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    Chapter 1 
 
    The fires of hell sear the soul. And yet it is a miracle of human senses that even this is something to which they can grow accustomed.  
 
    They had been wandering the underworld for over ten days since their audience with A’tiniti to restore their allegiance to him as their patron demon.  
 
    At least, it seemed like ten days.  
 
    There were no days and nights in the underworld, just the unending flickering of the flames. Finally, more painful than the soul-burning heat of the lava flows became the endless monotony of the landscape.  
 
    For days on end, they never seemed to move forward. Nor backward. Nor sideways. Nothing changed, and the only way that they knew they were going anywhere was the exhaustion that finally overtook them and told them to sleep.  
 
    They had seen the occasional palace or ancient temple in the far-off distance, across unpassable lakes of molten. It offered them no physical relief but at least kept them from going mad.  
 
    They also discovered that creatures lived in the lava and that they could be captured and even eaten to stave off hunger. Though, the taste and texture almost made it not worth it.  
 
    “It’s like eating decaying flesh cooked in goat urine,” Bone Claw complained. “I would prefer to be back in the slaughterhouse, stealing pig’s balls for my dinner.” 
 
    “I would prefer you were there as well,” Razor replied, tired of his constant complaining. 
 
    Zhe found Bone Claw’s complaints annoying as well, but they were, at least, something to break up the unending sameness. Undoubtedly complaining kept Bone Claw sane, but it also probably kept the rest of them sane as well.  
 
    Nonetheless, it was most definitely annoying. 
 
    “Tell me again the plan,” Garotte asked Zhe on the tenth day as they set out. 
 
    “We’ve heard the plan a hundred times,” Bone Claw groaned. “What I want to know is why A’tiniti has forced us to travel on foot through all the levels of hell in order to leave this place.” 
 
    “We’ve heard your theories on that a hundred and fifty times by my count,” Razor replied. “All of them have to do with the relation of our patron’s anus to his brain, which I believe to be both inaccurate and torturous to listen to.” 
 
    Toro laughed.  
 
    “Everyone calm down,” Zhe said calmly, then turned to Bone Claw. “This is a test, Pierre. That is clear. And so, we must endure.” 
 
    Zhe then turned to Garotte, to respond to her. “With our full powers restored…” 
 
    “And you, given new ones while we were not…” Bone Claw added. 
 
    “You are like a flea in my undergarments, biting at my private parts,” Toro cut in and laughed, then turned to Raquel. “Pardon my crudeness, child.” 
 
    “I appreciate any humor in the current situation,” she said with a shrug. “Even one that evokes such a disturbing image.” 
 
    “When we arrive back in T’iru Midiri,” Zhe continued, ignoring the constant interruptions, “we must travel to the capital and seek an audience with King Najashi.” 
 
    “To castrate him,” Razor suggested and held up a dagger. 
 
    “No,” Zhe said calmly. It was like trying to explain something to children. “We must ensure that, when he discovers we have left our places of exile to fight Malgent’s invasion, he doesn’t kill our families. Once we have liberated our people from the Dragon Builders and the Iron Boatmen, we can discuss what to do with Najashi’s genitals.” 
 
    “According to Toro, we have a flea amongst us who likes to bite in such places,” Raquel said and looked sidelong at Toro, who burst into another round of laughter, holding his belly. 
 
    “Gods, this child is the best, Zhe. Where did you find her?” 
 
    “In the pantry of a creature that, unfortunately, missed its lunch that day,” Bone Claw muttered. 
 
    “If we can convince Najashi to unite with us to free T’iru Midiri,” Zhe reminded them for the hundredth time, “in order to save his throne and likely his neck, then we can take the army of the kingdom into battle against Malgent.” 
 
    “We have been gone for almost a month,” Razor reminded Zhe. “There is a greater than fifty-fifty chance that T’iru Midiri has collapsed politically and Najashi has surrendered. He isn’t known for throwing himself into equal battles, preferring subterfuge, dishonesty, and overwhelming military superiority.” 
 
    “In that case, we will have to adjust our plans,” Zhe replied. “Najashi’s treatment of the Bone Mages…” 
 
    “You mean his mass murder of his greatest allies,” Bone Claw corrected. 
 
    “Yes… did not leave him highly regarded by the guilds and military societies of T’iru Midiri. Our destruction made them afraid to stand up to him, but they never pledged allegiance to him either. If he has fallen, they will still stand and can be gathered to form a resistance.” 
 
    Beside their path, as always, the lava bubbled and belched, throwing off reeking smoke and the heat of eternal suffering. A school of strange, swimming creatures leapt from the lava like engorged chimerae made of fish, pigs, and monkeys. Although their skin had no clear armor, they seemed immune to the heat of the fires.  
 
    Toro flung the spear he had carved from some massive but unknown beast they had encountered on their second day of wandering. It resembled a massive sewing needle, with a loop that was used to connect the spear to a coil of rope. The spear penetrated one of the creatures, leading to horrific squealing.  
 
    Toro yanked the beast onto land, where it flopped and skittered about like a deranged spider. 
 
    Garotte snapped her bone whip at the creature, severing its head, which continued to shriek as it rolled about on the stone.  
 
    Razor stomped on it hard, finally silencing it.  
 
    “Thank the gods,” Raquel muttered and removed her fingers from her ears. 
 
    “Excellent,” Bone Claw muttered. “Another lunch of rotting piss.” 
 
    Zhe was about to scold Bone Claw when there came an even more horrible screech from above.  
 
    Just as he glanced upwards, his hand reaching for his swords, a massive vulture the size of a man, and made of little more than human skin stretched over bones with feathers made of dead men’s fingers, sunk its talons into Raquel’s shoulders and lifted into the air with her. 
 
    Razor flung a dagger with incredible accuracy, sinking it into the bird’s eye socket, but it had no effect on the monster. Razor drew back their arm to send another at the creature, but Zhe stopped them. 
 
    “They’re now over the lava. If the bird lets her fall…” 
 
    Zhe didn’t need to finish the rest of his sentence. The conclusions were obvious.  
 
    More screeches sounded from above them, drawing their attention. A whole flock approached, intent on snatching them in the same way as they had with Raquel.  
 
    The Bone Mages all had their weapons out and were prepared to fend off the attack. 
 
    “Lower your weapons,” Zhe said. “Let the creatures take us.” 
 
    The Bone Mages stared at him like he was mad. 
 
    “You want us to be made into dinner for these things?” Bone Claw said. “Raquel is gone, Zhe. Tragic though it is, we shouldn’t let the same happen to us. Our mission is too important.” 
 
    “We’ve been wandering in circles for at least three days,” Zhe said. “This is our way out of this infernal loop. These bird demons will be easier to handle than this trap.” 
 
    “Three days…?” Bone Claw said in surprise. “And you didn’t…” 
 
    He was unable to finish his sentence as one of the skin vultures snatched him in its claws and lifted him into the air.  
 
    “All we needed for some peace and quiet were some flying demons to eat him,” Toro said with a grin. “If only we’d known sooner.” 
 
    He laughed at his own joke and continued to do so even as he was picked up by two of the creatures, being too large for just one of them.  
 
    Garotte, Razor, and then Zhe were also snatched from the ground and carried off, over the lava. 
 
    Soon, they were high up, almost to the rocky ceiling that formed the sky of the underworld. From the rock of the sky, creatures lurched out at them from caves, like upside-down moray eels, though some looked like serpents and others like twisted humans.  
 
    All were hungry for flesh and souls. 
 
    Beneath them, the bubbling lava of the seas stretched off to the horizon. Tormented human souls gathered in groups, hoping for some relief from their eternal suffering by joining together and climbing on top of each other.  
 
    But there was none. They howled and twisted in the agony of the lava, their flesh burning off their bodies and regrowing just as quickly, only to melt off once again. 
 
    For a long time, they flew over the red seas, and Zhe felt the trickle of blood from where the skin vulture gripped him in its talons. Finally, the seas came to an end, and they were over land once again.  
 
    It looked different from the land that they had left behind. It was rocky with shifting heights and textures, not like the monotonous plains they had traversed for so many days. And there was something else about this new land within the underworld.  
 
    It was alive. Or, rather, it was filled with the movement of creatures. Likely, those creatures were neither dead nor alive. 
 
    As the vultures descended towards a hillock, what Zhe was seeing became clearer. It looked from a distance like the writhing mound of a termite hill. But it was, in fact, more of the same vultures, in their thousands.  
 
    There were so many that they crawled over one another. They fought and squawked and struggled like cockroaches in a dark, garbage-filled basement.  
 
    Zhe reached behind himself and drew his blades of bone. They gave him comfort, but he knew that if the vultures set them down amongst that mass, even their combined skills and magic wouldn’t save them. The sheer mass and weight of them would crush them before they were torn to bits in the dagger-like beaks. 
 
    Their captors flew beyond the hive of their brethren, reaching the edge of a river that was relatively isolated in comparison to the writhing mass on the hillside. Zhe could make out Raquel below. She had been released by the vulture that had taken her. 
 
