

HOPE

Typh watched on, horrified, as Arilla’s body crumpled around the tainted dragon’s outstretched claws.

The king’s blood misted through the cracks in her armour as the full might of Typh’s prodigious intelligence score raced to think of a solution. For Typh, time appeared to slow down. A score of shielding spells and many more facsimiles for true healing magic were dragged from the dark recesses of her inherited memories, only to be discarded for being too slow to cast or too weak to save Arilla’s life. Typh spun in on herself, delving deeper and deeper into magics both forbidden and forgotten. As Creation crawled on, her despair only intensified.

There was nothing she could do. The blow had already been struck, and Typh had never been a true healer to begin with.

Everything began to speed up far too quickly as Typh’s exhausted mind was unable to hold onto the moment any longer. She watched the metal buckle around her lover an instant before Arilla was sent ragdolling into the earth below. She bounced twice, and then her broken body was lost amongst the sloping rooftops in the city beyond.

Typh’s entire world came crashing down around her.

Her draconic brain coldly approximated the damage and calculated that Arilla’s chances of surviving such a strike were essentially non-existent. Despite Arilla’s formidable skill set and class advantages, the woman was only low-iron and a blow like that would pulp any human below steel.

Typh felt her heart break, and then she saw only red.

Her desperate, mana-fuelled evasions stopped, and rather than trying to flee from the dragon that outclassed her in so many different ways, Typh attacked it with a fury that put all of her previous efforts to shame. Foregoing any instincts for self-preservation, she banked hard in the air, riding the currents of displaced air while the larger creature’s tail lashed through the space below her. With mana aiding her flight, Typh turned on a needle, reversing her direction to suddenly fly straight towards the enemy dragon.

Her limbs protested as she pushed every last drop of arcane power she possessed into her failing body. She was already succumbing to manaburn, and the trembling in her limbs could only ever be suppressed for so long. But the magic gave her power, and while every point she burned hastened her decline, she needed strength and speed more than she needed time.

With a significant burst of speed, Typh flew over its lashing tail, entering well within the reach of her oversized foe. A heartbeat later, her claws were scrabbling against its back as she half-ran, half-flew up along the wall of its crimson scales. She folded her wings when it tried to shake her off, relying on the purchase with her natural weapons to continue her climb. Her sharp claws found the weaknesses in its scales where cannonfire and the occasional lucky spell had damaged the beast’s armour.

Even as its jaws came around to bite and its torso twisted so that its claws could rend, Typh raced up its back and charged straight towards its head. She tore herself open in her haste to push past its curving horns and quickly felt the bite of its fangs close around her tail. Typh didn’t pay attention to what happened to the adventurers who’d been sheltering on its horns, but as she gored herself on the tainted dragon’s face, she couldn’t imagine that they’d have stuck around.

The grievous wound her levied spell had inflicted to the tainted dragon’s eye had already changed into a malformed mouth. The mismatched fangs lining the ragged socket lacked the musculature of the tainted dragon’s true jaws, but even if that hadn’t been the case she wouldn’t have hesitated. Typh plunged herself forwards, her head entering through the beast’s open maw, which then snapped down around her neck. Typh’s scales broke, first the arcane and then the physical. The tainted dragon’s claws finally fell onto her back, and everywhere there was sensation, there was pain.

Typh felt her body being torn apart. But her long, serpentine neck was within the tainted dragon’s wound and that was all that mattered.

Within the ravine of its weeping flesh, a tide of red-scaled horrors raced for her head. Typh buffeted them back with a gout of her golden fire. The heat of her flames did next to nothing, but the concussive force of the blast gave her a small reprieve and shredded the walls of her foe’s secondary mouth, which were ultimately still raw.

The tainted dragon screamed in song as the insides of its head broke. Typh screamed her grief with it, which only added to their shared sense of chaos and pain. Then her breath weapon guttered out and she felt her body break. There was a resounding sense of nothing. Everything below her neck abruptly disappeared from her awareness, and the ghost of her former fear made itself known.

Her rage immediately pushed past it.

Typh let out a bitter, victorious grin. She had been pouring far too much mana into her body for far too long; finally, she stopped fighting the consequences of that mistake. Typh let her fury, grief, and malicious intent feed into what was left of her.

And then every inch of Typh’s body exploded, all at once.

* * *

*Congratulations Sovereign’s Form has reached level 137*




Time passed.

When she came to, Typh blinked away the notifications nudging against her consciousness. She shuddered in the sudden absence of her rage. When she looked for it, it was still there, albeit significantly lessened. The sudden catharsis of suicide via dragon, not to mention a fresh human body that needed to pump adrenaline anew, had given her a brief reprieve from her all-consuming fury. In its place, her grief had blossomed, and Typh let out a wracking sob as the scale of her loss began to dawn on her.

Tears filled her eyes, and she struggled to breathe, choking back sob after sob while she stared up at the storm clouds above.

She’d been blown clear by the explosion and was human again. [Sovereign’s Form] had granted her a second chance at life and she didn’t know if she wanted it. In addition to the pain of her loss, there was an agonising void in her chest where her draconic body was supposed to rest. In the past, she’d always been able to feel it as she healed one body while walking around in the other; now, there was the totality of nothing, and she had to wonder how long it was going to take before she could shift again. Or if she’d ever be able to.

Bits of her draconic self were still raining from the sky, intermingled with large pieces of the tainted dragon’s skull and so much of their mingled blood. Where the crimson rain landed, pulses of colour bloomed against the ground. The mana and chaos inherent in their mingled remains fundamentally undermined Creation by turning humble mud into anything but. In a month, there’d be alchemists willing to commit murder just to sample the earth she was lying on, though that assumed there would be anyone left alive in Helion at that point.

From her vantage point in the gore-slick ground, she could see the tainted dragon’s colossal body slumped forwards. It sat motionless on its knees with a good half of its skull simply missing—but what was beginning to scare her far more than her naked vulnerability amidst a battle that was not quite over was the fact that there was no kill notification.

Above the tainted dragon’s smouldering half-a-head, its tag remained triumphant. Except it was not a stable thing. The text shimmered, and the words slowly changed before her eyes as they rippled through the alphabet one letter at a time. The tag [Dragon level ???] elongated, contorting itself into illegibility until it was finally replaced by [Tainted Spawn level ???].

Typh felt numb by the unfairness of it all. She had been so close to at least avenging Arilla, yet now she lay in the dirt amidst a field of corpses and watched on helplessly as the formerly tainted dragon’s form changed to meet the demands of its new tag. Its body dramatically expanded, growing even larger as chitin and tentacles sprouted all along its form. Fresh vertebrae grew, its spine lengthened significantly, and the flesh around it tore. The missing chunks of its head reconstituted itself before her eyes, leaving the flesh peeled back so a new ebony skull could be exposed to the air for all to see.

Its back legs and tail fused together and then divided a thousand times, forming a mass of red-scaled tentacles that lashed at the ground. The bones in its forelegs split, rising into two distinct sets of limbs, with a third and fourth sprouting from the stumps where its wings used to be. Each new limb ended in a scythe made of chitin, and each of those curving blades were incomprehensibly huge, stretching up above a hundred feet in length.

Its scales darkened in colour, becoming a dirty blue-black over the bright crimson it had once been. Everything Typh knew about everything said that it was all over.

She was going to die. Naked and alone in the mud. She idly considered looting a nearby corpse for clothes, but ultimately decided against it. She didn’t exactly want to go out partway through pulling a pair of ill-fitting trousers up her legs. A quick spell gave her at least the illusion of clothes, and considering how likely it was that she’d be squished into an unrecognisable smear, that would have to be good enough.

The sovereign dragon slowly rose to her feet, covered in strands of spun light.

The tainted spawn righted itself, its posture suddenly upright and alert.

Her gold-flecked eyes met its cavernous black pits.

At some point, the cannons had fallen silent, and while the city still sang its song, the noise felt muted and inconsequential before the monstrosity towering over her.

The ground trembled.

The ground trembled again, and only then did Typh realise that the shaking beneath her feet was not timed with the tainted spawn’s erratic movements. The vibrations were entirely too close to originate from the colossal creature before her. Typh took a few hesitant steps back as the ground moved, shifting more than it shook. And then she took a lot more, when a molehill the size of a large house pushed up out of the ground only to fall in on itself as a sinkhole formed between Typh and her doom.

And from within that, a fresh hell burst forth.

Another tainted spawn emerged from the sinkhole—but it was not tagged as one. It was only low-iron, but with eyes blazing green it barrelled forwards onto the battlefield. It maintained the same centipede-like shape of the Alchemic Knights turned into tainted spawn, and as it cleared the sinkhole, a veritable horde of broken bodies followed in its wake.

Hundreds of mismatched corpses hastily assembled into the rough approximations of working bodies spread out around the undead spawn, and Typh felt a slight flicker of hope.

Besides the undead spawn, which had a level of 104 floating above its head, every shade, zombie, and necromantic abomination that followed was precisely level 100. It was the most cost-effective way to raise an iron-rank horde, and Tamlin had always taken those sorts of lessons well. His minions’ haphazard construction left a lot to be desired, but quantity had a quality all of its own, and Tamlin had brought a considerable quantity.

Academically, Typh knew they couldn’t last. With one notable exception, they were not in iron-rank bodies. The levels the horde were displaying meant that far too much mana had been pushed into their remains than they could safely contain. Already, she saw isolated corpses amongst the flowing mass of bodies detonate with bright explosions of billowing green. But with the numbers pouring out from the hole in the earth, it didn’t seem like their loss would be an urgent issue.

The dragon-turned-tainted-spawn turned its attention to focus on the army of green-eyed shades coming out of the ground. The tide of undead didn’t falter under its gaze. Typh took several more hurried steps backwards, trying to escape the immediate conflict while her mind worked.

The undead spawn faced the tainted. It was dwarfed by the red-scaled beast in both size and levels—but perhaps not in story, Typh thought. The former dragon opened its cavernous mouth in challenge and a bellowing roar emerged, flowing like the same undulating melody Typh knew so well. She felt it echo through her bones and her fear grew almost enough to touch her grief, but in front of her, the necromantic abominations stood silent and undaunted.

A quiet fell over the battlefield.

The undead spawn edged forwards. Its mouth opened too wide to reveal a large mouth filled with lamprey-like teeth. It roared in turn:

“I am Tamlin Stroud!”

And then it attacked.

* * *

Once the two had clashed, the power disparity immediately became apparent. The gargantuan undead didn’t even reach the top of the spawn’s vicious scythes, and the red-scaled creature had not grown any slower despite its substantially increased size. Yet when the undead spawn was struck, instead of dying a quick death, fresh bone and flesh from its unending mass of allies travelled up its length and reconstituted it.

Everywhere else, where the two behemoths didn’t clash, iron-rank shades climbed up the great beast, tearing into its scales with hands, claws, blades, and teeth. While most of their attacks likely dealt no damage, there were enough of them that they only needed a small percent to get through its scales.

Again and again, the tainted spawn reared up in pain while necromantic abominations crawled over it like ants. The undead were periodically crushed in great numbers, and crimson horrors poured out of the former dragon’s wounds to combat the climbing shades. Yet the number of visible injuries it was suffering from were increasing, and the undeads’ tendency to randomly explode only caused more damage to the tainted spawn—especially once they started entering its body through the cracks.

Their losses were immense, yet whenever Typh thought their numbers must be running out, more of them came from below the ground. If she hadn’t felt so numb, she’d have questioned where Tamlin had gotten the mana to raise so many. Instead, she watched on, unsure if it was awe or horror she felt when the bodies littering the field then rose up with increased levels, burning green eyes, and their attention fixed on the fight.

The dead sprinted to war rather than marched, and at iron-rank, they were all frighteningly fast. For the first time, Typh wondered if maybe Arilla had been right about the danger Tamlin posed.

“I can only keep this up for a few more minutes.”

Typh turned to see Myorik standing behind her. Only it wasn’t his voice, and those weren’t his eyes.

“Tamlin . . .” Typh said. “I . . . didn’t know Myorik had died.”

“Who?” Tamlin asked, his juvenile voice coming out wrong from the older man’s body.

“The corpse you’re wearing,” Typh said, feeling tired. “How did he die?”

The shade shrugged.

“It had a broken neck before I fixed it, but that doesn’t matter. Typh, where’s Arilla?”

“Dead,” she said simply. Again, the reality of it threatened to crush her. Typh wished that she could lose herself to her fury, but her violent demise a few minutes prior had calmed her rage somewhat, and now she could only feel the pain of her grief smothering her. However, rather than offer his condolences, Tamlin scoffed, and the casual show of his derision threatened to tip her mental balance away from her grief and firmly into anger.

“I’ll believe it when I see it,” Tamlin said, before turning his attention towards the fight. The tainted spawn thrashed beneath the swarm of hungry dead. It breathed a cone of blackfire over them, which was met by a rippling wave of violent green when the mana holding them together exploded against its rust-red scales. Tamlin winced, the expression travelling imperfectly through his borrowed body. “I hope you have a plan, Typh, because I’m going to run out of mana and minions long before it’s dead.”

“You look like you’re winning to me,” Typh said.

“I’m not. I don’t have large-enough reserves to make full use of the battlefield’s dead, and the ones crawling over its body only have a few minutes left before they combust. The well I’m pulling on is finite. I can hold it off for now, but once I’ve run out of power to throw at that thing, you’re going to be on your own,” the necromancer warned.

“Are you sure you don’t want to join me in a valiant last stand?” Typh asked, and again Tamlin scoffed.

“You taught me better than that. My body’s tucked away somewhere nice and safe, and there it will remain until this is all over,” he said with an unnaturally wide smile. “Now snap out of this . . . whatever this is,” he said, stiffly gesturing at Typh’s tears. “I wouldn’t have pushed myself so hard to help you if I knew you were just going to cry and give up.”

“Arilla’s dead, Tamlin. What’s the point?” she asked, not expecting an answer.

“Did you see her body? Feel her heart stop beneath your fingers? Or watch the light go out in her eyes?” the necromancer asked in turn.