    She was trying to do battle with it using whatever was at hand, primarily throwing stones. Her aim was good, and that was keeping the creature at bay, but it wouldn’t last long. 
 
    When they were only a few lengths above the ground, Zhe stabbed upwards into the belly of the flying creature with both his blades. The vulture squealed in agony and struggled in vain to reach Zhe with its beak.  
 
    Black blood poured out of its wounds, covering Zhe’s face and arms. Over and over, he stabbed at the thing until it collapsed like a sheet dropped from the roof of a house on a still day. 
 
    Zhe hit the ground and rolled, coming up onto his feet. In a single, smooth motion, he flung one of his blades at the skin vulture attacking Raquel. It whirled through the air, reaching the creature and decapitating it. The body wavered for a moment, then collapsed to the ground, spouting the same black blood. 
 
    The other Bone Mages used the same method as Zhe to free themselves from the creatures carrying them. In moments they were all safe on the ground, all of them looking horrifying, covered in the oily, black blood of the birds. 
 
    Zhe peered back in the direction of the vulture hive he had spotted on the nearby hills. They were far enough that the birds were a blurry mass of activity, though the commotion and squawking were still audible.  
 
    “What are those things?” Garotte asked. “Smelled worse than those swimming monkeys that we’ve been eating.” 
 
    “If you go over there to their hillside you can ask them,” Toro suggested. 
 
    “I think that they will come to us soon enough,” Zhe said. “And I’d prefer not to be here when they do. I suggest that we follow this river and see where it leads us.” 
 
    “I believe that on the other side of this river is the place where the dead cross over to the underworld,” Razor said.  
 
    “Then there must be a place for the Ferryman to dock,” Garotte said. 
 
    Zhe looked in both directions. It was true that the river, the only river in the underworld, marked the boundary between the land of the living and that of the dead. It carved a circle around the entirety of the underworld.  
 
    But that circle was enormous, and if they went in the wrong direction, they could be following it for weeks or months to circumnavigate it on foot.  
 
    There was no clear indication of which way was the correct one. Zhe turned back towards the hillside where the skin vultures lived. If they could climb to the top of that hill, they might be able to see. But that was clearly impossible. 
 
    “I know you well enough to have an idea what is going through your mind, Zhe Maroc,” Bone Claw said. “And it is crazier than A’tiniti’s gonads.” 
 
    “Can a demon’s testicles be said to have a mental state?” Razor asked. 
 
    “You know what I mean…” 
 
    Zhe ignored the banter and made his way over to the corpse of the skin vulture he had decapitated. He pulled a bone knife from his belt and went down on one knee, working quickly. In short order he had deboned the bird, tossing aside its flesh and the horrendous feathers made of fingers. 
 
    “Do you think that is a good idea?” Razor asked from nearby. “Creatures from the underworld can defy enchantment from all but the highest-level Bone Mages.”  
 
    “Razor has a point, Zhe,” Bone Claw added. “You said so yourself that summoning a gray bear to battle those snow spiders was a stretch.” 
 
    Zhe continued at his task without looking up.  
 
    “And, yet, the bear came, did it not?” he replied, then added, “and we have moved on since then and restored many skills as well as developed new ones.” 
 
    “Summoning a gray bear means you have achieved the expertise of being a Beast Gatherer,” Razor said. “But that is still less than what is needed, which is at the very least an Adept Summoner, perhaps even a Lord of the Dead.” 
 
    Zhe stopped and looked at them. 
 
    “It is true, I have not summoned creatures of the underworld,” he conceded. “But A’tiniti gave me additional powers in return for the Stone of Doveny. I am now an Animator, as well as a Summoner.” 
 
    “As well as a Bonesmith Armorer,” Garotte noted. “You are a threefold Bone Mage. If you don’t get yourself killed pushing beyond your abilities, you could become a Supreme Master.” 
 
    “A Supreme Master? Save me, A’tiniti, he’ll be unbearable,” Bone Claw groaned. 
 
    “He will be lunch for those skin vultures if he fails the enchantment he is trying,” Razor said. 
 
    “Zhe sandwiches may be the new favorite food of skin vultures,” Toro joked. 
 
    Zhe ignored them as he pounded the bone fragments taken from the skin vulture’s wings, skull, and feet. They crumbled easily, and Zhe added liquids, mineral oils, and a paste from his kit. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Raquel asked. 
 
    “I am performing a summoning spell,” he explained, glad to talk about something other than his abilities—or lack thereof. “If I do this correctly, it should allow me to control those skin vultures in the performance of a specific task.” 
 
    “There is a similar enchantment amongst the Forest Mages,” she replied. 
 
    “Yes, I am familiar. It is related magic, using similar elements though it is less powerful.” 
 
    “Forest Mages prefer to enter into a dialogue with the animals of the forest, rather than to compel them,” she said. “Our magic is based upon equilibrium.” 
 
    “Bone Mage magic serves a different function,” he said. “It’s more martial, which is why it includes more compulsion. And you are no longer a Forest Mage. You are now a Bone Mage.” 
 
    “I’d like to learn to be a summoner like you,” she said. 
 
    “It would be my pleasure to teach you,” Zhe replied and smiled. “The first thing that you need to know is that, as with Forest Mages, there are levels in all of the Bone Mage disciplines.” 
 
    “What level of summoner are you?” she asked. 
 
    “I am an Adept Summoner. That means that I can use my powers to summon magical and exotic beasts like this skin vulture. As my abilities develop, I can reach the level of Lord of the Dead, then Great Leader, and finally Shining Star.” 
 
    “At what level would I be as a Bone Mage summoner, master?” 
 
    “You would begin as a Friend of the Humble, able to summon small animals and insects,” Zhe replied. “But given your experience as a Forest Mage, I believe that you’ll quickly rise to the second level, Friend of the Forest, and even Beast Gatherer, which is the level just beneath Adept Summoner.” 
 
    “You mean that I could be as powerful a summoner as you in, like, a year?” 
 
    Zhe laughed at her enthusiasm and naivete. 
 
    “The gap between levels grows, the higher you rise. To summon a wolf is fairly simple. To summon a gray bear is more dangerous and difficult. And to summon magical beasts even more dangerous is difficult because they have magical powers that they can use to counter your own spells, even reflect them back at you.” 
 
    Raquel nodded, her brow furrowed as she thought on what Zhe had just explained to her.  
 
    “Let’s turn to the task at hand now, shall we?” Zhe said, disturbing her reverie. “It’s time to summon some of these hideous creatures to do our bidding.” 
 
    He explained to Raquel what he was mixing the bone with and the important role of wands in bone magic, representing, as they did, a symbolic form of bone. She listened keenly, and the world disappeared for the moment, though he felt a pang of regret for having never taught bone magic skills to Isaac when he still could.  
 
    He knew that his son had been reborn as the child of both himself and Osun, the Queen of the Sirens. He also knew that Isaac had to die—for reasons that he didn’t yet understand—in order to bring about the prophecy of the Twice-Born Son.  
 
    Nonetheless, he felt regret for the time that he had wasted. 
 
    Once Zhe had finished mixing the paste of ingredients, he sliced both of his hands so that the blood flowed freely. Normally, he would only need to slice one hand, sometimes only a finger. But summoning such strange magical creatures was new to him, and he wanted to invest as much of his power into the wand as possible. 
 
    With his bloodied hands, Zhe scooped the paste out of the mortar and rolled it between his palms, forming it into a long, still soft wand that he laid out on a piece of ritually clean lambskin. He then coated his hands with a special hardening oil. It both coagulated the cuts on his hands and served to solidify the wand.  
 
    Picking up the wand, Zhe rolled it once again between his palms but more gently. He was no longer trying to form it, only to infuse it with the hardener. As it hardened, he took a special hooked bone blade and carved intricate patterns, runes, and forms into the summoner’s wand. 
 
    “These shapes that I’m carving represent a number of things that attract and focus power through the wand,” he explained to Raquel. “I will teach them to you as we progress. But for the moment, all you need to know is that they are a mix of secret words, some that have never been spoken aloud, shapes that magnify magical energy, and even ancient stories and legends that help the wand to understand what it is to do.” 
 
    “That seems like a lot to put into a wand,” Raquel said. 
 
    Zhe laughed. 
 
    “It is, indeed,” he replied. “But, just as with the element of compulsion—because bone magic is martial in character—so too must we be certain that our intentions are clear, understood, and communicated to our implements. A slight deviation when an enchantment is the difference between life and death can be disastrous.” 
 
    “Garotte,” Toro said with a smirk, “didn’t you once mis-enchant a bone whip, which then attacked you like a boa constrictor?” 
 
    “Actually, it attacked Bone Claw,” she replied. “Which is why he’s hated me ever since.” 
 
    “I only hate you when I see the scar or feel the pain caused by certain movements, which I won’t describe,” Bone Claw replied. 
 
    With the wand completed, Zhe handed it to Raquel. It was dark and weighty like ebony wood as a result of the blood and powdered stone. The carvings on it were of first quality and beautiful.  
 
    Her eyes were wide and incredulous at the power she knew she held in her hand. 
 
    Zhe smiled and took it away from her.  
 
    “As I perform the enchantment, I use certain ancient words and perform specific movements with the wand,” he said. “It’s important to understand that the tone and rhythm of the words are just as important as the words themselves. Just as with the symbols on the wand—or the ways in which I move it—the vibrations of my voice act to focus the latent magical energy that is in the air. Here in the underworld, the ether functions differently than in the world of the living. I have to be very careful and adjust my incantations to take account of those differences or Bone Claw will have another scar to complain about.” 
 
    Toro guffawed, and Garotte snickered behind her hand. Bone Claw merely scowled. Razor ignored it all as being beneath them. 
 
    Zhe began his incantation, blocking out all distractions. He focused on drawing the energy around him into his body and, through it, to the wand in his hand.  
 
    He modulated his voice—both its tone and volume, as well as the rhythm with which he sang the words of the enchantment. When he felt that he’d found the correct resonant energy, he maintained the combinations of actions and sounds at the desired intensity.  
 
    Having manifested the power in the way that he desired, Zhe directed it towards the mass of skin vultures that inhabited the nearby hill.  
 
    He felt the connection between the energy force and the creatures. It entered into them, colonizing their minds and taking control of their bodies.  
 
    Having sent the incantation out into the world, towards its intended target, there was no more that Zhe could do.  
 
    He dragged his mind up from the place of the magical trance and turned towards the hill of vultures. 
 
    The others stared in awe at what was unfolding in front of them. 
 
    From the distant hillside, the writhing mass of skin vultures was rising into the air, like smoke, and then spreading out over the sky. It became clear that the hill was entirely made up of the vultures’ bodies.  
 
    There was no hill, just a mass of horrific creatures. 
 
    “I stand corrected,” Razor said. “Accept my apologies for my doubts.” 
 
    “None needed,” Zhe replied. “I wasn’t certain myself that it wouldn’t end in disaster. And it may yet still.” 
 
    As the hill disappeared and the sky darkened with the bodies of the creatures, Zhe sat on the ground and closed his eyes. He took himself into another place of trance, somewhat different than the incantation. That first trance had been a focused gathering of energy that was then sent out into the world, towards its intended target. 
 
    Zhe now needed to act as a receiver of energy from those whom he had motivated into action. A wash of images filled his mind in their tens of thousands.  
 
    He hadn’t expected there to be so many skin vultures, and their putrid minds risked polluting his own. Their vision was twisted by what they were. It was so alien to Zhe’s being that it threatened to tear apart his mind. 
 
    Focusing himself, he reduced the number of points of view that he permitted to enter his mind. Only a few from each direction and he connected with each one in turn, then returned to the original like following a track. 
 
    He saw beneath them the river of life and death. The skin vultures were unable to cross it, being creatures of the world of death. But they could see across from one side to another. 
 
    For what seemed like an eternity, all that Zhe saw was the seemingly endless land of the dead and the slowly curving river, stretching out to infinity.  
 
    Then he spotted it, a wide, flat raft moving slowly across the river of fire. A freakishly tall figure stood on the bow of it, pulling a cable that ran from one side of the river to the other.  
 
    Lying, standing, and seated rocking on the raft were the latest additions to the world of the dead. 
 
    Zhe had found the Ferryman—and possibly their way out. 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Above them were the last of the still-flying skin vultures. Since they had been summoned, they were taking advantage of the opportunity to hunt. Like many of the creatures of the underworld, they almost certainly had their origins as magical creations of gods and demons of the underworld who wanted to prevent the dead from escaping their grasp.  
 
    But gods and demons were fickle beings, whose power had led many of them to treat their own powers frivolously. They would create beings, entirely new classes of animals, then grow bored and move on to other pursuits, usually involving the torment of humanity.  
 
    The skin vultures seemed to be part of that celestial canvas. At some point in the dark and unknowable past, they had been created and then left to fester and reproduce like insects. 
 
    As Zhe and the others trekked the banks of the river of life and death, inland and to their right were more hillocks of writhing creatures. There were far more than Zhe had summoned to seek out the Ferryman and help them find their way.  
 
    “Although I serve a demon,” Bone Claw said, “I find their way of being repugnant. Look at this place. They just toss the most odious creatures and filth.” 
 
    “We are surrounded by the fires of hell, so hot that they could sear your soul and melt your skin, and you are worried about the wildlife and decor?” Razor asked. 
 
    “I see Pierre’s point,” Zhe said.  
 
    Zhe used Bone Claw’s non-Bone Mage name, as he did with the names of the others. It was his own peculiarity, but Zhe felt that Bone Mage names should only be used rarely and in special moments to aid in battle or magic creation.  
 
    To have one’s name discovered by others could pose great danger as it made a mage vulnerable. Amongst the few who knew Zhe’s Bone Mage name, he insisted that they not use it. 
 
    “What point is that?” Garotte asked. “That he doesn’t like a mess? Or smell? Or discomfort?” 
 
    “No, that gods and demons can only be trusted so far. It is easy for them. They create life and death like we breathe air. Despite their great power, or perhaps because of it, they are often frivolous and light-minded, motivated by immediate gratification and not heedful of human lives or affairs.” 
 
    “A’tiniti left us in the shit when we needed him most,” Toro reminded them. “Nearly his entire following was destroyed, and he couldn’t send a fart our way.” 
 
    “Perhaps we simply lack the ability to see the larger plan,” Razor suggested and then added, “this is a debate that Toro and I have had for the last 16 years.” 
 
    “I once believed that,” Zhe replied. “It gave me comfort to think we didn’t suffer in vain. I don’t believe that any longer. Humans must care for humans and use divine creatures with great care, knowing that we will be tossed aside when a new plaything catches their attention.” 
 
    “What about Osun?” Raquel asked. “And the prophecy of the twice-born son?” 
 
    She had a point, Zhe had to admit. Osun was impetuous and dangerous like other gods. But she didn’t simply act out of capriciousness. Her motivations were grounded in a larger view. 
 
    “Out of the mouths of babes,” Toro said and grinned. “The forest gnome has more wisdom than an entire coven of Bone Mages.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Zhe replied and put a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t let that oaf bother you with his gnome talk. Anyone who doesn’t consume an entire cow each day seems like a gnome to him.” 
 
    “Cows don’t,” Toro said and laughed. 
 
    They continued along the bank for hours, never stopping for fear that the writhing masses of skin vultures would take note of them. Were the birds to decide that they needed to be stopped and torn to bits, Zhe wasn’t sure that he could stop them. His wand had raised hundreds into the air but had left untouched thousands more.  
 
    The landscape changed as they approached the inlet and the Ferryman’s pier. From flat and barren, it turned into the foothills of mountains, visible in the far distance. The land here was still barren aside from the blackened skeletons of trees and the horrid pantomime of forests.  
 
    Zhe couldn’t believe that the trees had ever lived and weren’t simply placed where they were to reinforce the experience of the souls of the dead as they arrived. The blackened spears of the forest were a statement that only death and pain lay ahead. 
 
    Entering the forest, they had to push aside the charred tree trunks, which were so close together that they appeared like a black, impenetrable wall at a distance. Only up close was it visible that there were spaces large enough to squeeze through. 
 
    Eventually, they reached a wide enough path to walk side-by-side. The path was white and shiny. At first, Zhe thought that it was made with rounded river stones.  
 
    It was only after some time that it became clear that the “river stones” were, in fact, semi-buried, human skulls. The rounded tops formed the cobbles of the path. 
 
    Continuing for some time, they encountered a cohort of the newly dead making their way inland. Semi-transparent and strangely shimmering, they shuffled their feet, heads hung in despair. Some pulled at their hair so hard that they left bald spots. Others pounded the sides of their heads.  
 
    All of them moaned, wept, or groaned at the thought of the eternity that awaited them. 
 
    Zhe had been told by his own master as a young Bone Mage that they mustn’t look into the faces of the newly arrived souls. Their fear and desperation, concentrated in their eyes like a venom, could drive a person mad. 
 
    Worse, the rules of life and death were in flux in this nether region. It was believed that the dead could leap into the body of a living man or woman and take control of them. The host’s soul would be pushed out, and they would prematurely meet their appointment with eternity. 
 
    Zhe warned the others, who were only too happy to have a reason to look away from the pathetic creatures that approached. Nonetheless, it was difficult as they begged and cajoled them, though they never touched the living.  
 
    Finally, they rounded a corner and emerged near the dock. The raft remained in place at the dock as the last of the load of tormented souls made their way ashore. Some tried to resist and were knocked overboard by the Ferryman himself, with a swing of the staff, held in his skeletal hands. 
 
    The screams of those who ended up in the boiling lava of the river were enough to convince the rest of the passengers to go willingly. They rushed off the boat, only stopping to empty their pockets of all valuables before going ashore. Those who tried to bring trinkets from the land of the living, found themselves engulfed in flames as their reward. 
 