“No,” Typh answered.

“Then she’s not dead. The bitch is too annoying to just give up and die. Have some faith in her, for Gods’ sake!”

“Tamlin—” Typh began,

“What? Please don’t tell me you’re upset because I called her a bitch. She’s a self-righteous hypocrite, and I hate her . . . But my intense, personal dislike for your girlfriend doesn’t mean that she’s wrong all the time. She was right when she made you save Rhelea, and she was right when she pushed you into saving Helion and the rest of Terythia. The entire city is counting on you! All those people you’ve already saved, are you really going to let them down, because Arilla might be dead?”

“I . . .” Typh’s face hardened. “Don’t talk about Arilla like that, she cared about you more than you know.”

“I killed my father, Typh. I don’t exactly do ‘parental respect.’ ”

“Tamlin. Stop being smart and focus on holding that thing’s attention. I appreciate the talk, and I do hope that you’re right about Arilla still being alive, but I . . . I have to go kill Eliza right the fuck now. Hopefully her death ends this, but in the likelihood that it doesn’t . . . It will at least make me feel better.

“I’d appreciate it if you gave killing that thing a proper shot while I’m gone,” she finished, tilting her head towards the tainted spawn.

Myorik’s corpse nodded once, and then its face went slack. Like the other shades rising from the mud, it quickly joined the herd sprinting towards battle and was soon lost in the violence. Typh turned away from the conflict dominating the western skyline to instead face the palace. She wiped away the tears from her cheeks and gathered her mana into a set of protective scales. She prepared a few lances of golden fire, and then when she was ready, she flung herself into the air and soared towards the palace’s throne room.

It didn’t occur to her that Eliza would be anywhere else. Typh was facing a bard, after all, and the other woman knew the true value in stories. Typh hoped that it wasn’t her ending she was racing towards, but if her end meant that Eliza also died, Typh quickly decided that she could live with that.






CHAPTER 44

MONOLOGUES

“I have always despised violence,” Eliza said, walking slowly across the length of the carpeted hall. “You’d think I’d have at least fantasised about it a little, seeing as how I’ve spent most of my adult life telling exaggerated tales of adventurers’ grand heroics . . . but I never have. In my experience, violence has always been the purview of small-minded men who are unable to comprehend that some problems aren’t best solved by the point of a sword.

“As a species, we are all collectively guilty of this same failure of imagination.

“Rather than using our power to raise walls and wards that would allow us to finally build a better future, we continue to invest in the futility of violence. The pursuit of personal power through blood and levels is ultimately a doomed one—and it pains me that you can’t see it the way I do. Class levels have never generated lasting stability, and they never will. Every level gained is just an added incentive for someone else to destroy you.

“Every empire that has ever risen out of the muck has failed. Either their grand armies encounter a foe they cannot overcome, or their territories descend into civil war once the ties that bind them into a nation become strained by the empire’s ever-expanding borders. With the System whispering in every king and general’s ear, it is no coincidence that Astresian empires have always been built through conquest.

“These rulers have no practice negotiating truces. They view stability as stagnation, and the classes in their chests struggle to tolerate the mere existence of a powerful neighbour. The higher their levels climb, the harder it is for them to restrain their ambitions, and inevitably they slip. Time and again, when faced with a potential threat, empires always overreach. Their emperors choose violence over compromise . . . And when their armies inevitably falter, their territories sense opportunity and turn on the weakened empire, fighting tooth and claw over their chance to wield imperial authority.

“I suppose overreaching does work out occasionally, and a lucky nation might enjoy another century or so of prosperity before the next crisis forces their rulers to roll the dice again. But each unlikely success only serves to reinforce the same bad habits, and sooner or later every nation has a bad day. Few empires survive for long enough to enjoy two.

“On a more individual level, those who get lucky for longer than most go on to be known as heroes. Whether they’re famed knights, adventurers, or even kings doesn’t really matter—the mechanics are all the same. These precious few are able to rise above when the System says they shouldn’t, and they gain an ego large enough to challenge its authority for their hubris. But even then, heroes can only get so lucky, and with the System actively working to correct itself, over a long-enough timescale every hero’s death is assured.”

Eliza paused. Her own rampant mortality suddenly assailed her senses and she struggled to resist the urge to do something final about it. Humanity was a deeply flawed creation, but she was familiar with its failings and had come to love them. The idea of replacing her fragile skin with chitin and scales remained deeply unappealing. She knew it would be easy, but Eliza wanted to hold onto her mortal sensibilities for a little while longer.

“Hmm, where was I?” she asked.

“You were raving about the numerous follies of humanity,” Xan said from her seat on the floor. “Specifically, our tendency to rely on violence to solve our problems.”

“Right. Thank you, I forgot,” Eliza said with a sigh. “There’s so much you don’t know, Xan. It’s . . . it’s easy to get muddled. Once I’ve explained, you’ll understand. I promise.”

Xan looked unimpressed—or at least, Eliza thought the inquisitor looked unimpressed. It was hard to really tell beneath all the chains and bruising. She really wanted to let Xan go. They’d been a good team before, and now that Eliza finally knew what needed to be done, they could be a good team again. But the danger Xan posed was too great. Eliza still hadn’t replaced her skin, and the crystal within her heart was barely even shielded by layers of bone!

If she was being honest with herself, a large part of Eliza’s hesitancy to change was that she still wanted to feel the other woman’s touch. The allure of a shared embrace was becoming increasingly hard to resist, and with her connection to all of her soldiers in Helion, who were busy committing bloody violence, Eliza needed a gentle touch to help balance out all of the bad. It shamed her to admit it, but her infatuation with the inquisitor had not been expunged when her heart had stopped beating. If anything, the scale of what she was experiencing made the appeal of companionship even more enticing.

She just needed Xan to listen.

Something about the inquisitor’s compliant attitude niggled against Eliza’s mind. It felt like a reminder, or maybe a warning. She tried to reach for it, but the sensation of dead things crawling over her skin became disconcertingly intense, and for a moment she worried for the greatest piece of herself.

Then she didn’t.

Her dragon was in agony, but its unliving tormentors could never match it.

Eliza dragged her attention away from the battlefield and back to the hallway, where her knights hammered at the double doors their former Queen sheltered behind. Arcane light from the warded doors flashed with every strike, illuminating the bodies of fallen adventurers and dismembered staff lying still in the otherwise dark hall. Their blood stained the plush carpets and the wallpaper still smouldered from where blasts of spellfire had been exchanged. It was not a pretty sight.

Eliza steeled her nerves, and turned her attention towards Xan sitting quietly by her feet. She squatted down on her heels and slowly traced a finger around the edges of the other woman’s bruises. They were purple and swollen, a testament to Xan’s determination, and she didn’t complain when Eliza’s willpower wavered and her gentle caress became an aggressive slice. Eliza forced her fingernail back into shape more befitting a human, then willed away the blood. She felt Xan’s spilled essence absorb through her skin, and something akin to her stomach growled appreciatively.

She took great care to avoid touching the warded links of metal restraining the inquisitor. They were the same chains that had once held her transformed knights captive in the Stable’s basement, and while they were a bit too large for Xan, anything smaller ran the considerable risk of breakage.

“As I was saying: after the first major loss everything quickly crumbles, for an empire built on military conquest cannot survive losing. Once the news has spread, every would-be emperor from every ‘conquered province’ scrambles to fight for the chance to sit on the weakened throne. They rarely succeed in doing much more than tearing the nation they’re a part of into increasingly smaller pieces . . . but this continues until someone starts winning and forges a fresh empire anew.

“And that is the boring history of humanity since the Sundering. We broke free enough from the System to no longer be conscripted into the Everwar, but not free enough to escape its endless cycle of violence. The System’s incentives—even if they now only affect our rulers—have ensured that human civilization has stagnated. And now Typh comes with free classes for all, to drag us away from our futile wars and instead plunge us back into the darkest depths of an eternal war that simply cannot be won.

“She may dress it up as peace with the nonhumans, but what she intends is for us to fight against the Monsters until there isn’t a single human left alive on the continent. And believe me, that is the only outcome.

“Fighting in the Everwar is by its very definition insanity . . .

“The alternative is to just abandon classes in their entirety.

“Imagine it, Xan: a world where murder is repugnant, rather than a viable path to power. Where nations enter conflicts over legitimate disputes, rather than thinly veiled excuses to reap levels. Where violent men like Riyoul can be jailed by a single guardsman, rather than requiring the intervention of a city-ending calamity.

“I’m offering you a future where classes don’t dictate our lives—where we can all just live and love without an ancient, malevolent being whispering violence and death in their ears.” Eliza finished.

“But first you have to kill every single human with a class,” Xan said dryly. “Along with every sapient nonhuman, every animal, and every magical beast . . . Everything with a class has to die for this perfect future of yours.” She paused and her tone shifted from derisive to condemning. “You plan on committing genocide on an unprecedentedly epic scale, and your attempt to get me to join you boils down to a story about history repeating itself? Is that really all you’ve got?”

“I don’t need anything more than a story. But you’re wrong about the scale of this. The Sundering changed everything. That’s what you’re not seeing! The System is on its knees! Its greatest champions are crippled and on the run! We can do it again, only this time we’ll wipe Creation clean of species classes!” Eliza yelled, her enthusiasm running rampant while the raw magic of Creation sang in her veins.

“Then why are you killing everyone, Eliza? If you can just magic away classes, then why aren’t you?” Xan asked.

Eliza frowned, although the magic surging inside her did not stop.

“You make it sound like I enjoy this.”

“Don’t you? I’ve seen a levelling high before. Just because you threw away your class doesn’t mean that you’re not getting anything from killing all of those people. I’ve spoken to Typh as well. I know that you’re syphoning off mana from every kill in the city.”

“I . . .” Eliza wanted to deny it and claim her intentions were pure. While her changed dragon fought its battle against the dead outside the palace, in the city beyond, her soldiers fought through the city streets. Thanks to the runework Typh had ordered scribed throughout the city, it was slow going. And the soldiers who’d pulled back from the battlefield were now contesting every square foot of space, but through thousands of eyes she fought and killed, ate and sang, all while talking to Xan in the palace’s halls.

It was beyond intoxicating.

With every breath, the mana poured into her in staggering quantities. It enriched her blood and gave her a sense of fulfilment she didn’t think she would ever be able to match. She did enjoy it. She didn’t want to. Every death broke her heart, but they didn’t stop her from directing her soldiers to take more and more lives. Her heart didn’t need to beat anymore, and surprisingly that helped steel her resolve.

She was only doing what needed to be done.

“I don’t enjoy this,” she lied, and the look on Xan’s face showed that the inquisitor saw through Eliza’s deception. “But this killing is necessary. Replicating the Sundering will take time and resources. If Typh’s ideas are allowed to spread, the task will become so much harder to accomplish,” Eliza explained. She took a deep breath. “Humanity doesn’t need to die, Xan . . . but Terythia and every classer in it does.”

A silence fell between them where the only sounds were those of the men battering down the doors at the end of the hall and the violent echoes of the battle outside the palace.

“It’s still a very tough sell, Eliza,” Xan muttered, looking away and to the side.

“It’s necessary,” Eliza hissed. “There are more classers here in Helion than there are in most countries, and unlike here those nations aren’t racing to make more. It’s far better to cut off an infected limb before it can spread its rot to the body. Humanity can be saved, but only if we carve the System out of each and every soul it lives in.”

“Even me?” Xan asked.

“Yes, even you. But I have faith that you’ll survive it. The System’s hooks may be deep inside of you, but you’re strong, Xan. Once you accept that your classes need to go, it will be that much easier to take them out of you. You won’t end up like—”

“Alphonse,” Xan said, and Eliza frowned at the interruption.

“Yes. You won’t end up like him,” Eliza continued. “He was weak and he fought against it. It’s not my fault his mind couldn’t take the strain.” Xan looked unimpressed by Eliza’s explanation, but this was why she was taking the time to convince the inquisitor. Xan would understand eventually. “You’ll see. I can be patient. Soon you’ll beg me to rip the classes out of you, and then we can continue the work—together.”

Xan scoffed and Eliza felt a surge of anger rise from within her. She could taste blood in thousands of her mouths while mana-infused ichor surged through her countless limbs. Eliza wondered how many of her victims would have accepted the same offer, knowing that their deaths were the only alternative. She looked at Xan, and for a moment instead of the woman she loved, all she saw was another classer scorning her advances.

“There’s nothing you could say that will convince me to kill the nation I’ve dedicated my life to protecting,” Xan said.

“You will change your mind,” Eliza argued.

“Please . . .” Xan responded, rising from the floor and dragging her chains with her as she leaned back against the wall. “You’re not the first child to get their hands on untapped power, go insane, and then start monologuing! For fuck’s sake, you’re a bard, Eliza! Could you try any harder to be a tired cliché?!”

“Shut up!”

“No. I’m not going to sit here like a helpless maiden while you list off all the reasons why you need to murder a country! What you’re doing is abhorrent, and if there’s enough of you left in there to care about me in the slightest, then there’s enough of you to know that.”

“Shut up, Xan! I’m trying to save you!”

“Oh, fuck off, Eliza. I will not be the balm for your conscience! Nor will I ever join you in this mindless slaughter!”

“Xan—”

“Don’t you dare interrupt me! I sat here and listened politely to your deranged insanity, and now you will listen to my complete and unequivocal rejection of you and your goals! I have sworn sacred oaths to protect this country. To put my duty before everything else—every part of me. It doesn’t matter on whatever grand scale the slaughter of Terythians will somehow equate to being for the greater good. I will never allow it. I would rather see the rest of the continent burn than let Terythia fall. I will never help you in this, Eliza, and you’ve lost all connection to reality if you think I would ever choose a genocidal Monster over my country!”

“Shut up! Shut up! SHUT UP!” Eliza raged.