    “I have some doubts that the Ferryman will help us across,” Razor commented. “He seems predisposed to cruelty, rather than assistance.” 
 
    “Pilgrims are granted certain rights here,” Bone Claw replied. “We are here on the business of A’tiniti.” 
 
    Toro laughed at Bone Claw’s naivete.  
 
    Zhe led them towards the pier where the Ferryman stood, head bowed, skeletal hands gripping his staff. Arriving in front of him, Zhe bowed and took a knee, as did the others. 
 
    “My lord, we are servants of A’tiniti on a pilgrimage,” Zhe said. “We humbly request passage on your boat to the other side of the river.” 
 
    “None may pass here. The dead stay dead, and that is all there is to it.” 
 
    “We are not dead, sir, and are pilgrims. By ancient right…” 
 
    “I care not about ancient right,” he replied. “Death reigns here, not demons nor gods, nor the vanities of ‘ancient right.’” 
 
    “Exactly right that this is the land of the dead. However, we are of the living and do not belong here.” 
 
    “Once your flesh burns off the first time, you will belong. Allow me to bathe you in the river to make you fit,” the Ferryman said and chuckled.  
 
    “I don’t like this creature’s jokes,” Toro grumbled behind Zhe. 
 
    “Silence!” the Ferryman commanded. 
 
    Toro rose from his knees, unwilling to be the brunt of such a command. He reached for the bone clubs tucked into his belt.  
 
    The Ferryman lifted the staff from the ground and spun it in one hand with such speed that it whistled. 
 
    “You dare to challenge me then, do you?” the Ferryman laughed. “Take this staff from me then and you shall cross unmolested. If you fail, you are mine to baptize in the river of fire.” 
 
    Zhe now stood as well. He understood that this was a trick.  
 
    Death never fights fairly, and he had no doubt that he wouldn’t begin to do so for their sake. 
 
    “We seek no battle with you, honorable Ferryman,” Zhe said, putting himself between Toro and the boatman. 
 
    “Too late, for I demand it,” the Ferryman replied. 
 
    The Ferryman halted the spinning of his staff and pounded the ground thrice. Immediately, burning skeletons crawled from the river and onto the banks.  
 
    Some still had strips of flesh hanging from them. The bones of others had been blackened and warped by the heat of the lava. All were malevolent and mad from the agony of days, weeks, centuries in the river. Likely all had once tried to escape the underworld and were tossed in, only to become servants at the beck and call of the Ferryman. 
 
    Zhe drew his swords, as did the others. Raquel had no weapon and moved to the center of the group.  
 
    One of the skeletons lunged at Garotte. She snapped her bone-whip, shattering the creature. Raquel took the opportunity to snatch up the femur to use as a club. She shouted in pain as it burned her hands but held onto it. 
 
    As the undead shuffled towards the group, Zhe ignored them. They were a distraction, and the real danger remained the Ferryman. It was he who controlled them with his left hand, which he held out at his side, moving it in patterns as he controlled the skeletons like a puppet master might control a marionette. 
 
    The Ferryman spun his staff once again, like a whirling blade, at such a speed that it was a blur. Zhe was certain that if it struck him, it would eviscerate him with no difficulty.  
 
    He blocked out the sounds of battle from behind him where his comrades had begun to engage with the army of skeletons. From their long years of fighting together, though it was more than fifteen years earlier, they each knew their part. They would protect Zhe while he sized up the enemy. 
 
    He stood, swords held ready, watching for a gap in Ferryman’s attack. Behind him, the clashes and shouts grew louder, but Zhe pushed them to the back of his mind. His focus narrowed on the spinning staff. 
 
    The staff slowly morphed, from a blur of movement to a round portal out of which light poured. From within the portal, Zhe saw movement as someone or something walked towards him. He sank back into a crouch and raised his weapons, prepared for whatever emerged. 
 
    The silhouette inside the portal of light stepped through onto the pier in front of Zhe. He drew back his arms, letting the swords swirl in his hands as he prepared to strike.  
 
    His arms dropped to his sides.  
 
    It was Ayana, his dead wife. 
 
    She looked just as she had the last time he had seen her. Though she was semi-transparent as though made of gossamer. The scars of her murder were visible on her neck, arms, and face. There was a sadness in her eyes that choked Zhe’s heart. 
 
    Zhe knew that it was almost certainly a trick by the ferryman, to confuse and disorient him. But it had been sixteen long years, and he had missed her every day.  
 
    When Osun had delivered to him the news of Ayana’s death at the hands of Najashi, the pain had been almost more than he could bear. He’d suppressed it then. 
 
    Now, he could not avert his eyes. 
 
    He fell to his knees, the emotions washing over him—guilt, sadness, grief, longing. 
 
    “Ayana, can it possibly be you? Why? How?” 
 
    “I was murdered by Najashi many years ago. I have made my peace with it,” she said in a thin voice that sounded as though she were far away. 
 
    “And how has the Ferryman brought you here?” 
 
    “He is master of the dead here. The gods may do as they please, but he sets the boundaries.” 
 
    “Gods, Ayana, how I’ve longed to touch you these long years,” Zhe told her, lifting his hand towards her face. 
 
    “No, you cannot. It’s not possible, and you must break this spell that has brought us together. It is a trap! The Ferryman is using me to stop you from leaving. But you must leave.” 
 
    “How can I?” 
 
    “Turn away from me and strike his left hand. That is the source of his power to move the dead,” she told him. “If you sever his hand, it will banish me and the skeletons that attack you.” 
 
    “But I have so much I want to tell you. So many things to ask you,” he said. “And I must beg your forgiveness.” 
 
    “For marrying Osun? For the twice-born son, Isaac, whom you raised with the same fatherly love as you showed to our daughters?” she replied. “I know all that, and there is nothing to forgive. I am dead, Zhe. There is nothing more to it. Raise your blades and save our daughters and our country.” 
 
    Zhe heard her words and looked down at his hands. He saw blood on them and furrowed his brow in confusion.  
 
    How could this be, he had suffered no blows. 
 
    “Wake up, Zhe!” 
 
    Zhe squinted his eyes, pressed them closed, then opened them again. 
 
    He was on his back, on the ground. Garotte towered over him, kicking him in the ribs and driving back the skeletons with her whip. The Ferryman stood nearby, making subtle movements with his skeletal left hand.  
 
    “You should be without a head, you fool,” Garotte hissed at him. “You stood there while he delivered a blow that sent you to the ground.” 
 
    Zhe leapt to his feet, realizing he had been enchanted. He rushed towards the Ferryman, filled with rage for the trick done to him. He swung at the master of death with all his might, but the Ferryman deflected it. 
 
    But Zhe was powered by the emotions of having seen Ayana. The enchantment had worked in the moment to distract him.  
 
    Now, though, those same emotions powered his attack on the Ferryman. He pressed the tall, skeletal creature with his attack, driving him back towards the fiery river. 
 
    The Ferryman swung his enormous staff at Zhe’s head, but he ducked under it. As the staff whizzed past Zhe’s head, he came up to full height and swung his blade at the bony, left hand of Death. 
 
    A screech emerged from under the hood of the cloak worn by the ferryman. It was piercing and forced Zhe and the others to drop their weapons and cover their ears. It grew in intensity, driving them to their knees. The Ferryman’s hand lay on the ground, still moving, trying to carry out the incantation of its master. 
 
    Gritting his teeth against the sound, Zhe launched himself at the Ferryman, sending him staggering backward, toward the river. He grabbed Zhe with his remaining hand, pulling him along with him towards the flames.  
 
    Snatching a curved blade from his belt, Zhe jammed it between the small bones of the Ferryman’s wrist and levered it downwards. The bones separated, and the hand came free, dropping to the ground.  
 
    The handless Ferryman stumbled backward, falling off the end of the pier into the lava river. His shriek ended abruptly as the boiling lava swallowed him whole. 
 
    The skeletons commanded by the Ferryman fell into lifeless heaps. Zhe’s comrades stood, panting from the battle, bloodied from the sharp, bony fingers that had grasped at their flesh, trying to pull them into the river.  
 
    Raquel had a deep cut across her face that bled heavily, but she seemed otherwise fine. She stood with the femur gripped in her hand, eyes still wild with the fire of battle. 
 
    Zhe turned back to the river of fire. Other than the river itself, nothing moved. The Ferryman was gone.  
 
    He kicked his right hand into the river to join with the rest of him. Nearby, the left hand lay on the ground, still grasping at the air. Zhe picked it up and turned it over in his hand, examining it. 
 
    The magic in the hand of the ferryman was strong. Zhe could still feel it pulsing and could see the aura of its power surrounding the severed thing. 
 
    “I wish it were I that had cut off that cursed thing from his body,” Toro said. “I can feel its power from here. Look at how even collapsed to the ground the bones of his minions still point towards it like a magnet.” 
 
    It was true, the bones on the ground were no longer a threat but nonetheless vibrated gently, orienting themselves in the direction of the hand. 
 