Her anger exploded out of her and her magic moved in sympathy. The plush carpets of the hall warped along with the structure of the nearby walls, and it was only the System’s deep hooks in Xan’s soul that protected her from being remade in an image of Eliza’s anger. The carpets turned black and thorny, and the smouldering wallpaper became a wild blaze or purple fire. Outside, the dragon roared, along with every other creature connected to her. The scene in the hall repeated itself across Helion as sympathetic eruptions of chaos emanated from every one of her soldiers. Many of those who’d been locked in combat died when opportunistic adventurers took advantage of her outrage, but Eliza couldn’t find it within her to care.

She let her fury consume her. Her depths of anger had grown so much greater than they were before. Xan smirked at her in condescension, unaware or uncaring of the danger Eliza posed. In that moment of true rage, Eliza knew that the inquisitor spoke the truth. There was nothing Eliza could say that would ever persuade the other woman to choose her and chaos over the System and Terythia.

But Eliza could show her.

The Everwar was long and incomprehensibly horrific. Eliza was aware that gazing at the memories the hand had contained had broken her on some deep fundamental level. The true depths of the System’s depravity were not meant for human minds to witness, no matter how well they may have been reinforced by the System’s stats. Xan’s patriotism was an admirable quality, especially when paired with her tendency for self-sacrifice and duty.

It was also annoying, and Eliza had no time for it.

She reached up a hand and saw a flicker of something cross the other woman’s features. Then Eliza placed her palm against Xan’s head and pushed every recollection she had of the Everwar into the inquisitor’s mind. The System’s chains protested, but when faced with Eliza’s reality-distorting presence, even that old monster had to admit defeat. First the years, then the decades, then centuries, and finally millennia of horrible unconscionable war poured into Xan’s mind without reprieve or concern for a mortal’s fragility.

Xan collapsed to the floor a gibbering, twitching wreck. To her dismay, Eliza didn’t feel victorious for shutting the other woman up.

The sound of shattering glass preceded the doors at the end of the hall crashing open. Eliza realised that in her rage, she must have leaked enough of her potent chaos, to weaken the already stressed runes. Her soldiers smoothly parted to the sides of the hallway to allow her entry. Eliza sighed, and with a hint of regret, she left Xan behind on the floor and walked into the throne room.






CHAPTER 45

INSANITY REDUX

Arilla could feel the wreckage of her ribcage moving about inside her chest. Untethered by tendons or radial symmetry, broken pieces of her swam about beneath her skin. Arilla was forced to reckon with the fact that her body was a ruin in every sense of the word. If it wasn’t for her cracked armour holding her vaguely together, then she imagined she’d look as bad as she felt. But on this occasion, Arilla was spared the gruesome spectacle of her injuries, for when she looked down, all she could see was fractured steel decorated with rivulets of flowing red.

Each of her breaths were agonising, and that pain compounded her fear that a jagged shard of free-floating bone would eventually puncture something vital and cause her to bleed out into her own chest.

Who was she kidding? After the hit she’d taken, that had certainly already happened and her death was just minutes away at best. Her health was flashing at zero, and the notifications she was ignoring weren’t going to change that. If her health score was capable of going into the negatives, it would have. It was only the dregs of her stamina keeping her conscious, and that fleeting resource would only last for so long.

Arilla was done.

If she’d crashed into a healer’s clinic then maybe she might have entertained the possibility of survival. But instead, she’d been sent through several walls of an overcrowded tenement block and had knocked over enough embers from the hearths she’d smashed through to ensure that the entire building would soon go up in flames.

Her only conciliation was that the view was nice.

From her throne of shattered bricks and broken furniture, Arilla could look out on Helion through the ragged hole in the brickwork she’d arrived through. To her eyes, the city remained fine and majestic even though large parts of it were ablaze. The amber glow cast from numerous fires was trapped by the thick cloud coverage above and tinged the entire cityscape in shades of vibrant orange. Below her, people hustled about in the streets in a panic, and occasionally she’d watch them clump together to fend off one of Eliza’s spawn.

Occasionally, she’d watch them clump together and lose.

She believed that the fight in the streets could still be won. Arilla had enough faith in the classers sworn to her for that, but the dragonspawn by the palace gave her pause. [Ashen King’s Gaze] granted her good-enough vision to see the undead creatures crawling all over it, and from there it wasn’t a leap to assume that Tamlin was back, just in time to save the day. Again. But Arilla wouldn’t be helping. Like the battle in Helion’s streets, she had to trust that her remaining allies would somehow win the fight.

It was a much larger leap of faith than the one previous. Even if Typh could kill the dragon, she still had to save Terythia from Eliza, and then Creation from the Monsters. It was all too much. It had been too much when it was just the two of them, and the pressure hadn’t lessened even though they’d had the backing of the country behind them.

Arilla felt guilty for leaving Typh behind, but it was finally time for her to rest and let someone else pick up the slack.

She wrinkled her nose as the stench of burning flesh assaulted her senses. Arilla didn’t have to shift her gaze from the distant dragon spawn to know who’d entered the room.

“Are you having a nice little break?” Rolf taunted.

“Fuck off . . . I’m dying,” Arilla groaned.

“Don’t be so melodramatic. Walk it off already. They need you back in the fight.”

“I’m never getting up again, Rolf. Find someone else to haunt. Typh’s the one who actually cremated you—go bother her. I’m done. It hurts too much . . .”

“Yes, I get it. Poor you, you have a shattered skeleton. Now stop bitching about it and get back up. You’re not done yet,” the ghost said.

“My health is at zero, and I’d be surprised if I had an intact bone left in my body. It will be an actual miracle if I’m still breathing in an hour, and given how much pain I’m feeling through my skills, I’m not sure I’d be grateful for it,” Arilla explained.

“And? Are you really going to let that stop you?”

“What?”

“Arilla, if every bone in your body is broken, how exactly are you speaking to me with a shattered jaw?”

“I . . . fuck off, Rolf.”

“How are you even conscious, Arilla? Shouldn’t you be dead already? Not many low-irons are left talking after being backhanded a solid mile through the air by a peak-steel dragon. And the one that hit you had Monster juice in its veins.”

“I don’t know,” Arilla protested. She’d have shrugged her shoulders if she could, but the motion was beyond her, and the ghost’s cryptic questioning wasn’t helping her focus. “I have a lot of defensive skills,” she guessed.

Rolf waved away her words like he was wafting his hands at a bad smell.

“Try harder. A creature like that will have offensive skills that completely eclipse yours. Now stop lying to me and tell the truth,” the ghost pressed.

“Why are you doing this?” Arilla asked.

“You know the reason why,” Rolf answered.

Arilla’s face twisted into a grimace for a full moment before a wracking cough ripped its way through her body. It left the taste of iron in her mouth, and when she spat, thick red leaked through the cracks in her helmet and dripped down over her gorget. The ghost watched on impassively. Eventually, his lips pulled back into a mad grin, and he broke his silence with a cackle and some vigorous slaps to his thighs. Arilla tried not to look at the grease stains and ashen flesh he left behind.

“That was well done, but if I wanted to see a show, I’d have gone to the bloody theatre. Now stop wasting my precious time and say it, Arilla. Say the words you shouldn’t be able to say, with the breath you shouldn’t be able to take,” Rolf taunted. “Or would you like to cough some more and pretend that you’re really poorly?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Arilla lied.

“Liar,” the dead man spat, suddenly aggressive rather than mocking. “Say it. Make it real for me. You remember the warning, don’t you, Arilla? It was one of the first things Typh taught you.”

Arilla remembered.

She didn’t want to say it—but she remembered. Rolf was right. Giving voice to the nagging doubts that lived in her head would make them real, and she so desperately wanted anything but for them to be true. If Rolf had asked her on any other day, then she’d have fought it. Fortunately for him, she was dying today, and while the truth was terrifying, it wasn’t nearly powerful enough to change that.

Arilla didn’t think it could hurt to indulge the ghost one last time. As horrifying as Rolf’s partially cremated appearance was, since she’d ranked up her class and lost her murderous impulses, he’d largely been good company. Arilla owed him something for that—and while their conversation was unpleasant, she did appreciate that he was taking her mind off of things rather than leaving her to die alone and afraid when he had every reason to hate her for what she’d done.

“Beware the insane,” Arilla said solemnly, and the ghost laughed maniacally in turn. “But I’m not crazy,” she hastily added.

“Of course you are!” he said, and a part of her froze in the face of his certainty. “You’ve been touching on the truth for a while now, but you used to be a warrior, so I guess I need to spell it out to you.

“How many irons have you killed? How many steels have you fended off? How did you make it out of that alley alive—let alone victorious—when there were four of them after your blood and only one of you?” Rolf asked.

“I’m good, I’ve been practising—”

“ ‘I’ve been practising,’ ” he mocked, copying her voice in the most juvenile way. “Please. No matter how good you are, a year of hard training would never let you bridge the chasm of expertise century-old iron-ranks routinely possess. You haven’t been winning fights because you’re well-trained or because your class is that much better than average. You’ve won them because you—Arilla Foundling, Lord Traylan, Ashen King, you—are goblinshit crazy!

“For close to a year now, you’ve been relying on your unhinged belief that you are somehow better than everyone else to win fights that you shouldn’t have been able to survive! You think that you’ve been chosen, that you’re special, and that if you just try hard enough, you can beat whatever is thrown your way. But you’re not special. You’re just a delusional madwoman with no higher understanding of risk, and as your legend grows, more idiots flock to you, adding their belief to your own.

“I mean, if you were sane, you wouldn’t share a bed with a man-eating dragon much less fuck one!” Rolf laughed.

“This—” the ghost said, throwing his arms out wide and drawing her attention to the burning cityscape around her “This whole thing is the literal definition of insanity. You know this fight can’t be won, and yet here you are, railing against the coming dark, and actually allowing yourself to believe that it can be stopped. Greater creatures than you can comprehend have sprinted away in blind terror from this fight, yet you think you can win with an unsteady coalition of cripples and ignorant children.

“Typh’s mad to believe there’s a chance of victory, and so is every living soul who follows her. And amongst them all, the only one more deranged than that malformed runt of a dragon is you.

“These are just the opening moves to a war that will never end,” Rolf said as the dragon spawn behind him lurched away from the palace and briefly fell into a populated street, likely killing hundreds. It got up as thunder crashed above and undead bodies fell off of it like rain. In response, it belched a line of red fire that consumed an entire street, and then it was turning again, ready to face the literal horde of green-eyed undead. Rolf continued speaking while the battle played out. “The real threat lies thousands of miles to the west, growing in strength with every passing second. You saw how much devastation a Monster that had been alive for days caused. That one’s had nearly a year!

“And this?!” he said, gesticulating wildly. “This is mostly Eliza! A bard! A freaking bard did this!

“You’ve already lost! You know this down to your very soul, and yet you still think you can win!”

“I know we can,” Arilla said firmly.

“Insanity,” Rolf replied, leaning in close enough for her to feel his rancid breath on her face and hear the still-sizzling fats beneath his skin.

“I’m not crazy,” Arilla protested.

“Sure you’re not, but if you’re sane and I’m wrong, then answer me this, who the fuck are you talking to?”

Arilla froze. Rolf’s words hung heavy in the air, and Arilla barely resisted the urge to call him a ghost.

Ghosts weren’t real. Everyone knew that.

“Erebus,” she accused, and Rolf laughed again.

“Don’t flatter yourself. You aren’t worth his time . . . yet,” the dead man said.

“Then what are you?”

“You know. You just want to pretend for a little bit longer that you’re some natural talent, when the bitter truth is you’re merely passable with a sword. Your mind broke when Rolf tortured you near to death and made you watch. Any last vestiges of sanity you may have clung to shattered when Typh carelessly bombarded your fragile little mind with scenes from a war too terrible for your comprehension . . .

“Or maybe it was that time she ate someone in front of you, or when Erebus played around with your brain, or when the church that raised you tried to sacrifice hundreds of children, or perhaps the first time you saw a street lined with the dead, or when the fate of humanity fell squarely on your shoulders. Pick one mind-shattering realisation, it doesn’t matter. You’re still fucked in the head.

“You’re a broken person, Arilla. A truly terrible king, and you are not done yet.

“Now get up off your arse and go kill the dragon tearing apart your city.”

Arilla paused for several long seconds. She wanted to refute Rolf’s words. She wanted to say so many things, but they all fell flat in the face of the ghost’s twisted logic. She wasn’t crazy . . . yet she also couldn’t imagine how anyone sane could have survived all that she had been through.

Arilla thought about getting up and felt her class bare its teeth at the prospect of defending her city. She was a king, after all, and it wouldn’t do to sit still while it burned.

The mad king sighed, not noticing that the action didn’t hurt.

“Hand me my sword,” she said, and the incarnation of her madness swiftly complied. She took the heavy blade from Rolf’s fire-blackened hands and ignored how his manic smile stretched into laughter that echoed throughout the small room.

Then, on bones as sturdy as powdered glass, Arilla stood up.

She had a Monster to kill.






CHAPTER 46

RESISTANCE

Glass fractured against her skin as the wards set into the window frame failed. The runes exploded outwards and Typh’s awareness suddenly expanded to encompass the entirety of the rectangular hall beyond. The fine detail of the tapestries lining the walls filled her vision. The comforting scent of woodsmoke reached her nose. The feel of cold tile underfoot, the quiet moans of injured classers, and the pungent stink of iron-rank blood pooling on the floor all stood out to Typh in vivid, multi-sensory clarity.

Terythia’s throne room had certainly seen better days, but finally, the dragon had arrived.

She slowed her horizontal fall while a shower of fractured brick and coloured glass rained down onto the room’s esteemed occupants. For a brief moment, the shattered images of victorious knights and conqueror kings hung aloft in the air before their momentum carried them on to be scattered across the length of the long room.

Typh ignored the startled noises from the humans within and continued to fly forwards at a sedate pace. She travelled away from the massive pane of stained glass that had once been more artwork than window, and she didn’t stop until she was hovering above the raised dais, where two thrones resided.

Only one of them was vacant.

Ten feet or so below where Typh floated, Queen Constancia sat bolt upright with a heavy crown upon her head and a golden sceptre laid across her lap.

The queen didn’t move to escape, nor did the guards surrounding her shift to block Typh’s line of sight. And when she paid attention to the rest of the room, it wasn’t hard to understand why. Elsewhere, either propped up against the walls or simply lying on the floor, a multitude of guards, adventurers, and household staff lay dying or dead. It was telling that the healer waiting in the shadows beside the Queen lacked the mana to heal them. There were enough high-level classers lying injured in the hall to give Typh serious pause, should they have risen up to fight her. But they didn’t and they couldn’t—not with all that blood on the floor.

From the dearth of energy in the air and the defeated look in the queen’s mage’s eyes, it was clear to the dragon that every last drop of power they’d possessed had gone into fuelling the room’s defensive wards—the very same ones Typh had just torn through.

The woman who’d been nothing but a thorn in the dragon’s side looked up at her, and if there was fear in Constancia’s eyes, she hid it well. All Typh could see was naked disdain and frustrated anger. The self-righteous defiance the queen possessed irked the dragon far more than she could have anticipated. Rather than say anything in her defence, the queen quickly lowered her gaze past the scores of wounded and focused on the elaborate double doors at the far end of the chamber. Typh took the hint and watched as well.

A boom of metal against metal rang out, and the doors tented inwards, dramatically crumpling around the classer fists that emerged through the gap and subsequently began prying them open. Some of her guards looked up, unsure whether Typh was a greater threat than the tainted knights ripping their way into the room, but before they could make a decision, it was made for them.

The heavily armoured knights stinking of blood and abhorrence stepped over the ruined doors. They briefly paused their advance to rip the doors fully from their hinges before continuing on. The two knights at the front then drew their weapons, joining the pair behind them, who were already armed. As a unit, the four parted, revealing an unarmoured bard, who then sauntered into the room.

Eliza looked far more humble than she did monstrous. With a colourful, low-cut blouse, painted lips, and a gentle sway to her hips, she appeared to be every bit the bard she used to be. She did not look like the stuff of nightmares, yet Typh could feel the waves of power radiating off of the woman, and it was terrifying.

The dragon knew that she was in over her head. She wasn’t even close to prepared for a confrontation of this scale. Unfortunately, she couldn’t bring herself to care. Her vengeance demanded action.

An image of Arilla being swatted from the sky flashed in front of her eyes. Typh raised her hands and pushed mana out through her palms, then shaped her spell into a razor and channelled every compatible rune she knew, no matter how dubious the connection or how convoluted its shape. She felt her mind strain under the pressure—her limits protesting—but the words of arcane power spilt forth regardless, augmenting her spell with the full ferocity of the System’s might.

Force, Impact, Sharpness, Penetration, Severance, and Heat.

Each rune pushed the magic beyond Typh’s limits, and each successive symbol modified the ones before. The mental strain increased by an order of magnitude for each one, but the dragon’s mind had skills to help her carry the load. Her naturally aspected mana was augmented with Creation’s unwavering intent, and for as long as she could contort her magic to flow through the series of interlinked symbols, her spell hit with more force, was sharper, penetrated deeper, severed limbs better, and most importantly for a sovereign dragon, it burned considerably hotter.

Typh held the six runes firmly in her mind and cast a stream of superheated, razor-thin blades that swept out across the hall to strike the invaders who’d just entered the room.

The knights who’d parted to allow Eliza entry rapidly converged to block the hits. If they were anything less than steel-ranked, Typh’s spell would have ripped them to pieces. Instead, it only carved deep lines into their armour and scored flesh wherever the metal was thin or weakened.

Not content to deal mere flesh wounds, Typh leaned harder on her skills. [Conqueror’s Empowerment] did most of the heavy lifting, enhancing the damage far beyond what her arcana skill was capable of in exchange for an even greater supply of her mana. [Conqueror’s Guidance] caused the wafer-thin blades to twist and turn through the air, forming a flock of deadly edges that struck at the joints and cracks in the knight’s armour.

Typh had fought enough Alchemic Knights to know that attempting to chip away at their defences played heavily into their strengths. With their regeneration from the Monster’s taint, it was far better to squash them with overwhelming force than it was to play for attrition, so Typh strained to push as much mana through her body as she could handle while she poured on the damage without reprieve.

The air in the throne room, which had been so deprived of ambient mana, was suddenly saturated. The inefficiencies in Typh’s spellwork—small though they may have been—leaked massive quantities of magical energy into the air. The temperature rose significantly, going from cool to oppressively hot, and the air around the edges of her spells’ flight literally combusted as the component gases were dragged up far above their ignition point.

Despite having well over five thousand points of mana, Typh hadn’t fought a real battle with only her personal reserves in some time. She had gotten used to relying on the levied mana of thousands, and storing away the excess in golden rings and specialised gems. It had given her the practice she needed to cast this spell without passing out from the strain, but Typh was acutely aware that if nothing changed, she’d empty her entire reserves in less than half a minute.

The classers gathered around their queen hesitated. The warriors raised their shields, and the exhausted mages dredged up enough arcane energy to protect the noblewoman from the collateral effects of Typh’s magical assault. The others in the room had not been so fortunate—Typh dismissed the notifications as quickly as they came.

The Alchemic Knights made little effort to avoid her spellfire. The naked blades of scything heat squirmed about, striking from any and all sides wherever Typh perceived a potential weakness. If the heavily armoured figures gave her an opening, she planned to use her blades to quickly shred Eliza. If they didn’t, she’d simply content herself by cutting them down one by one.

No words or taunts were exchanged between the two parties. The knights withstood her attack, and Typh withstood the strain of delivering it. She expected Eliza to do something to stop the assault, but when the interruption came, it was from an unexpected source.

“Truce?”

The voice was clear and the offer was concise. Typh looked down at the classers below her and locked eyes with Constancia, who remained seated upon her throne. The queen stared back, defiant, letting her olive branch hang between them while Typh’s strength faded by the second. The dragon wanted to bite back with a condemnation of the other woman’s shortsightedness, or offer a refusal out of stubbornness and spite, but Typh also wanted to win, so instead she put her anger into her spell and gave her reply:

“Fuck you. Yes, a truce.”

A nod from the queen followed, and then the classers below leapt into action. Flasks and vials were removed from the bandoliers they wore—the contents of which were rapidly imbibed or poured liberally over their swords. The classers all changed. They flushed with colours both natural and unnatural, became swollen with alchemically infused muscles, and were suddenly backlit by unnatural glows.

The mages launched their spells, and the warriors charged. The adventurers’ attacked the knights with a surprising ferocity, calling out the names of the fallen and forcing the tainted knights to break off from sheltering Eliza to better defend themselves against the onslaught.

By itself, the Queen’s adventurers’ offensive wouldn’t have been enough to win, but with Typh’s spell taking lethal advantage of any openings, her blades of superheated force cut through the Alchemic Knights’ armour and into their tainted flesh beneath. One knight fell in silence, and then another soon followed. Their deaths were announced by the System’s intrusive notifications, but they did not come quickly enough.

Adventurers died in exchange; they were simply unable to keep up with the steel-ranks they fought. And then, with their shields raised, the remaining knights advanced on Typh while mages’ spells splashed harmlessly off of their runeplate. Step by step the knights marched deeper into the room with Eliza following close behind.

Typh felt her classes strain, not just under the pressure of all the mana she was channelling, but with an urgent need to end Eliza before her presence could water down Creation’s less-than-rigid rules. The dragon in Typh screamed at her to bare her fangs, and the conqueror voiced something not-too-dissimilar. She could feel the System’s weight literally pushing down on her, urging her to fight and kill at all costs.

Typh did her best to follow through.

“Is that all you’ve got?” Constancia asked. She sounded nonchalant, but Typh noticed how her manicured fingernails splintered against the polished wood of her throne.

“I don’t see you doing anything to help,” Typh snapped.

“If you submit to my royal authority, I can—”

“No!” Typh refused. “Give me your mages and I can at least direct their attacks to be less pitiful.”

“No!” Constancia refused.

“Then I guess we lose,” Typh said, watching as the knights forced their way deeper into the chamber while the rapid-fire impacts from her spell tried and failed to push them back.

“At least I didn’t lose my throne to a dragon,” the queen said with a sigh, sounding almost wistful as she watched the knights’ approach.

“Yes, this is so much better than me winning. Now your entire species is doomed—you must be proud,” the dragon mocked. “Are you sure you don’t have any arcane relics on hand for this sort of thing?”

“I raided the treasury and handed them all out to the officers of my army—you know, the one you destroyed with cannonfire,” Constancia seethed. “Maybe, if you’d taken the time to sift through their broken remains, you might have found some of Terythia’s greatest treasures.”

“Well, I was busy cleaning up your mess,” Typh said through gritted teeth, gesturing with a nod of her head in the general direction of the dragonspawn currently rampaging through Helion’s streets.

“And you didn’t even kill it,” Constancia complained.

“System help me, I despise you!”

“STOP!”

Eliza’s voice rang out and Typh’s spell faltered; her grip on the runes slipped with the momentary lapse in her concentration. She felt the compulsion to freeze and fought it off, but while she had hesitated the tainted knights had moved.

They sprinted forwards, leaping the last of the distance to cut her down from the sky. Two longswords flashed through the air and Typh instinctively raised her hands to protect her face. She pushed mana into her defensive aura’s scales, only to then feel them crack and shear when the knight’s blades cut into her arms and knocked her down to the ground.

Typh bounced, eventually landing on her feet, more-or-less steady. Rivulets of rich red blood ran down her forearms from where deep notches had just been carved from her flesh. The pain was manageable, and the result was far less pronounced than the last time she’d tried to block an Alchemic Knight’s attack with her hands. She congratulated herself on her progression and made a mental note to invest in a shield. And then they were on her.

Typh skated back, dancing through the hall with bursts of mana while the knights pursued her on foot. They refused to grant her enough distance to attack Eliza, or enact any kind of elaborate plan. When Typh went high, they bounded off the walls to catch her, and while leaving the ground lessened the pressure of their attacks somewhat, it wasn’t nearly close to a reprieve.

She tried every trick and spell she had at her disposal. Manabolts, beams of fire, claws of force made from her hardened aura to name but a few. She even tried to collapse the room’s ceiling, but none of it worked. Every spell she could cast in the fractions of a second she had to work with were overcome by the Alchemic Knights’ superior stats, skills, and equipment.

Queen Constancia and her remaining entourage were left alone, although when the lone healer broke free enough from Eliza’s spell to flee, she was then cut down with a wave of the bard’s hand.

Typh saw this and frowned. She knew she was being played with, and just because it was the only reason she was still breathing didn’t mean she had to like it. Eliza wasn’t taking Typh seriously. At any moment, the bard could twist her knights to change into tainted spawns, a decision which would immediately result in Typh’s untimely demise. Eliza could empower them further with a song, which would also result in Typh’s death, or Eliza could use her voice to command Typh to falter when she needed to perfectly time a dodge. The bard could cast spells, summon horrors, command the tainted dragon . . . The list of things Eliza could do went on and on and on, and nowhere was there a weakness Typh could use.

The dragon lived and breathed through the other woman’s sufferance, and when that same woman was busy killing an entire city for unknown reasons, that was a very bad position to be in. Typh felt the System’s influence pushing her to fight, and she wondered if maybe there was another way?

“I surrender,” Typh said, raising her hands and coming to an abrupt stop in mid-air.

The knights’ swords swung down around her throat, sweeping in from either side and cutting through the defensive aura that served as the dragon’s armour. Then, the blades came to a stop with their edges resting against her skin. Typh swallowed, trying not to turn her head as she felt the lump in her throat briefly press up against the razor-sharp steel.

Eliza looked at the dragon with narrowed eyes.

“This won’t work, Typh,” the bard warned.

“I haven’t got a plan to kill you,” the dragon admitted.

There was a long pause while Eliza evaluated Typh’s statement. It was very likely that if it had been a lie, Eliza would have given the mental command for them to decapitate her. But for good or ill, Typh really didn’t know what to do, and she hadn’t the scantest hint of a plan beyond playing for time.

“You’re lucky I despise violence,” Eliza said.

* * *

“So that’s the plan . . .” Typh said, frowning at the convoluted stream of verbal insanity she’d just heard.

“Yes. It’s quite an elegant solution if I say so myself,” Eliza added.

The bard slowly nodded at her own genius and resumed pacing the length of the room. She was either too delusional or too stupid to realise how destroying the System would fundamentally break Creation, and with blades pressed against her throat, Typh was hardly in a position to educate her. In the short term, Eliza’s plan was marginally better than mass genocide, but eventually it would prove to be far worse for its profound and unrelenting thoroughness.

When Typh made it out of this, she was going to have to plan her trip to Epheria sooner rather than later. But for now, she had her hands full with this current genocidal Monster and she really couldn’t deal with the prospect of facing another quite so soon.

“So, can you call off the tainted spawn? I’ve already agreed to help and your dragon is causing a lot of carnage,” Typh asked.

“After you submit to having your classes stripped away, and after you get the city to join you in your surrender . . . Then, I’ll command it to stand down,” Eliza answered. “And until then, consider the loss of life an incentive not to try anything clever.”

“And you’re sure I won’t end up like her?” Typh asked, gesturing towards Xan, who was lying slumped against a wall in the hallway beyond the throneroom’s missing doors.

“No!” Eliza said quickly—too quickly. “She—that’s something else.” Typh raised an eyebrow in question and Eliza graciously continued. “I made her an offer and she refused. That’s all you need to know.”

There was something there. It was the waver in Eliza’s voice when she spoke of Xan’s rejection. It was in the fact that Xan was still alive when everyone else who’d crossed Eliza clearly wasn’t. And finally, it was in the simple truth that Typh recognised the Monster’s pain. Typh knew what it was like to have your advances rejected by a human.

The dragon tried her hardest not to smile.

“Then let’s get it over with,” Typh said instead, sounding far more confident than she felt.