    “It is true,” Razor said. “A’tiniti granted you the power of Animation of the dead as a gift for bringing him the Stone of Doveny. The hand of the Ferryman will increase your animation powers, and I have to wonder if that wasn’t his plan for us.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t surprise me if you weren’t already a Master Animator or even a Bone Builder,” Garotte said. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Zhe said brusquely.  
 
    He was still shaken by the vision of Ayana. Had it really been her? 
 
    “I have my doubts that the Ferryman can be killed,” Zhe said as he tucked the left hand of death into a pouch and tied it to his belt. “We need to get on the raft and cross the river before he returns. I have a feeling he will be harder to ‘kill’ a second time.” 
 
    None argued with Zhe, and they hurried aboard the raft. Toro, with his mighty ropes of muscle, grabbed hold of the cable and began pulling them across the river. Bone Claw, happy to use his still-new hands, joined in to speed up the effort, as did Razor and Garotte. 
 
    Zhe tended to the bloody wound on Raquel’s face. 
 
    “That’s going to leave quite the scar,” he said. 
 
    “My first scar as a Bone Mage,” Raquel said proudly. “Gotten in the underworld no less.” 
 
    “Fighting Death himself,” Zhe laughed.  
 
    “My first scar was getting a shave from a drunken barber,” Toro said and laughed. 
 
    Raquel went and joined the others in pulling the raft across the river. She glowed with pride at her wound and at being accepted by the Bone Mages. Zhe smiled as he watched her and his comrades. 
 
    But there was pain in his heart still from seeing Ayana. Could it really have been her?  
 
    Surely, if she had just been a vision, a trick to distract Zhe’s mind, she wouldn’t have told him how to stop the Ferryman. And she wouldn’t have told him to wake up so that he could defeat the Ferryman by cutting off his left hand. 
 
    And another thought occurred to Zhe. It might have been that Ayana was indeed an illusion but one that was taken over by A’tiniti. Gods and demons were capricious, but there was just as often a logic to their seemingly cruel and arbitrary actions that escaped the minds of humans.  
 
    As Razor had said, A’tiniti granted Zhe the ability to be an Animator. He knew that the Stone had come from Razor and Toro, yet he chose Zhe.  
 
    Why?  
 
    He was their leader, but why would A’tiniti care about that?  
 
    What set Zhe apart from the others was that he was the only Bone Mage left in the whole world who was a two-fold Bone Mage.  
 
    By giving Zhe the powers of an Animator, A’tiniti had made it possible for him to become a Supreme Master. That would be necessary to rebuild the following of A’tiniti in T’iru Midiri. And by sending them to confront and fight the Ferryman, A’tiniti would know that Zhe could increase his powers substantially in an instant.  
 
    So, was it A’tiniti speaking through the mouth of Ayana’s ghost, giving Zhe the direction that he needed to defeat the Ferryman?  
 
    How would he ever know? 
 
    Finally, they arrived at the other side of the river between life and death. They pulled the raft into the pier where there waited the souls of the dead. The closer they got, and the more real their deaths became to them, the more the souls howled. 
 
    But as they reached the shores and disembarked from the raft, there was confusion amongst the dead. Where was the Ferryman?  
 
    The souls, already translucent and with no way of returning to the land of the living, became ever more frantic. Worse than going to the underworld was being stuck in the land of the living as a spirit. Was there anything so terrible as being condemned to haunt the living, unable to move on from the world? 
 
    In the confusion, Zhe led the others through the gathered crowd towards the road that led upwards and out of the underworld. The dead, with nowhere to go and no way out, began to argue and fight with each other. Even when Zhe and the others had risen up the side of the mountain that led to the exit cave, he could still hear the commotion below. 
 
    They had almost reached the final exit from the underworld when screams reached Zhe’s ears.  
 
    He looked back down to the shores and saw the river of lava overflowing the banks. It reached the dead souls, who burst into flame. From the boiling lava of the river, there emerged a giant, glistening white eel with a thousand skeletal arms though the hands all down the left side of the creature were replaced with sharpened points.  
 
    The beast raged, spearing the dead and flinging them in every direction as the monster made its way to shore. It slithered along the road that rose into the mountains, snaking towards Zhe and the others.  
 
    He knew that it must be the ferryman and that his rage was limitless. 
 
    “Quickly!” Zhe yelled at his comrades, pointing back towards the beast below them. 
 
    The creature was moving quickly, much faster than he could have imagined. It was already on the path that led upwards to the cave through which they would have to exit the underworld.  
 
    They rushed through the cave, which spilled out into the central temple that marked the magical entry point into the underworld. It was from here that they had initially entered for their audience with A’tiniti. The great hall of the temple was empty of pilgrims—as it had been when they arrived. 
 
    Up ahead there was an exit door, much greater in size than when they had entered. They were halfway across the temple floor, when the cave entrance behind them exploded outwards, sending large rocks flying in every direction. 
 
    Zhe looked back and saw the transformed horror of the Ferryman looming over them. He was an enormous eel with a thousand arms but was made entirely of the bones of the dead, compressed so tightly that they seemed to be a shining, continuous white skin.  
 
    “Giiivveee meee myyy haannnddd!!!!” the monstrosity howled at them.  
 
    “Run!” Zhe yelled at his friends. 
 
    He spun on his heels to face the monster and drew a pair of his blades from his belt. He flung them from the tips of his fingers as he leapt in the air, his body spinning around. As the blades flew through the air, Zhe landed on his feet and continued in the direction of the cave entrance.  
 
    The daggers struck the monster in two of its many eyes. It threw back its head and shrieked in rage and pain. 
 
    It was enough to make escape from the temple possible.  
 
    Zhe raced outside, joining his comrades in a thunderous downpour of winter rains. 
 
    “Please tell me that Death hates the rain as much as I do,” Bone Claw shouted over the din of thunder and sheets of rain that rolled non-stop across the barren landscape of Stemlack Island. 
 
    Before Zhe could answer, an arm of the Ferryman burst the cave entrance and grabbed Bone Claw. Bone Claw’s face went purple as the Ferryman squeezed, intending on killing him with the force of his grip. 
 
    Garotte unslung her bone whip in one motion and snapped it around the transformed Ferryman’s wrist. With a yank, she severed the giant hand from his wrist, and Bone Claw fell to the ground, groaning and coughing. 
 
    “You owe me one,” Garotte said and hauled him to his feet. 
 
    But Death didn’t easily surrender his prey once he had it in his hands. 
 
    The Ferryman’s horrifically transformed shape—head, neck, and shoulders—exploded outwards from the cave, snapping his bony jaws at Toro, who barely managed to duck. 
 
    They turned and ran towards the pier. 
 
    “Aren’t we supposed to perform the circuit of the volcano on our way off the island as well?” Raquel asked as they made their way directly towards their ship. 
 
    “Sometimes ritual has to step aside so that survival can take the reins,” Zhe told her. “Now, run!” 
 
    It seemed like forever, and Zhe’s lungs were bursting from the run, but soon, they arrived at the end of the stone pier. Zhe turned to glance back.  
 
    The creature still chased after them. The stone entrance had slowed it, but not enough for them to board the ship and set sail from the island. 
 
    They would have to face the Ferryman once again. 
 
    “And thus, do we face the conundrum that all humans must face,” Razor said philosophically. “How does a mere mortal kill death dead?” 
 
    “You cannot. But you can destroy its current form,” Zhe replied.  
 
    He withdrew from his belt the wand created from the rib of one of Osun’s sea monsters, which had worked to summon those monsters in the past. In that instance, they had only been needed to deliver Zhe and the others to the palace of Osun.  
 
    Would his magic be powerful enough to summon them to fight the Ferryman? 
 
    The others moved in front of Zhe to protect him while he focused on his enchantment. Zhe waved the wand in the air, drawing the power inherent in the ether towards it, focusing it like a lens and sending it outwards. Although the energy was invisible, where it struck the sea, steam rose from the waters.  
 
    As he was weaving the wand rhythmically, following the ancient patterns of meaning, Zhe sang the incantation.  
 
    There was a barely discernible rumble, but it might have been the thunder or the rain. The deluge was so heavy that it was almost impossible to see the giant that bore down upon them.  
 
    Zhe completed the enchantment just as the incarnation of the Ferryman reached the end of the pier and sized them up. 
 
    “You will return to me and burn for eternity in my river, mortals!” the creature bellowed from a thousand mouths with a million teeth. “I will eat your bones and shit out your soul.” 
 
    “I would really rather that you didn’t,” Razor said, withdrawing the only weapons that they had: the broken-edged bones from the temple of A’tiniti. 
 
    “Have you not lost enough yet, boatman?” Zhe asked, pushing himself forward between his comrades. 
 
    He needed to stall for time in the hopes that his enchantment would reach the depths of the sea. The Ferryman was a monstrous, gigantic thing, filled with the rage and humiliation of a recent defeat. And while Zhe, Garotte, and Bone Claw had their weapons at hand, the others had little.  
 
    Nor had they the time to rebuild their magical armament. Razor had no library of creatures’ bones that they could use to transform themselves into.  
 
    Toro had not had the chance to even turn the bones of history’s greatest heroes, which they had smuggled out of the underworld, into instruments to summon their spirits.  
 
    Even Bone Claw, who had his rapiers and daggers, had no armor. 
 
    It was one thing to fight beasts of the forest or even mindless monsters of the underworld with such ad hoc armaments. It was quite another to fight the boatman of death. 
 
    The Ferryman was clearly fed up with Zhe, who had wounded him too often to be tolerated further. He took a swing at him with one of his clawed hands. 
 
    Zhe already had his bone swords drawn. He ducked and rolled away from the swing and sliced off the ferryman’s forearm before he had even risen back to his feet. The Ferryman howled in a fury and swung with another of his dozens of limbs. 
 
    This caught Zhe off-guard. He barely deflected it with his crossed swords. The power of it forced him backward into a crouch, and it took all of his effort to rise back to his feet against the demon’s attempt to crush him. 
 
    Finally, at the full end of his patience, the Ferryman swung all of his fists, one after another, like a percussion orchestra embodied in one horrifying being. As Zhe dodged his blows, the Ferryman pounded the ground with one fist after another, cracking the rock of the earth and the pier itself. 
 
    Their boat, tied to the pier nearby, rocked in the frothing water. 
 
    Zhe wondered how much longer they could endure the attack of the Ferryman, who swung out wildly at all of them, in every direction.  
 
    Thankfully, from the ocean behind them, there arose an ear-piercing shriek. Everyone, even the Ferryman, stopped and turned. 
 
    Rising from the ocean were three enormous, toothy sea monsters. The largest was ridden by Osun herself, carrying a spear and wearing mother-of-pearl armor that glistened even in the rain. 
 
    “By the laws of the ancients, death must remain below ground. Your reign does not extend to the oceans. You are in my realm!” 
 
    The Ferryman released a horrible hissing sound in Osun’s direction. He reached out his skeletal arms, which stretched and twisted as they extended like fast-growing vines. They reached Zhe’s ship and wrapped around it, the wood cracking and groaning. He snapped back his arms and threw it at the monsters. 
 
    Osun’s monster turned its tail towards the flying ship and smashed it into a thousand pieces that rained down into the ocean. 
 
    “That is going to complicate our return journey,” Razor commented. 
 
    Osun moved towards shore with her beasts, which were now enraged. She shouted a battle cry and lifted her spear as they moved to flank the Ferryman monster from two sides and the front. It seemed that their goal was to force him to back up towards the entry to the underworld by cutting off any other path. 
 
    Zhe knew that the Ferryman would not leave until he retrieved his hand. It was in a pouch at Zhe’s belt, and he had no intention of returning it. It was won in a battle that he hadn’t chosen and was rightfully his.  
 
    He also knew that its power would be a great service in the coming war. 
 
    Using the distraction of Osun’s maneuver, Zhe ran at the ferryman. He leapt onto his body, grabbing hold of the small spaces between the writhing bones that made up the flesh of his body. Hand over hand he climbed up, while the ferryman didn’t seem to notice as he was too busy gathering rocks and boulders to lob at his new attackers. 
 
    Before he could react, Zhe had scrabbled up the ferryman’s body and onto his back. Only then did he realize the threat Zhe posed and, while continuing to throw an endless stream of projectiles at Osun’s creatures, used several arms to try and grab Zhe. 
 
    It was too late. 
 
    Zhe sank both his blades into the ferryman’s spinal column, just behind his head, pulling them apart so that they acted like scissors. The spine of the Ferryman was severed, and the plethora of horrible, floating orbs in his head rolled back to white as his body collapsed.  
 
    Leaping aside, Zhe landed and rolled across the ground. The bones of the Ferryman, without his soul to glue them together, collapsed into a heap like a bone pile in a charnel house.  
 
    All was silent except for the rain and the sound of Zhe’s own breathing in his ears. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    “Congratulations on destroying your only means of transport back to T’iru Midiri, husband,” Osun said, suddenly beside him. 
 
    Zhe couldn’t bring himself to look at her. 
 
    “Don’t call me that,” he said harshly.  
 
    Her face softened as she realized what must have happened in the underworld. 
 
    “Of course,” she replied. “You have seen Ayana, haven’t you. I imagine the filthy Ferryman used her against you. Am I right?” 
 
    “Possibly,” Zhe replied, composing himself. “I have no way of knowing if it was she or the Ferryman. Perhaps even A’tiniti.” 
 
    Osun raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “That would make some sense,” she replied. “But if she was kind and helpful, then it is likely that it was her. If it were the Ferryman, she would have tried to lead you to your death. If it were A’tiniti speaking through her mouth, she would have been crass and demanding.” 
 
    Zhe nodded. What she said made sense and gave him some relief. He swore to himself that he would return again when the war was won and demand the right to visit Ayana’s spirit.  
 
    But, for the moment, Osun had a point. They had no ship. 
 
    “Maybe if your attack was better planned, we wouldn’t be in this predicament,” Bone Claw complained.  
 
    “Careful with your tongue, human, or I’ll feed you to my pets. Though they aren’t especially fond of pork.” 
 
    “Ouch,” Toro said and chuckled. 
 
    “Stop,” Zhe said. They didn’t have time for this. 
 
    He reached to his belt and pulled out the ferryman’s bony hand. 
 
    “He came for this,” Zhe said, holding it in the air. “And with this, we shall get off this island.” 
 
    “I fail to see how death will save our lives,” Razor replied. “As much as I would find the irony delicious.” 
 
    “Ho, I missed hearing what an eloquent jackass you are, Razor.” Toro chortled. 
 
    “What will you do with it, master? How can it help us?” Raquel asked. 
 
    Zhe smiled and put a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Ignore our friends while they play the fool,” he told her. “I shall show you exactly the way—and not the only one—by which death can save your life.” 
 
    Zhe squatted down on the ground in the rain and rolled up his sleeve, exposing his arm. With one of his bone knives, he sliced the skin on his arm very carefully. He used the edge of the knife to loosen the skin so that it separated from his muscle and bone.  
 
    “How do you bear such pain?” Raquel asked him. 
 
    “It is part of the training of a Bone Mage to isolate themselves from their injuries. When they cut off my legs, I screamed like a mad dog in order to please Najashi and protect my family. But the truth was that I felt nothing.” 
 
    As he spoke, he continued to loosen the skin of his arm. When he was satisfied with his work, Zhe took the bony hand of death and slid its fingers inside his arm, between the skin and the muscle. Filled with the magic of the Ferryman and the power of death itself, the hand grabbed at Zhe’s exposed muscles.  
 
    Although Zhe did indeed have great control, he winced in pain. With the skeletal hand gripping his forearm tight, Zhe stretched his loosened skin back over top of it, pulling the two edges together. 
 
    “Pass me the needle and thread in that gold embossed box,” he told Raquel.  
 
    She looked a little queasy but obeyed her master, finding the ornately decorated box, opening it and taking out an already threaded needle. She offered it to Zhe. 
 
    Instead of taking it, Zhe held out his forearm. 
 
    “Sew me up,” he said. “It’s good practice.” 
 
    “Me? I’d rather watch and learn,” she replied nervously, which made Zhe laugh. 
 
    “It’s OK. It won’t hurt me. It will also allow me to focus on the silent incantation to unite my body with the relic of the Ferryman. Just repeat after me the last word of every sentence that I speak.” 
 
    Raquel gulped but agreed. Soon she was stitching him with surprising agility as he sang, and she called out the response at the end of each stanza, just as he had directed her. Very quickly, his arm had a clean stitch, though it was distorted by being stretched over the skeletal hand and was an angry red in color because of that. 
 
    Zhe placed his left hand on the stitches of his right arm and completed his incantation. As he did so, he felt the distension of his arm disappearing, and when he opened his eyes, its shape was back to normal, though the stitches were still red. Blood soaked his arm and the ground in front of him.  
 
    “Now what?” Raquel asked. “How will that help us?” 
 
    “Yes, Zhe,” Osun said. “I too am interested in how you will use the power of death to save your lives. Your cleverness is an endless source of pleasure for me.” 
 
    Zhe smiled and pointed towards the pile of bones nearby. 
 
    “Because death floats.” 
 
    Zhe had them organize the heap of bones into which the Ferryman had collapsed. He wanted them laid out on the ground, with the bones touching each other as little as possible. Ferryman’s magic was strong, but even so, it was better to eliminate obstructions. It would also help his ability to perform the spell by being able to see the entire inventory of bones. 
 
    As they did so, the heavy rains stopped, and the sun peeked out from behind the clouds as golden hour approached. They were all glad, except for Osun, for the warmth of the sun to dry their soaked clothing and skin. Not surprisingly, as the Queen of the Sirens, she preferred the wet ocean. 
 
    While they were organizing the bones, Osun, at Zhe’s request, had her sea monsters recover the wood of their ruined ship. Most of it floated on the water, often in large pieces. They pushed it into shore and left it in a heap on the stone pier. 
 
    “What are we doing with that?” Raquel asked. 
 