“I’m surprised you’re being so reasonable,” Eliza said, but she didn’t let her suspicions stop her from approaching the defeated dragon. “If this is a trick, you’ll regret it.”

“You know all I’ve ever wanted was peace, Eliza. If you can really give me that, then I’ll take it with both hands,” Typh admitted, neatly sidestepping the question which would have forced her to lie.

The bard came to a stop, standing between the dragon and the two thrones. The hallway the knights’ had entered through was at Typh’s back. The tainted knights had never moved their blades from the dragon’s neck, but when Eliza approached within clawing distance, Typh heard the creaking of leather as they tightened their grips just a little bit more.

“You should kneel,” Eliza commanded.

“I don’t do that anymore,” Typh replied.

The bard’s eyes narrowed.

“Fine, but don’t blame me if you cut yourself on their swords when you collapse at the knees.”

“So this does hurt, then?”

“Everything good hurts in the end—” The bard placed her hands over the dragon, one above her heart and the other hovering to the side of her head. “And this, Typh, will be the greatest good you ever do. Just remember, this will go a lot faster if you don’t resist it. I’m going to be cutting the System out of your soul, so if you want to minimise the damage, don’t fight me.”

Eliza smiled sweetly as multicoloured swirls of light spread out from her palms. Then the pain started in earnest, and it truly was the greatest pain.

Compared to most humans, Typh had enjoyed a relatively eventful adventuring career which had involved a lot of fighting and taking far too many wounds. Whether it was adventurers, Monsters, or magical beasts, Typh had suffered debilitating injuries in all of her forms. She’d cut off her own leg without hesitation, been immolated, had countless bones broken, survived having both of her hands suddenly removed, been stabbed, punched, shot, and worse.

And none of that could hold a candle to the pain that followed Eliza’s words.

When the rainbow-hued light touched her skin, Typh felt an agony unlike any other. The bard-turned-Monster began to perform surgery on her soul with all the delicacy of a drunk goblin wielding a warhammer five sizes too big. Chaos poured into Typh, penetrating deep into that ethereal space where her classes and status resided. Wherever the light touched, she felt her connection to the System wither and pain follow. Every line on her status suddenly screamed together in loud, incoherent agony, and the interface which had accompanied her from her birth started to peel away, leaving a raw wound underneath.

Typh didn’t know if the process was survivable, but she did know that she didn’t want to find out. Her subterfuge required getting Eliza close, but she’d already achieved that, and she was unwilling to lose so much as a single level she had fought, bled, and killed for.

Typh resisted with all of her might. The fading slowed, and the pain intensified. When that wasn’t enough, she pushed her mana into the space revealed by Eliza, and there with the System on her side, Typh’s magic warred with the bard’s chaos.

“You’re resisting,” Eliza accused.

“No, I’m not,” Typh lied, barely getting the words out through gritted teeth as she focused on forcing her mana into a spell.

She had never heard of a class being stripped away. The Sundering had avoided the issue entirely by simply denying newborn humans the species classes of their ancestors. So, for the first time in her life, Typh had no relevant ancestral knowledge to draw upon. What she did have was a dragon’s will and an understanding of how both Creation and the System worked.

With this in mind, Typh manifested her intent. She leaned on her skills harder than ever before, even as Eliza’s magic tried to scour them away. A painfully crude defensive barrier sprang into being around Typh’s soul. It was weak, flimsy, and profoundly inadequate, but that wasn’t what she needed it for.

Typh felt [Conqueror’s Abjurations] activate as her barrier spell shielded her connection to the System from Eliza’s chaos. The barrier she’d erected was immediately strengthened by the System’s might, her effective intelligence score rising and its mana costs dropping by the same number of points as the skill’s level. But most crucially, while the waves of unrelenting pain assaulted her, Typh felt the ethereal damage stored by the skill’s reflective ability start to rise.

The chaotic energies were unlike anything she’d ever experienced before and that intangible, untameable power was frighteningly hard to store. It didn’t seem to harm her body—her health score remained completely untouched—but on a deeper, more significant level, Typh felt Eliza use that same power to flay the System from the dragon’s soul.

“Stop it!” Eliza snapped, raising her voice above the noisy sworls of multi-coloured mana and the ever-distant battle occurring in Helion beyond.

“Stop what?!” Typh yelled back. She’d have delighted in the look of frustration that appeared on the bard’s face, if only her resistance didn’t hurt so much. Instead, Typh focused inwards on what came next.

Her skill could only reflect a small percentage of what she had experienced. She’d only get one chance, and she needed it to be enough. More times than she could count, Typh felt the chaotic energy try to squirm free from her grasp and unleash itself long before it was ready. Equally, Typh struggled to hold onto her classes, skills, stats, and levels—every single letter on her status felt malleable and weak as the System’s very bonds frayed around the edges.

For a System-bound creature like Typh, losing a class was a profoundly terrifying prospect. She’d had her dragon class her entire life, and while there were times when she found fault with it, she truly didn’t know where its instincts began and hers ended. The thought of losing half of herself—or perhaps two-thirds if you counted her noble class—didn’t bear thinking about, yet as the agony spread into her from Eliza’s palms, small doubting voices within her head questioned if the System’s grace was truly worth the pain.

The image of Arilla being swatted from the sky by the dragonspawn flashed before Typh’s eyes. She saw her lover’s blood spray from her visor and witnessed the System-blessed metal crumple. Typh had her answer and felt her resolve harden.

She bit her tongue until it bled. Dug her nails into her palms, then pressed her neck against the Alchemic Knights’ swords. Any hint of a distraction she grasped, and yet she pointedly refused to allow herself to scream or kneel.

She would stand against Eliza until the bitter end.

The bard had ruined everything, and Typh let that anger fuel her resistance. She didn’t know how much damage she needed to make her plan work. And as the swirling lights continued to devour her status, she started to wonder . . . How much longer can my skills even last? Eliza’s inherent watering down of reality wasn’t helping. Creation felt slick so close to the bard, and there was the fear that if Eliza’s will surmounted Typh’s for even a moment, the bard would win and that would be that.

So much of what Typh was doing was entirely dependent on her iron-cast will that it be so. She wasn’t even sure if the mechanisms of her defence would have been possible without Eliza loosening the rules, but Typh knew that she couldn’t spare the focus to check.

Instead, Typh opened her status and checked on her notifications. There were a lot of them, but she skipped down to the one that really mattered.




*Congratulations, Conqueror’s Abjurations has reached level 132.*




Her skill could reflect 0.1 percent of the damage her barrier withstood, per level in [Conqueror’s Abjurations]. Was 13.2 percent of the pain she’d already experienced enough? She had to split it three ways after all, so she needed to store three times the pain her more enduring betters could withstand. Typh didn’t know if she was capable of that . . . she wasn’t even sure if her skill was working. The notification could have been generated from the battle before, instead of Eliza’s current assault on Typh’s soul.




*Congratulations, Conqueror’s Abjurations has reached level 133.*




Well that settles that question.




*Congratulations, Conqueror’s Abjurations has reached level 134.*




*Congratulations, Conqueror’s Abjurations has reached level 135.*




. . .




*Congratulations, Conqueror’s Abjurations has reached level 143.*




Typh didn’t know what was going on.




*Congratulations, Conqueror’s Abjurations has reached level 144.*




. . .




*Congratulations, Conqueror’s Abjurations has reached level 155.*




. . .




The skill was levelling far too fast, but 15.5 percent—now 15.9 percent—was far better than the 13 percent or so she’d started out with. It was still a low number, too low to trust her fate to, but the toll Eliza’s efforts were taking on her soul was mounting, and Typh could only hold it together for so much longer.




*Congratulations, Conqueror’s Abjurations has reached level 160.*




“What are you planning, Typh?” Eliza asked.




*Congratulations, Conqueror’s Abjurations has reached level 161.*




“Nothing,” Typh lied.




*Congratulations, Conqueror’s Abjurations has reached level 162.*




The bard frowned.




*Congratulations, Conqueror’s Abjurations has reached ḻ̴́ē̴̹̫̟̯̞͕̝v̷̳̹̠͇̫̹͙̉e̴̱̙͍̥̯̥̤͑̽̄̕l̷̛̛̟̲͎̺̼͖̱̆̿͆ ̸͉̄͒̍̃1̴̩͔̞̰̔͂̈́̓̚͜͝6̷̱̥̣̿3̵͓͔̺̓́̑́̉͊͘̕ͅ.̵̧̺̟̀̊̽̇͛*̵̡̡̛͕̏͘̚͝







Well, that can’t be good.

The swords against Typh’s neck moved imperceptibly deeper and she knew that she was out of time. 16 percent and change would have to do.

The dragon smiled. The knights’ blades pressed down, and Typh activated what remained of [Conqueror’s Abjurations]. She released all of the pent-up damage she’d accrued, along with most of her mana, straight into Eliza’s chest.

Rainbow lights and golden fire exploded outwards, charring away the surface layers of Typh’s flesh and sending her flying backwards. She soared away from the Monster and her tainted knights while they were sent flying too. One person crashed into each of the throne room’s cardinal walls, but of them all, only Typh had been prepared.

Constancia shrieked, suddenly free from being a captive inside of her own skin, but Typh ignored the flailing queen’s efforts to escape, and instead focused on her own.

The dragon scrambled to her hands and knees, then lurched unsteadily towards her goal. She didn’t know how long she had. Despite how worn down they were, she had to face the fact that she wasn’t strong enough to defeat the two remaining Alchemic Knights—let alone Eliza—but Typh knew one person who could.

The dragon left the throne room behind her and practically collapsed on the floor in front of Xan. Typh was relieved to see that the other woman wasn’t grievously injured. She didn’t know what precisely was wrong with the inquisitor, but Typh was betting everything that it was within her ability to heal.

Typh pulled the chains off the unconscious woman, grateful that the runes etched into the metal were spent. With the enticing alloy pooling on the floor, Typh raised a weak hand and reached out to touch the other woman. She was comfortably warm.

Then Typh pulled Xan’s injuries into herself.

The inquisitor’s bruises rapidly faded as Typh’s face swelled and her skin split. The small fractures in Xan’s arms travelled down the link between the two classers and grew by an order of magnitude, leaving shattered bone floating beneath Typh’s skin. Despite the damage she was suffering, the dragon’s health points continued to flow into Xan, topping off the inquisitor’s much-higher score at the expense of nearly draining Typh dry. And when the swelling in Xan’s brain disappeared completely, Typh’s world blurred, becoming so much darker around the edges.

Still, Xan did not wake up.

The Alchemic Knights had found their feet and were rushing to stop Typh. She had seconds before they arrived to kill her, and that was assuming the injury she’d just welcomed into her brain didn’t finish her off first. She reminded herself that it was just a skill she was damaging, not her real body. Whatever she’d done, she would come back from it. Then she remembered that where her real body was supposed to rest, there was nothing but an aching void and a memory of pain.

Will I come back from this?

Typh tried not to think about the consequences of failure. She didn’t have time to panic. Her saviour remained unconscious and her one, sure chance of survival was dwindling fast.

Typh was no mind mage, but she knew the basics. She brushed her consciousness against Xan’s, intent on forcefully waking her up, but what Typh saw took her breath away.

Flashes of incomprehensible horror flooded her mind, one after another in an unending cascade of violence. Death on a scale she’d witnessed before but never truly understood stared right back at her, demanding the entirety of her attention. Every instinct Typh possessed screamed at her to withdraw immediately from the inquisitor’s mind.

It was the Everwar, Typh knew, but it was somehow so much worse than she’d remembered.

The conflict looked fresher than the carefully curated memories she’d inherited. More raw and visceral by far. In the instant she’d looked, Typh could already tell there were too many perspectives, over too much time, and in far too great a quantity for any sane mind to handle. Xan was lost somewhere in there, but Typh didn’t have the time to go and find her.

If she had Erebus’s skills, she would have done something smart. Instead, she was a rank amateur with brain damage and no time. Without care or finesse, Typh followed her masochistic instincts. She carved out the bulk of the foreign memories and took them all into herself. In their place, she left one of her own to fill the void and smiled internally as she felt Xan’s mind latch onto the newly planted sensations.

Xan started to stir as Typh felt herself fade.

She whispered her instructions into the other woman’s ear, offered up a prayer to the System, and finally, Typh let the noisy oblivion of the Everwar take her.






CHAPTER 47

HEARTBREAK

The delectable taste of blood filled her mouth while freshly fallen snow melted on the exposed skin of her face and chest. It was strange, for Xan had never really enjoyed the former, and she rarely revealed enough of her body for the latter to happen. And yet, the crimson lingering on her tongue tasted like divinity itself, and the dress she wore felt more natural than breathing. Her perspective was wrong—too low to the ground—and her muscles were noticeably frailer. The time of year was way-off, and she was standing in the snow by a section of the Old Roads rather than sitting inside the palace’s halls. Xan’s heart raced from the thrill of a recently won battle, and her sex throbbed with a . . . frustrated longing?

She quickly grasped that the memory she was experiencing was not her own.

Xan heard herself beg like a pathetic fool. If she were capable of controlling her throat, she would have gagged. But in the memory she was just a passenger, and so Xan watched, experienced, and waited, while she poured out her soul with a deep sincerity that was profoundly uncomfortable. She felt the hopes she’d never had and dreams she’d never dreamt shatter into thousands of pieces as her heartfelt plea to run away with her love was met with Arilla’s scathing disapproval.

It was news to Xan that the then-warrior-now-king had ever disagreed with Typh’s habit of devouring men alive, but the inquisitor supposed it made a twisted kind of sense that Arilla had needed to be eased into such barbarity. In the memory, Arilla laid out her rejection, choosing Terythia and its people over their shared love. Ignoring the bits about eating people, it was an eerily familiar denial where duty triumphed over personal feelings.

Despite how much Xan agreed with the sentiments the then-warrior expressed, it didn’t stop the inquisitor from feeling the full depths of Typh’s pain as her heart was torn asunder.

Similar to how she felt about the blood in her mouth, Xan didn’t particularly care for Arilla. So having such a strong reaction to the woman’s presence was hard for the inquisitor to understand. Any potential attraction she may have had for the admittedly impressive classer was dwarfed by the respective chasm in their ages. In the memory, Arilla looked even younger than she did today. Judging by the tagged level floating above her head, this recollection predated the fall of Rhelea. That travesty had aged them all in a way.

“She still loves you, you dumb fuck.”

Typh’s scathing words intruded on the memory as it started to fade, but not before Xan felt her broken heart harden with resignation. Thwarted possessiveness gave way to a spike of anger, and Creation twisted until it was as dark and unforgiving as Xan knew it to be. In those last few moments before she awoke, she would have given anything—ignored anything—to change Arilla’s mind.

When the inquisitor opened her eyes, the first tears she’d shed in a century ran down her face. In front of her was Typh, lying almost battered beyond recognition, and in the great hall beyond the unconscious dragon, two Alchemic Knights charged at them with weapons drawn.

Xan felt surprisingly hale. Her wounds were healed, her chains were gone, and even better, when she looked at the two tainted knights, she knew they weren’t in the same good condition as her. Their armour was little more than heavy slag at this point—too many of the underlying runic formations clearly weren’t working—and they were noticeably slower as a result. The cracks in their runeplate were both numerous and deep, but most crucially of all, these two were all that remained of the six who’d captured her in the first place.

Xan was unarmed, she wasn’t worried. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d killed two steel-ranks with her bare hands.

The inquisitor climbed to her feet in a heartbeat and rushed forwards to meet their charge. Swords swung down faster than most iron-ranks could even perceive, but Xan was at the peak of steel and had all of her class slots filled. They were far too slow.

She stepped out to the side of the first strike, placing her hands over the knights’. She added her strength to theirs, forcing them to overcommit as she lifted them off their feet and tossed them through a nearby wall.

The second knight swung again, but this time Xan pirouetted. She spun in place and jabbed her pointed hand through an egregiously large crack in the knight’s armour.

The insides were still scalding to the touch, and Xan briefly wondered what kind of magic could melt an alloy of adamantine, steel, and dragonscale. Where the metal was jagged it scraped against her skin, but Xan’s body was far tougher than iron and her hand more dangerous than most swords. When her fingers met the weakened metal shielding the knight’s flesh, she pushed through until her knuckles were drenched in blood.

She took a punch to the jaw for her trouble, but she made a fist inside the knight’s chest in return; when she pulled her arm back his breastplate cracked open amidst a spray of black gore.

Something writhed in the open wound, but before she could properly see it the knight’s sword was swinging upwards again and his partner bounded towards her.

Xan raised her leg and kicked off the chest of the first. His sword swung through empty air as she flew across the room towards the second. There she repeated the process. She leaned on her skills: [Inquisitor’s Thrust], [Champion’s Power], and [Assassin’s Strike] and together the three complementary abilities hardened the bones in her hand and empowered her limb as she drove it through cracks in the metal and buried it deep in tainted flesh.

Understandably, the Alchemic Knight flinched, and Xan leveraged her impressive dexterity score to strike again. She stabbed her hands through the cracking runeplate in a flurry of blows that tore through muscle and bone in exchange for a chipped nail. Xan’s stamina dropped precipitously as she burned it to fuel her offensive skills, but black blood flowed freely as her reward.

[Assassin’s Eye] helped her target the knight’s organs through their armour’s cracks, whilst also letting her know where the metal was weakest. [Venerated Blood] allowed her to piston her arms in and out of her enemy’s chest, and [Champion’s Endurance] not only kept her going for longer, but it also augmented every stamina-consuming skill she had. In a way, Xan had to thank Eliza for rendering her unconscious. While the scenes of horror Xan couldn’t quite remember were traumatic, if it hadn’t been for her impromptu nap, she’d have lacked the resources to fight on this level without a blade. But now that she was fresh, Xan felt confident enough to use her skills to their full potential.

When the knight staggered back, dark blood ran all the way up to Xan’s elbows. Her danger sense warned her that the knight’s partner had arrived behind her—his sword extended into a lunging thrust—and Xan barely even had to try when she took a hold of his arm and pushed him, sword first, into the other knight’s chest.

With [Assassin’s Eye] guiding her unorthodox strike, the runic blade went straight through a crack in the second knight’s armour and out the other side. For a moment, the two knights stumbled into each other and Xan capitalised on this mistake by finally claiming a sword from the fallen on the floor and ruining its edge by violently separating the tangled enemies. It took two quick strokes to hack through the less-injured knight’s sword arm at the elbow.

As usual [Champion’s Power] and [Assassin’s Strike] helped a great deal with the dismemberment, but neither wound was enough to put the knights down for good. They turned on her, sluggish, but with aberrant growths already sealing their otherwise mortal wounds shut.

She charged them. The one-armed knight went for a grab, while his partner with a sword through his chest retaliated with a stab from his weapon that extended far beyond the natural reach of his blade. She parried the ghostly thrust with one of her own while swinging her sword down to remove the one-armed knight’s lone remaining hand. Her sword snapped after tearing through bone, leaving the Alchemic Knight’s hand attached only by a thin strand of tendon.

As the broken length of the sword twirled through the sky, Xan contorted her body through the air and kicked the weapon fragment with the flat of her foot. With [Assassin’s Eye] improving her aim, Xan sent the sharpened piece of metal hurtling through the visor of the already-impaled knight.

The shard of steel went through his brain and he collapsed silently to the ground—the System thanked Xan for her hard work. The other knight’s tag started to blur above his head, so Xan retrieved another sword from the floor and quickly decapitated him while tentacles and chitin were exploding out through the gaps in his armour.

The System dutifully let her know that there was nothing to be worried about.

Then Xan turned and faced Eliza.

The bard had been busy. Horrors—the same kind Xan had faced in Rhelea—now filled the far half of the great hall. There weren’t enough to stop her by themselves, but certainly enough of them to make any kind of violence against Eliza extremely difficult.

The bard stood there, surrounded by scores of the things. One nuzzled up against her leg, and she scritched its ears like it was an oversized cat rather than a flesh-eating abomination capable of tangling with a bronze-rank warrior.

“That was impressive, but do you really think it will be enough to beat me?” the Monster asked, and a part of Xan grieved for the woman Eliza had once been.

“Maybe,” Xan admitted. “But that’s not what I want.”

“Oh . . . did your gifted recollections change your mind about my plan?”

“No. I won’t help you with that. I never will, but there is . . . there is another option.”

“And what does that look like, Xan?” Eliza asked, sounding unimpressed.

“It looks good,” the inquisitor admitted. She dropped her sword onto the ground in a move that caused Eliza’s eyebrows to quirk upwards in question. “Just pretend with me for a moment that we don’t have to do this—that we don’t have to kill each other over our different views. It’s not too late to stop this. We can still just put it all aside and walk away. Let someone else save Creation from the System or the Monsters. It’s a big continent—I’m sure someone eventually will! You don’t have to kill the System, Eliza, and if you don’t try, then I don’t have to stop you!

“Instead of all this fighting, we could just be . . . together . . . like you want—like we both want . . .” Xan went on. She parroted the same lovesick words Typh had once said to Arilla. She made the same offer of flight and love over hardship and death, and she watched how despite everything, despite all the maddening power, and the countless deaths, Eliza softened.

Xan had thought it would be hard to speak such lies. She didn’t love Eliza, not truly, but the potential for more had always been there. Xan reached the end of what Typh’s memories had provided . . . and then she kept going.

Xan had been one of Terythia’s staunchest protectors for a very long time. And as the centuries had turned, there’d been countless Elizas in her life who’d come and gone. Each one had had the potential for adding something more than just duty to Xan’s life. Something she had never let herself have.

Xan looked at the Monster in front of her as she talked, and walked past the teeming sea of bloodthirsty horrors that filled the room. Their fanged tentacles lashed the ground in front of her and scraped against her skin, but though their eyes followed her, they let her pass.

Xan came to a stop in front of the other woman and stared deeply into Eliza’s eyes. In that moment, Xan saw every love she could have had if she’d ever given herself the chance. And to all of them, she apologised for being so cowardly—for using Terythia as an excuse and for not saying what she’d wanted, when what she had wanted had been them and only them.

Xan may have outlived them all, but with Eliza, there was a real possibility for lasting love. Given the rarity of steel ranks like Xan, it might very well be her last opportunity. Xan said the loving words she didn’t mean to mean. Made promises she wanted to keep, even though she planned betrayal. When Eliza cried and spoke remorsefully about all of the people she’d killed, Xan silenced Eliza’s guilt-filled protestations with her lips.

Blood, death, and eldritch horror filled Terythia’s throne room. Its queen whimpered in abject terror while a small horde of tentacled abominations trilled with their master’s approval. By its ruined doors, a usurper slumbered, and on the raised dais surrounded by the dead, two women stood in front of its regal thrones and melted into each other’s arms.

Outside, a beast that used to be a dragon laid waste to the city, and its efforts were only contested by the dead and the truly deranged.

Eliza pulled back from the kiss, and Xan noted that the bard tasted like strawberries.

“I don’t know if I can walk away . . . If I do, then this was all for nothing,” Eliza said.

“You can. I’ll make it better,” Xan lied.

“You will?”

“I promise. I know a place far away from here. We’ll be safe there, and everyone here will be safe from us.”

Eliza smiled and nodded, seemingly placated by Xan’s words. The bard was surprisingly tearful, and ultimately appeared so very afraid of what she could do. Xan didn’t know if Eliza suspected the truth, but the inquisitor knew that she couldn’t risk giving the Monster time to dwell.

Xan leaned into Eliza’s embrace for one last time as she pushed stamina through her skills. The Monster clung to the inquisitor’s body tightly, making small fists in the fabric of Xan’s shirt. And the inquisitor returned the gesture. She held Eliza close in one arm, while she made a point with the fingers of her hand with the other.

[Assassin’s Eye] told Xan exactly where Eliza had formed her crystalline core. [Inquisitor’s Thrust] and [Champion’s Power] enhanced the force behind the inquisitor’s blow. [Assassin’s Strike] augmented the damage for attacking a weak point and for surprising her victim, while [Venerated Blood] let her arm move significantly faster in exchange for even more stamina. [Champion’s Endurance] improved every skill’s efficiency, and together four of Xan’s classes sang in triumph and worked in concert.

Her arm burst out through Eliza’s back, the Monster’s heart now contained within the inquisitor’s palm.

“I’m sorry,” Eliza whispered.

“I know,” Xan replied.

Then she squeezed, and Eliza’s heart burst in an explosion of meat and gore. The crystal inside shattered into a fine dust and every horror in the room died all at once. The System sang Xan’s praises, rewarding her with more levels than she’d seen in decades. System-granted power flooded into her now-capped classes, but the inquisitor didn’t care. She couldn’t even summon the strength to dismiss her notifications, much less celebrate finally reaching silver.

Instead, with heavy arms and a heavier heart, Xan gently lowered Eliza’s bloody corpse to the floor and loudly wept.






CHAPTER 48

VOWS

“It’s degrading.”

“Yes, it is, but it’s also expected. You’re breaking enough traditions as it is just by going through with this ceremony,” Vanje explained, awkwardly clutching the offending piece of lace between her hands. “If you’re serious about this, then you should wear it. It’s a small concession that will go a long way towards calming some of the more conservative voices arrayed against you.”

“I am serious about the ceremony. It’s just . . . all these rules and traditions . . . they’re so ridiculous! Arilla already knows what I look like, and all of this white isn’t going to fool anyone into thinking that I’m some untouched maiden!” Typh complained.

“Then don’t wear it,” Vanje said with a shrug. “I have a gold dress that I know you’ll love. Wear that instead if you want, just don’t come crying to me when all anyone is talking about is how you wore the wrong colour and how you refused to cover your face.”

The dragon glared at the human from the top of her stool.

“Fine. Put it on,” Typh relented, and the tailor was quick to pin the veil to the dragon’s curls.

“You look lovely,” Vanje said with a warm smile.

Rather than smiling back, Typh looked into the mirror and frowned. She could barely see her own face without relying on her skills, and the indignity of having to hide her perfect features irked her draconic sense of pride. The thin layer of patterned lace, along with the mana-infused pearls and carefully hidden runes, all worked together to obscure Typh’s vision as much as it did her visage. So profound was the effect that she even had noticeable blindspots in [Sovereign’s Perception]!

Vanje’s class skills augmented every part of the veil that was touched by her stitching, and it was concerning to Typh quite how much trouble she was having piercing the bronze-rank tailor’s work. The thin piece of lace wasn’t quite a System-blessed item, but with Vanje’s steadily rising level, it wasn’t far from it.

Typh wondered why she was submitting herself to this annoying torment when she could have been out drinking wine and eating people instead. Then, she remembered Arilla’s face when she’d said ‘yes,’ and some of the dragon’s resentment shifted.

Forcing her lips into a smile, Typh twirled when prompted. The flowing silks and elegant lace hanging from her frame bloomed outwards, aided in part by a subtle suffusion of mana that helped the fabrics catch the air. It was a horrendously impractical garment—suitable only for falling from great heights and impersonating a flower—but when she caught glimpses of herself in the mirror, Typh couldn’t deny that she looked good. When she was done spinning on the spot, the dragon came to a stop and frowned once more.

“I really did want to wear gold,” Typh complained.

“You can wear gold tomorrow. Brides in Terythia wear white,” Vanje intoned, prompting Typh to let out a resigned sigh.

“Can I at least get a drink? The good, skill-brewed stuff. If I have to follow all of these stupid traditions then I at least want to be tipsy,” the dragon said.

“Would you believe me if I told you getting drunk on your wedding day is also a human tradition?” Vanje deadpanned.

“No, that can’t be right! How would you even remember your wedding? That’s so stupid!”

“It is, but people get nervous and one drink to steady your nerves can easily turn into twelve,” the tailor said with a shrug. “It’s a celebration! Besides, noble brides often are untouched maidens and no one should have to enter a marriage chaste and sober.”