    “Giving bones their purpose,” Zhe replied mysteriously. “Have you a Forest Mage spell to get wet wood to burn?” 
 
    Raquel smiled. 
 
    “I do, actually. Every class of Forest Mage has a firestarter spell.” 
 
    Raquel went to the pile of wood and performed an incantation using some powders and a liquid that stank powerfully, even from twenty-five paces away. A small flame began in one corner of the heap of the ruined ship. 
 
    “If that’s the fire that’s supposed to help us get off this blasted island, I shall turn to building a house because we’re never leaving,” Bone Claw said. 
 
    “Hush,” Zhe told him. “Patience.” 
 
    Within a few moments, the fire had spread in an ever-tightening spiral towards the center of the pile. The entire ruin was consumed in a ball of fire that stretched to the height of the tallest mast. 
 
    Zhe began his chanting as he carried an armful of the Ferryman’s bones to the flames and tossed them on top of it. The color of the flames changed from orange to a mixture of blue and white, climbing even higher so that their tongues seemed to lick the sky. 
 
    The heat grew intense, forcing everyone to back away from the fire, including Osun and her monsters, who moved farther out to sea. Zhe managed to stay close, chanting and gesticulating, which caused the fire to burn ever hotter. Soon he was drenched in sweat, his skin a bright red. 
 
    After an unusually short period, the fire burned itself out so that only a heap of very powdery ash remained. Even the iron and brass fittings of the original ship had been reduced to powder in the heat of the inferno. 
 
    Zhe carefully emptied his large backpack onto the ground, laying out his belongings and tools in an orderly manner. Then he scooped up ash into the backpack until it was full.  
 
    Walking around the laid-out bones, he dumped out the ashes first around the entire grouping. Then he moved amongst the bones, covering the ground between them with ash. 
 
    Being his apprentice, Raquel was bonded magically with Zhe and thus permitted to aid him in the process but no one else, not even the goddess Osun. As a result, it took longer to move the ash than it did to create it.  
 
    For hours they walked from the pile to the bones, transferring the ash until there was nothing left on the pier but a dusting that would soon be blown away. 
 
    Finally, with the bones covered by the ash of the destroyed ship, Zhe positioned himself in the very middle of the bone heap. As he kneeled, he scooped ash into each hand and rubbed it along the length of his sweat-soaked arms.  
 
    Mixed with the sweat, it turned into a white paste. Except for the position on his right forearm where he had inserted the Ferryman’s hand. Here the ash turned black, as though from heat, and took the form of the skeleton like a black ink tattoo.  
 
    Zhe chanted as he used the ash to draw a skull on his face. At first, nothing seemed to happen.  
 
    Besides Zhe’s singing, there was only the sound of the wind, which picked ash into the air and carried it like a cloud across the barren land. 
 
    But after a time, the cloud of ash stopped spreading inland and formed into a loose spiral over top of the bones. After a while longer, the loose spiral narrowed into a whirlwind that carried force. It grew faster and faster until the bones themselves were drawn into the air with the ash cloud. 
 
    The bones clattered together like an enchanted wind chime as the winds whistled. Zhe focused his mind on the energy that was embedded in the form and function of their destroyed ship.  
 
    Even once it had been shattered, the wood held onto its final spirit form. Burning it had loosened the soul of the ship from the material of the wood, and it was now being united with the bones in a dance above their heads. 
 
    The colliding bones began to stick together. At first, it seemed as though it was a series of random collisions with no deeper meaning behind them. Then the bones formed larger clumps that continued to grow and shape deliberate forms, though of what it was unclear. 
 
    These larger forms then joined together into recognizable structures of a ship. Here the prow, there the poop deck, and nearby the keel and rudder.  
 
    The focus and strain of sustaining the enchantment was wearing on Zhe to the point of pain. He reached up to wipe the sweat from his eyes, and his hand came back wet red. The effort was so great, he was sweating blood. 
 
    It was enough to focus the ship’s energy into the bones so that they could self-organize into a replication of the original ship. That fusing of spirit and matter was not a human power, and its use by even a powerful Bone Mage was a foreign power. To do god’s work while keeping the ship in the air threatened to overwhelm Zhe.  
 
    The ship jolted and looked as though it might tumble to the ground as he briefly lost focus. 
 
    He felt a hand on his shoulder and turned. It was Osun. 
 
    “If I may help you,” she said. “I will hold the ship in the air so that you can enchant the bones.” 
 
    Zhe nodded but continued his singing. With the burden of suspending the ship taken from his shoulders, he found that he could more quickly assemble it. The whirlwind picked up speed, and the pieces slammed together noisily. From sounding like wind chimes, the clatter of bones took on the sound of war drums.  
 
    In a short time, the ship had taken form, white and gleaming.  
 
    There were gaps between the bones that made up the form of the ship like the ribs of an animal. Zhe lifted both hands above his head and closed them tightly into fists, causing the bones of the ship to do the same. Its size decreased by half as the bones fused together. It was as though the ship was forged from a single, massive bone that had been carved, polished, and oiled.  
 
    Osun, with the wave of both her hands, moved the assembled ship towards the pier and settled it into the water gently. It shone under the late afternoon sun as it bobbed gently in the water.  
 
    Zhe collapsed forward onto his hands. He’d done it.  
 
    He had been less than sure that the enchantment would work. He’d studied the theory of animation magic as an apprentice but had never applied it before he had called up the bones of the long-dead heroes in the underworld.  
 
    Animating the dead bones of a creature as itself was one thing. Animating bones to take on a form that you desired was quite another.  
 
    The flow of magical ether through his body was massive, and he wasn’t sure that he would have been able to do what he had just done if they weren’t on Stemlack Island. It was dense with magical energy as the gateway to the underworld. Also, the bones contained large remnants of the Ferryman’s own magic.  
 
    Whatever it was, Zhe suspected that he would be faced with the challenge again in the future, under less ideal conditions. He would need to practice more to build up his skills in this form of bone magic, especially if he hoped to achieve the level of Supreme Master. 
 
    As he caught his breath, staring at the ground, he felt two hands tugging on his bicep. He looked up and saw Raquel, concern etched on her face as she tried to pull him to his feet.  
 
    Zhe smiled at her and let her help him up, though he could have raised himself. 
 
    “I was scared for a moment,” she told him. “When I looked at you, I didn’t see you, master. I saw Death himself.” 
 
    “I suppose that Death is now part of me,” Zhe replied. “Though I imagine he will be keen to get back what I’ve stolen when my time on this world ends and I shuffle off this mortal coil.” 
 
    “Perhaps you can use it to bargain for better conditions,” Raquel said with a twinkle in her eye.  
 
    Zhe laughed. “Yes, perhaps.” 
 
    They made their way down to the pier, where the others were waiting. Osun was here as well, though she was back on top of her sea monster and preparing to leave. 
 
    “Impressive work,” Bone Claw said. “I had my doubts.” 
 
    “I thought you’d manage a rowboat at best,” Toro said with a grin. 
 
    “You forgot the sails,” Garotte noted, then turned to Osun. “Or will your highness be powering us back to T’iru Midiri?” 
 
    “That is not possible,” she replied. “But I have something.” 
 
    Some distance out from the pier, several dozen dolphins appeared above the water and chittered towards shore. They pulled up beside the pier. From under the waves, they dragged what appeared to be a massive black sheet of kelp. 
 
    Osun pointed her trident at the ocean and, as though it were a fork lifting a leaf of lettuce, picked up the kelp sheet into the air. It was shiny black and massive, and Zhe realized that it was a sail. Osun levitated it to the ship and hung it on the rigging. 
 
    Completed, the ship was a sight to behold, with the gleaming white bone of the hull and black sails that reflected no light at all. The wind filled the sails, tugging at the ship, which seemed as anxious to depart as Zhe and his comrades.  
 
    He bowed in respect towards Osun. 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty,” Zhe said. “Without you—” 
 
    “I won’t call you husband until you permit it, Zhe. But I insist in return that you do not call me majesty,” Osun interrupted. “You cannot know how we will come to love one another in the future as I do. But it gives me great pain to be addressed so formally by you.” 
 
    “Then I will call you Osun or my lady, if that pleases you,” he replied. 
 
    “We will have more familiar names when the time comes, but that will do for now,” she said. 
 
    Without further discussion, Osun clicked her tongue twice and spun her sea monsters around. They disappeared beneath the ocean waves, followed by the cohort of dolphins. Nothing was left of them but foam on the waves like a dream that had passed.  
 
    Zhe shook his head and wondered if it had happened at all. 
 
    “Let’s go!” Garotte shouted from behind Zhe, startling him. 
 
    Zhe turned and saw that the others, except for Raquel who waited for him nearby, were already boarding the ship. Toro had already disappeared onboard.  
 
    Zhe waved to Garotte, took one last look towards the sea, and made his way towards the ship. Raquel fell into step beside him. 
 
    “How will we sail it?” she asked. “On the way here, we had an entire crew, but they perished, and none of you are sailors.” 
 