Typh let Vanje’s morbid statement hang in the air while she held onto the fabric of her dress and gently swayed from side to side. The white silk almost looked alive as it shifted, falling down from her hips to pool on the floor. When Typh focused her perception on piercing through the obscuring lace, she found herself smiling despite herself.

White really wasn’t her colour, and the train was going to be a nightmare . . . but it was a nice dress. If she hadn’t needed to wear it, she’d have wanted to collect it for her hoard.

“I still want that drink,” Typh said.

Vanje caught the dragon’s eyes and gave her a knowing, though somewhat exasperated look. The tailor gestured for one of the attendants in the room to go and retrieve a bottle of the good stuff. While the servant fled, Vanje returned her focus to the dragon and immediately resumed her work on Typh’s dress.

“When Arilla sold this to me, she said it would be a dramatic gesture signifying true equality between the species. Some goblinshit about how if Terythia’s leaders were joined in a formal and equal union, then the rest of the populace would finally get the message and stop trying to murder each other for sport,” Typh said. “Now, I’m starting to suspect that she had ulterior motives beyond calming the nobility and reassuring the common people.”

“Was it the bridal lingerie that gave it away?” Vanje asked.

Typh felt her cheeks flush with warmth as she remembered the long and thorough fitting that had involved. She decided then that maybe her veil wasn’t entirely without its merits.

“Perhaps,” the dragon admitted.

“I wouldn’t overthink it, Typh. Everyone loves a wedding. The nobility will enjoy their banquet, and the bread and wine practically flooding the streets of Helion will help restore the city’s morale,” the tailor explained.

“It better help. It’s certainly hurting my treasury more than I’d like,” the dragon grumbled.

Vanje poked her with a pin in a move that Typh suspected was intentional. She felt the tailor’s skills push mana through the dress, and the silk coving Typh’s body shifted just enough to make it a little easier to breathe, but significantly harder to bend over without risking a minor scandal.

“Are we nearly done?” Typh asked.

“Nearly,” Vanje said, and Typh wasn’t sure if she felt relieved.

There was a loud knock at the door. Anticipating whiskey, Typh used her mana to pull on the handle before the attendant had a chance to call out. It was Tamlin. A small fire erupted and the necromancer hissed, pulling away from the daylight as he was briefly shrouded in flames. He retreated towards the safe shadows of the corridor and the fires abruptly stopped.

Mouthing an apology, Typh used more of her mana to quickly pull the curtains to a close. Besides from some singed clothing and blistered skin, the issue was resolved and Tamlin cautiously re-entered the room.

“I still don’t see why we couldn’t have done this at night,” the vampire complained, ignoring his own wounds as he patted down the last embers clinging to the fabric of his jacket.

“You know why,” Typh said, and the teenager grunted out an acknowledgement.

Attendants lining the walls quickly moved to activate the magelights set into sconces. When the fitting room was finally illuminated, the tailor resumed her work on Typh’s bodice, studiously ignoring the sullen youth who had firmly planted himself on a sofa against the far wall.

“Yes . . .” Tamlin said. “The humans want to pretend that you submitting to their traditions is a sign that you’ll submit to their laws and whims. But we both know you won’t do that, so why are you even bothering with this?”

“Don’t talk like that. You are a human, so try to be less disparaging of your species,” Typh scolded.

“I’m hardly human anymore,” the vampire said, baring his fangs almost theatrically.

“It’s what’s on the inside that counts. You and I know that better than most,” the dragon replied. Tamlin squirmed, just like he always did whenever she brought up his recent body change. “This is important to Arilla—and to the common people,” she said, deciding not to mention her own fond thoughts of a more formal commitment. Typh looked towards Vanje, who subtly nodded. “We all need something to take our minds off the deaths Helion has suffered. My wedding will help do that.”

“There’s a giant dragon-taint-monster rotting in the market square, and half the population turned into monsters and tried to eat the other half. No one is forgetting how close we came to losing,” Tamlin argued.

“It doesn’t matter how close we came, what matters is that we won. Arilla killed the dragon and Xan killed Eliza. It’s over. We’ve grieved for our losses, and the festival for my wedding will let us all celebrate that we’re still alive.”

“And you get to wear a pretty dress.”

“And I get to wear a pretty dress,” Typh agreed. Tamlin snorted, and for a moment it was like he was back to normal. Then the darkness in his gaze returned, and he became that wounded little boy in a basement all over again. “How are you handling it?”

“What? Being trapped in the wrong body? It’s fucking peachy, Typh.”

“Tamlin—”

“I’m fine,” the boy lied. “Honestly, I am,” he lied again. “The binder helps, the haircuts too—but it still feels wrong . . . Sometimes I forget for a while and that’s nice, but then I see how small my hands are, or I look in the mirror, and it all comes crashing down.” Tamlin grimaced, and Typh could smell the waves of self-disgust rolling off of him.

“We’ll figure it out. This isn’t permanent,” she soothed.

“Yeah . . . I know. But fuck . . . I know it sounds immature, but I really miss having a penis,” the boy said with a tired sigh. Tamlin reached into his jacket and pulled out a small, metal flask. He necked it, and the burns marring his skin practically disappeared. Realising its contents, Typh gestured for him to share.

The necromancer walked across the room, casually showcasing his newly raised dexterity score as he practically glided over the carpets like the predator he now was. All the while, Tamlin warily eyed the large windows set into the far wall. He handed over the flask to the dragon, and Typh eyed the runes on the side in appreciation.

Once she was satisfied they’d kept the contents fresh and warm, she took a long pull on the flask. Rich blood filled her mouth, and she barely suppressed a euphoric moan. While her mouthful lacked the visceral texture of biting into a person, the taste was as glorious as ever.

A small part of her was glad that she finally had someone to share this part of her life with.

A larger part of her felt guilty for enjoying Tamlin’s changes while he was having such a hard time with them. It was a shame that he wasn’t more like her. Even with the short hair and flattened chest, the boy was now exceptionally pretty. Ignoring the severe sun allergy, Tamlin’s new body was a significant upgrade from the dying thing he’d worn before. But the boy missed his masculinity, and while Typh couldn’t relate to those specifics, she did understand the pain he was going through.

She was comforted by the knowledge that while her wedding service was occurring in the daylight, the festivities were planned to go on for days. With most of the revelry occurring well after the sun had set, she dearly hoped that Tamlin would make a friend. He was no longer so frail that he’d have to miss out on all of the drinking and dancing he would have had to skip before. But if the festival failed to introduce him to someone new, there was always her school, as well as a new cohort of necromancers being brought in from across Terythia.

With a conflicted smile, Typh gulped down several mouthfuls, ignoring her apprentice’s protestations when she kept going back for more. Tamlin tried to fight her for the flask. He clung to her dress and fought futilely against her strength score as she simply raised the metal container high overhead. Both of them were eventually forced to stop their play fighting when a single drop of red threatened to spill onto the white silk. Vanje’s ire rose quickly and it was a terrible thing to behold.

Tamlin returned to his seat, flask in hand and victorious, while Typh remained standing on her satin stool. The tailor’s finishing touches felt like they were taking forever, but if the dragon was being honest with herself, she didn’t really mind it. The feel of the expensive silks against her skin was delightful, the snacks Tamlin had provided were sublime, and with the notable exception of Arilla’s absence, Typh was surrounded by her favourite people.

The door opened again and the dragon’s favourite whiskey was added to the mix. And then, after some more time delighting in human traditions, Typh finally felt ready to tie the knot.

* * *

The walk from Typh’s chambers to the royal gardens was a deceptively long one. The reconstruction efforts taking place throughout the palace meant that many of its corridors and rooms were closed off for either structural repairs or major redecorations. The few halls that passed muster needed wholly new runes etched in silver to replace the shockingly inadequate warding that had come before. This meant builders, runescribes, and every other form of crafter under the sun were sharing the space with all the staff who worked in its offices to keep the kingdom running.

When you added all the visiting dignitaries for Typh’s wedding, and the large army of guards protecting both her and them, the palace was absolute bedlam.

Prior to claiming it as her own, Typh had only ever been inside the palace to wage war. Now, it felt profoundly different; the many faces who saw her stalking through its halls looked back at her with a sense of respect and deference. The corridors contained luxuries she owned rather than hidden dangers, and nowhere in the whole city was there a tainted knight ready to leap out at her with a raised sword.

It was a far cry from her first experiences in Helion. The city’s populace had been converted to Typh’s cause. Eliza’s attempted genocide had been blamed squarely on the former queen, and Xan had been more than happy to keep her name far away from any tales of heroics. After Typh had spent a little bit of coin on the right bards and demagogues, the old nobility were growing increasingly out of favour with the common people, and Typh and her nonhuman allies were being heralded as their saviours.

It helped that it was largely true.

Everyone in the city had a tale to tell about how they’d survived the battle. While Tamlin had exaggerated when he’d claimed that half the population had turned, he wasn’t wrong about their success in eating their neighbours. The sheer fact that so many hadn’t survived that one day of bloodshed gave the stories of those who did a unique sense of grandeur. Rumours had it a bard was going around collecting each story into a book, but no one really knew, and few cared to find out.

The survivors all credited Typh, Tamlin, and Arilla with their salvation. Necromancy was suddenly slightly less despised, and people across the city were lining up for the chance to take on new classes. The angry mobs had almost all abated, and while the rest of Terythia remained wary of the trio, within Helion they were celebrated as heroes.

For the most part.

As Typh walked its halls, she smiled approvingly as human-centric artworks were replaced with more contemporary pieces from the myriad of different species that made up her citizenry. There were some complaints at that, but few dared to voice them where Typh could hear. Most of the art that didn’t feature depictions of humans brutally murdering their newest allies had been permitted to stay, but those pieces were in the minority.

In the city beyond the palace, the same fortifications Typh had destroyed were being rebuilt, bigger and better than before. Along the outskirts of Helion, a new curtain wall was being built to contain the still-growing city. Intensive construction had resumed both above and below, and Typh’s grand plans for the future trundled on.

With so many new classers, the dungeons below Helion were now constantly being delved. Rotations and schedules ensured that anyone who wanted a shot at levelling was given one, but due to the ever-increasing need, there hadn’t been quite enough slots to placate demand.

Now, balanced parties of five routinely left the city. The adventurers within them either branched out to one of Helion’s neighbouring cities or embarked on long expeditions of their own devising. These involved anything and everything from patrolling the wilderness for bandits, to hunting magical beasts. Some brave—or foolish—few went exploring far below the surface of Creation in search of the lost treasures and combat experience that could only be found in the warren of subterranean tunnels crisscrossing the continent. Most of those adventurers didn’t come back, but enough did to inspire even more treasure seekers to take the risk.

The door opened to the palace’s gardens, where green grass and manicured flowerbeds had been forced to temporarily share their space with a few hundred wooden chairs and a dozen or so floral arches that led the way up to the altar. Amongst them were Typh’s guests. Music started to play, and Tamlin placed her arm in his. After taking the time to open up a rather large umbrella, the vampire began to lead her down the aisle.

A carpet of white silk and equally white rose petals softened Typh’s footfalls that would have otherwise flattened the short grass. Stringed instruments wielded by a small group of high-level bards played a slow number beautiful enough to bring a lower-ranked dragon to tears. With each step she took into the garden, more and more eyes focused on her, though she kept her gaze focused straight ahead.

Commoners and nobility alike filled the arranged seats—or at least they would have if they weren’t all busy standing and smiling. She felt her heart flutter in her chest, her mind suddenly nervous, and she decided that something was going to go wrong. She agonised over how slowly Tamlin was walking, but it was no slower than they had practised, so Typh resolved to be patient.

A great number of her guests were more important than Typh would have liked. They were either noble patriarchs, leaders of some major faction, or foreign diplomats from neighbouring countries. A large portion of the audience were simply people who’d shown Typh some measure of kindness over the past year: Liam, Vanje, Julian. Enora, Caeber, Rhodan, and Atys. There were more adventurers, craftsmen, and students in the crowd than Typh cared to count, but for each of them, there were at least five ‘important’ people who she had to invite now that she was the leader of a nation. If it wasn’t the case, she’d have skipped the walk and flown straight to the altar, but it wasn’t, so the dragon had to put up with their gawking while she inched down the aisle.

At the end of their silken carpet, Arilla stood waiting. She was dressed in a wedding gown of her own—it was equally white and only the second time Typh had ever seen her lover in something so delicate—Arilla stood on an elevated platform beneath an unsupported ceiling made from woven flowers and ribbon. There was a priest, of all people, standing beside the king—one of the few clergymen who even acknowledged that Typh was a person. While the dragon had wanted to complain at length about the ludicrousness of human religion, she understood that a priest’s blessing was important to both the majority of her subjects and her future wife.

Typh stared at the woman she loved and focused on her breathing. When she reached the end of the silk, Tamlin peeled off to take his seat between Halith and Glorious, and the priest gestured for everyone else to sit.

“We are gathered here today to bring two leaders together. Two rulers. Two sovereigns in their own right. They may come from different places and have overcome different challenges, but those differences shall only make their union stronger.

“As Terythians, their strength shall flow through to all of us . . .”

The speech went on, but Typh struggled to focus on it. A fine golden chain was draped over their hands—a stupid tradition where they were expected to be shackled together until the marriage was consummated—and Typh allowed herself to be distracted by the enticing aroma of expensive metal. Beneath the chain, Arilla squeezed Typh’s hand. At first, it was gentle, but when the priest cleared his throat, Typh realised that she was fumbling her one line.

“I do,” Typh said.

“Arilla Traylan, the Dragonslayer, the Lord of Rhelea, and the Ashen King of Terythia, before the Gods and your chosen witnesses, do you choose to take Typh the Lord Sovereign of the nonhumans to be your wife and queen?” the priest asked.

“I do,” Arilla said, and suddenly the whole pomp and pageantry of the ceremony finally felt like it was worth it. Typh beamed and she couldn’t stop.

“Good.” The priest smiled. “Now, if anyone has any objections, legal or moral as to why this union cannot go ahead, may they share them now before the Gods and all these witnesses or forever hold their peace . . .”

There was a pregnant pause, and Typh vowed to herself that she’d hurl a manabolt through the skull of anyone who dared interrupt. No one did.

“Well in that case, in the name of the Gods and the Ascended Spirits, I bless this union and declare you both married!”

The chain draped over their hands snapped shut with an audible click and Typh could tell from the feel of the mana in it alone that it would stay shut until the morning. It only made her smile wider. Arilla leaned down and pressed her lips against Typh’s. Cheers rang out, and concussive spells exploded in the sky above, raining down showers of multicoloured light. Throughout Helion bells rang, signalling the beginning of five days of festivities.

The whole city cheered at once, the perfect counterbalance to Typh’s vivid memories of it singing—and then it was all ruined by a single scream. Arilla broke the kiss as she clutched her head and Typh finally took a breath of air.

The single scream in the audience was joined by another. And then another. And then one by one, until it was all at once, every human in the garden cried out in pain. They clutched their heads and pulled at their hair. Painted nails raked skin, and teeth were clenched so hard that they cracked. Arilla’s knees buckled as her cries eventually escaped her lips and her voice rose to join with the many. The fine gold chain that symbolised their bond dragged Typh down to the ground.

The nonhumans were all unaffected. Typh looked about in confusion and saw many familiar faces doing the same.

It wasn’t just the gardens, though. In the palace and the city beyond, Typh’s skill-enhanced ears could hear the chorus of human voices wailing their shared agony.

Typh looked down at her wife, whose eyes were bloodshot and strained. The dragon saw the tag above her spouse’s head flicker. A different string of text was momentarily there in place of the word king. And when Typh’s mind parsed what she was reading, she felt a fear unlike any other.




[Human level 1].




She looked around and saw the same tag hovering above the head of every human in the garden. Only Tamlin was exempt, but as the boy had said, he wasn’t technically human anymore.

The tag flickered and pulsed, fighting for its right to exist for several long seconds while its mere presence tortured the very souls of those it hovered above. Typh wondered if the screaming would ever stop, or if it was a new consequence of the ancient Sundering that was finally making itself known.

Then the tag disappeared, and as quickly as it had started, the screaming stopped.

The humans jumped up to their feet—the combat classers far faster than their contemporaries. Unilaterally, the guards, nobles, and soldiers drew their weapons anticipating an attack. And far too many of them pointed their blades at the nearest nonhuman while accusations of betrayal were shouted along with demands for vengeance.

The foreign dignitaries began to make their exit as their guards crowded around, and everywhere there had once been joy-filled serenity there was now only chaos.

The dragon looked around and ignored the enticing aroma of all that fear. Instead, she helped Arilla to her feet, and then Typh raised her voice above the din:

“What in the actual fuck was that?!”






EPILOGUE

Rinton fell to his knees, gasping. The pain had been quite unexpected—and it was far worse than the manaburn surging through his veins. His head still ached from the flurry of afterimages he’d just witnessed, and while he wanted nothing more than to curl up into a ball and die, he finally understood the scope of what he had lost.

What we’ve all lost.

Rinton was beyond furious with his ancestors for wasting it all.

As a mindmage, Rinton prided himself on how well he knew his own thoughts. While lies flowed freer than water amongst his peers, there was no room for self-deception in Doomhold. That was a luxury not even his master could afford. Any hint of a weakness would be exploited: the physical by the vindictive shades who patrolled the city’s streets, and the mental by people like Rinton and his peers. Allowing self-delusions to fester in one’s mind was one of the fastest ways to find yourself enthralled to a rival mage. For the human psyche was easily trained, and indulging yourself in even minor make-believe trained your brain to accept what wasn’t real.

When every mage in the city—and there were just over 5000 of them in Doomhold—could overwrite one’s will with their own, the first line of mental defence was uncompromising, brutal self-honesty. It was the only way to train your mind to distinguish foreign thoughts from your own—at least, it was the only way to do so without inviting someone past your mental defences, and who in their right mind would do that?

Rinton’s practice with that lowercase skill was an unpleasant one. He recognised and accepted that many of the ethics Erebus espoused were evil. And Rinton understood that he’d long since crossed the line from a downtrodden slave into a willing accomplice. He upheld, performed, and benefited from all the evils he’d once despised as a child. He didn’t even have the luxury of viewing himself in a kinder light; Rinton saw the uneven crook in his nose and his too-thin face, and he refused to allow himself to believe that his imperfections were any more or less severe than they actually were.

If he were a mage in any other city on Creation, his charisma score would have slowly worked to twist his body closer to how he wanted to be seen. A part of him hated that he would never become more handsome than he already was. A larger part of him was glad that his vanity wouldn’t be worn on his sleeve for all to see. There were trade-offs to everything.

Perhaps because of his mental discipline and how well he knew himself, Rinton had never truly believed there was some deeper part of his mind that would forever remain inaccessible to him. Erebus’s dire proclamations about humanity’s missing memories sounded fine on parchment, but ludicrous in practice. Rinton could accept that dragons, elves, and System knows what else were all born knowing the treasured lessons of their ancestors, but it just seemed so incomprehensible to him that humanity could be the same.

Now, he knew better.

Rinton had been prepared for it, and yet it had still taken him off-guard. Flashes of arcane knowledge intermingled with war and politics had come and gone so fast that there was the temptation to just dismiss it all as a confusing and agonising migraine. But Rinton prided himself on avoiding all self-deceptions, and so now he had to accept that a piece of his mind—a piece of humanity’s collective soul—was missing. He wanted to weep for the loss he only now recognised, but within Doomhold tears meant weakness, and weakness either meant death or fate far worse.

The mindmage climbed up off of the ground, standing tall amongst his peers even as his body screamed out in protest against his movements. Manaburn was still running rampant through his chest, and his skin felt painfully hot to the touch. The only consolation to his agony was that he was not alone in his suffering. When Rinton looked around at his fellow mages in the chamber, he could practically see the steam rising off of them and travelling up into the air.

The mage quickly checked his health score and saw that like his mana, it was perilously low. His fear of being so vulnerable amongst his peers flared, and it only settled down when he remembered that they were all in an equally bad condition. For the first time in years, Rinton was confident there would be no late-night assassinations in the tower, just a lot of rest and recuperation.

It slowly dawned on him that if the ritual had lasted any longer, he might very well have died. Rinton’s eyes landed on several slumped forms still lying face down on the hard stone—the mage tags above their heads were conspicuously absent—and he wondered if his survival should be credited to him being better than them, or just luckier. He counted the bodies and tried to remember the levels previously displayed by their now-missing-tags before swiftly concluding that it was definitely the latter. He’d gotten lucky.

He wondered if Erebus knew how many of his prized mindmages were going to die in the attempt. Then, Rinton swallowed carefully and focused on keeping his eyes down and his thoughts quiet.

The mage circle beneath his feet was completely dry, drained of every last drop of channelled mana. The mana-infused gems he had been handed at the start of the experiment were in the same sorry condition, and his runestaff was now a charred and ruined mess. Rinton had used every skill and trick he possessed to survive the torturous ordeal of the ritual, and there had been many moments during the hours-long spell that he’d doubted they’d be enough.

With their master’s aid, the mindmages who populated Erebus’s tower had all channelled a quantity of mana far in excess of what they were normally capable of. The honour of actually working on a spell with the sixth-tier dragon was only dampened by the fact that it was not their first attempt to make the ritual work; and with every failed attempt, mages had died.

For all of Erebus’s draconic knowledge and arcane insights, the great shadow dragon didn’t know how to cast the spell. And so he had finally commanded them to brute force it, substituting vast quantities of will and mana for proper conceptualisation and elegance.

Rinton stared at the steaming corpses that could have easily been him and wondered why it still hadn’t worked. Over a hundred thousand points of mana had been funnelled into that spell. The warding to contain the noise and prevent a Monster from spawning had been immaculate. It should have worked, and the fact that it didn’t wasn’t just disheartening, it was damning. They simply didn’t have the knowledge to try again with more mana, not without guaranteeing a Monster spawn and all the horridness associated with that.

Rinton’s lord and master loomed above the mages in the chamber. His expansive shadow occupied the bulk of the ritual chamber’s domed walls, allowing him to be present without running the risk of having his physical form anywhere near the dangerous ritual. Surprisingly, the dragon had yet to rage at their failure. No one had been eaten or compelled to devour themselves—a particularly unpleasant form of execution Rinton had no desire to see for a third time in his life.

Instead, Erebus’s shadow remained confined to the walls. His two-dimensional gaze somehow peeled away from warded brick and mortar to focus closely on the subject of the spell.

The volunteered labourer still lived, although that was perhaps only a technicality. Even exhausted, Rinton could feel the volunteer’s shattered thoughts. They’d been chosen for their vitality score, with the belief they’d have a better chance of tolerating the manaburn previous subjects hadn’t. Judging from incoherent babble escaping their mouth, and their rapidly disintegrating mind, maybe next time Erebus would pick a classer with both a high vitality and a high willpower score.

Still, the dragon did not rage. He quietly watched and waited. Not knowing what else to do, and fearful of being punished for acting without orders, Rinton did the same.

For a long time, nothing seemed to happen. Then he caught it. Above the labourer’s head, the tag flickered in the dim light—and then it continued to flicker.




[Human level 1].




Unlike every other human in the room—possibly even further if the containment wards leaked—who’d experienced the true grace of their species class for less than a fraction of a second, the labourer’s tag kept flickering. The seconds passed and the phenomena didn’t stop. The seconds stretched into minutes and Rinton was finally able to determine that the tag hanging in the air remained in place for longer and longer intervals.

Then, a threshold was breached and the tag simply stayed, refusing to disappear.

“Success . . .” Erebus finally whispered, his draconic voice drowning out all the other sounds in the room.

Rinton was sceptical. The ritual was a success, but what good was it if the only human on Creation with the ancestral memories they needed had a mind with the structural integrity of wet sand?

Erebus turned to look at Rinton—the mindmage cursed himself for thinking so loudly. He immediately dropped to his knees and prostrated himself, ignoring both his muscles’ protests and how the hard stone scuffed his already sore skin.

“Apologies, my Lord! I didn’t mean to question you! It was not my intention to show disrespect!” the mindmage pleaded, desperately trying to corral his thoughts into some semblance of order while images of the last man he’d seen eating himself alive played on repeat in his head.

“Calm down, mageling. On this auspicious day, I’m feeling merciful! We have achieved something wondrous together, and it wouldn’t do to cut your life short so soon after our greatest triumph! Rejoice! Humanity has returned to Astresia and we are all saved!” the dragon roared and the mages in the room offered weak cheers in response. Despite a pulse of the shadow dragon’s aura bestowing a sense of regal calm on the proceedings, Rinton’s eyes couldn’t help but linger on the twitching labourer. The mage didn’t want to, but his traitorous thoughts couldn’t help but question his master’s wisdom. Erebus only chuckled—he truly was in a good mood. “Humans . . .” the dragon trailed off, smiling to himself for reasons Rinton could only guess.

The dragon’s shadow peeled fully away from the walls of the chamber, taking on substance and form as Erebus became more real and fully present. Soon his claws were clicking over the hardened stone and thoroughly ruining the carefully etched runes that made up the bulk of the ritual circle.

Erebus spoke again, and this time his voice carried with it more warmth and candour than Rinton could have ever expected to hear from his draconic patron.

“You’re right. The human classer is useless as he is. I’d always hoped to come to a more . . . elegant solution—one where the subject’s mind remained intact. But that was always a long shot. I have planned contingencies as a result.

“Tell me, Rinton,” Erebus continued, craning his long neck to face the mindmage below him. “Why do you think I ever bothered to train such a large cohort of mindmages if I never intended to use them?”

“I . . . I don’t know,” Rinton admitted.

“Think, mageling. Your kind used to be so very good at it . . . Maybe after this, you will again.” Erebus paused. “I hope you’re all ready. That spell was a lot louder than I intended it to be, and we have a lot of work to do, with not that much time.”

The dragon smiled, and while it was doubtlessly meant to be reassuring, the sheer number of teeth in the creature’s maw left Rinton trembling in fear. Then the dragon broadcasted his instructions to the mages, detailing what would come next, and Rinton finally knew true despair.





Thank you so very much for reading!

So you made it to the end of my book and for that I am eternally grateful! The Dragon’s Dilemma series has been, and continues to be, a labour of love, anxiety, and sleep deprivation. If you were unaware, this book is 100% fan supported, paid for by my monthly subscribers on Patreon and to them I would like to say a big thank you. Your generosity and patience astounds me. There are no bulging bank accounts, publishing houses large or small that stand behind this book, it lives and dies entirely on fan support, and depending on how well you received this story, that support may very well now include you.

If you enjoyed yourself, please, please, please consider rating and reviewing A Sovereign’s Rebellion on Amazon, Goodreads, or wherever you found it! Most readers don’t do that, which is fine, but just so you know, every book is desperately fighting for visibility on a marketplace where thousands of new stories are released every day. In order for the little guy—that’s me!—to even get noticed I need your help! So spread the word: tell a friend, a stranger, your priest! Or you know, you could just leave a glowing review, and wait a few months for the next book to drop.

The Plugs . . .

I have a discord channel where you can usually contact me, your humble author, whenever you want, although I do claim to sleep occasionally.

There’s a newsletter you can subscribe to where I will send you a friendly email with news on the series, namely when another book, or the audiobook edition is ready.

If you can’t wait for me to scrounge up enough cash to pay my editor and artists, then as part of Dragon’s Dilemma being written as a webserial, chapters are released online for free, well in advance of the next publication date! If you want to follow along in more or less real-time, then you can head over there now!

And if that’s not enough I also have a Patreon account which releases the most up to date chapters months in advance of anywhere else!

Regardless of whether or not I can count on your support, I would just like to say, thank you from the bottom of my heart for taking the time out of your day to read my story. Hopefully, you will be hearing from me soon.

Your friend,

Luke W. Logan
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