    “I have been a sailor,” Zhe reminded her. “I come from a family of sailors and butchers and was taught the ways of the sea from the time I was old enough to walk on my own. But you are right that we lack an experienced crew. I did, however, plan for this.” 
 
    From the ship, there came a shout of surprise and a clatter. A skeleton flew over the side of the ship and hit the ground, shattering into pieces.  
 
    “I see that Toro has discovered my plan,” Zhe said and laughed. 
 
    Toro stuck his head over the side of the ship and bellowed down to them. 
 
    “I’m a man of great tolerance, Zhe. But damned undead skeletons for a crew? Are you mad?” 
 
    “I believe, brave Toro, that you are also a man who prefers to relax and enjoy the ride. So, I suggest you enjoy the fact that the undead will be doing all the work. However, if you’d prefer to do the work of a dozen, tireless skeletal sailors…” 
 
    Toro laughed. 
 
    “You’re right. I prefer to be lazy over the fate of my eternal soul at some point in the future. The skeletons can stay.” 
 
    He disappeared again, and both Zhe and Raquel laughed as they made their way up the gangplank to the deck above. Stepping onto the ship, Zhe saw the dozen skeletal sailors he had conjured along with the ship. They stood in a line, passively waiting for orders.  
 
    Bone Claw stood with a rapier in his hand, eyeing them suspiciously. Razor ignored them, and Toro was trying to dance with one of them—with little success. Garotte watched the scene, laughing and shaking her head. 
 
    “Did things ever get this weird during the Shade War?” she asked. 
 
    “If you’ve forgotten, better that I don’t remind you,” Zhe said and then turned to the skeletons and gave them their orders to weigh anchor and set sail.  
 
    The skeletons immediately sprang into action, performing their assigned tasks without complaint or other form of acknowledgment. Toro lost his dance partner in the process. After a few moments, the skeleton that Toro had tossed overboard, and which had shattered on the pier, came running up the gangplank and joined the others.  
 
     “I am not familiar with animation magic,” Razor commented to Zhe as they came up and stood beside him and Raquel. “How long will an enchantment such as this last?” 
 
    “Yes, will this thing turn back into a pile of bones and sink when we’re somewhere between here and T’iru Midiri?” Bone Claw asked. “I don’t fancy paddling for two days while clinging to those skeletons for buoyancy.” 
 
    “Is that true, master?” Raquel asked. “Could the boat fall apart in the middle of the ocean?” 
 
    Zhe shook his head. 
 
    “To undo the bind between the bones requires a counterspell. Were we to meet a wizard of sufficient power on our way home, it wouldn’t matter whether we were riding in a bone ship or one made of wood.” 
 
    “How about an iron boat like the Iron Boatmen sail?” Raquel asked. 
 
    “Hmmm, I don’t know. I have never faced an iron ship and have only seen them at a distance. They obviously have advantages over wood, and perhaps bone as well,” Zhe admitted, “but for the moment, it is irrelevant. The ship will endure.” 
 
    That seemed to satisfy everyone.  
 
    Zhe didn’t say it, but he was somewhat preoccupied with the fate of the skeletal sailors. It was one thing to bind bones into an object like a ship. It was another to sustain animated skeletons performing tasks.  
 
    Zhe worried that as they moved farther away from Stemlack, the draw of the underworld would become greater, weakening the undead sailors. But that was in the future. 
 
    For the moment, he let himself relax and enjoyed their victory in Stemlack.  
 
    Their powers had been fully restored, along with their bodies. A’tiniti had even granted more powers to Zhe that had helped them to pass the test that the demon had set for them after a difficult two-week-long journey through the underworld.  
 
    Zhe climbed up to the wheelhouse and gazed back towards Stemlack Island. It was a bleak wasteland, its featurelessness only punctuated by the volcano that was the gateway to the underworld.  
 
    He was happy to see it getting smaller and for them to begin their real mission, which was the liberation of their land from the army of Malgent—and from Najashi himself if he got in the way. 
 
    Everything from before this moment had been preparation. Soon the war would begin in earnest, and Zhe was ready for it. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    They had been sailing for a week when the wind stopped, and the water turned to glass. Zhe didn’t notice at first. It wasn’t unusual to have a period of no wind. It was just as much a part of sailing on the ocean as the danger of seasonal storms that tossed boats in the air and smashed them to bits.  
 
    The journey was mostly a straight line. The enchanted skeletons managed the ship all day and all night without rest, which allowed Zhe and the others to relax and do what they pleased.  
 
    Razor and Garotte practiced their martial abilities on the top deck. Garotte took great pleasure in using her bone whip to shatter the sailor skeletons and then watch them reassemble and return to their task. Razor also practiced throwing knives at the sailors. They were moving targets who didn’t complain and didn’t get hurt, which was perfect for practice. 
 
    Zhe finally put a stop to it. He was worried that they wouldn’t simply cause the skeletons to break apart at the joints but that they would shatter bones beyond their ability to self-repair. The last thing that they needed was to be on a large ship with no crew.  
 
    Toro was preoccupied with carving the bones of the heroes of the ancient world into a magical instrument. When the heroes had agreed to join them, they were faced with a dilemma. They couldn’t smuggle out their entire bodies or entire skeletons.  
 
    By ancient tradition that was unacceptable. Not only would the Ferryman have moved forcefully to stop them, but he would also have been joined by other demons and gods of the underworld.  
 
    The law of the dead was the law of the dead, after all. 
 
    To skirt this law, Toro had collected an upper arm bone from each of the heroes’ skeletons and kept them in his bag. To be able to summon their spirits of the underworld, Toro worked on turning their bones into musical instruments.  
 
    With special tools, he very carefully hollowed out the bones into pipes. The pipes were then stitched to a bag made of goatskin that Toro would play to summon them at the right moment. 
 
    Bone Claw focused on preparing food. After sixteen years of eating nothing but pig offal and then being forced for nearly two weeks to eat the foul underworld creatures, he was desperate for a good meal. He had created a spear, and using the remnants of carp bones from T’iru Midiri, he dove into the water off the side of the boat. 
 
    He tied a length of rope to his ankle so that he wouldn’t stray too far from the ship and then hunted, using the abilities of the carp to breathe and see underwater. In this way, he had managed to kill a tuna fish and, with the help of Toro, haul it back up onto the boat.  
 
    The man was in heaven, and they barely saw him up on deck since. He was below using whatever tools and spices that he had—which was a surprising amount. 
 
    Zhe was spending his time teaching Raquel the basics of being a Bone Mage and a Summoner. Her background in Forest Mage magic definitely helped her to learn, as did the fact that she was very smart. He felt certain that she would develop quickly through the levels of skill. 
 
    “The first level is Friend of the Humble,” he explained. “I know that as a Forest Mage you were able to do more than summon insects and small rodents, but you must learn to summon them differently.” 
 
    “Is it not the same thing? I mean, if I can summon a fox as a Forest Mage, why not as a Bone Mage?” she asked. 
 
    “Because, as I’ve said, you are summoning them for a different purpose. A Bone Mage is a military mage. We seek not balance nor peace with our surroundings. Our task is to bend the elements of nature, including humans, towards martial ends. That is why a Forest Mage uses flowers, herbs, and special waters to summon, and why we use the bones of the dead. If you try to summon a creature beyond your training and experience, there is a strong chance that it will destroy you.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t want that.” 
 
    “No, you definitely don’t.” He laughed. “I know patience can be difficult, but let’s focus on summoning the humble. In this case, anchovies.” 
 
    The day before they had passed near an island. In the shallow waters near the reef around the island, they had used some of the sail fabric to create a net in which they had caught hundreds of the tiny fish.  
 
    Together with Bone Claw, they had prepared a tasty meal of them, and Zhe had Raquel save the bones of several dozen. They now prepared an incantation with these. 
 
    Raquel performed the incantation as Zhe had taught her. She managed the slicing of her finger to draw blood for the mixture of powdered bone, herbs, and hardening paste. She was still squeamish, however, and winced in pain as the sharp blade opened her skin.  
 
    Zhe was proud of Raquel’s bravery in following through on cutting herself in the face of pain. However, he was also a bit worried that she reacted so strongly to the pain.  
 
    He had known many Bone Mages with otherwise great skills whose advancement was stymied by their sensitivity to pain. He hoped that time and more training would allow her to get control of and to utilize pain for her magic. 
 
    Soon, Raquel had created the wand and was prepared to use it to summon anchovies to the boat. This seemed the perfect first bone magic enchantment to Zhe.  
 
    Even if she lost control of the fish and they attacked, what harm could a school of anchovy cause a boat made of bone? 
 
    That was when he realized that they were stalled in the water.  
 
    It wasn’t the stillness per se, it was the lack of fish. Raquel thought that she was performing the enchantment wrong or that she had created a wand that was a failure. But Zhe had supervised every step of the process as well as the enchantment. He was certain that she had done everything correctly.  
 
    And, yet, there were no fish.  
 
    “I’m sorry, master,” Raquel said. “I thought that—” 
 
    “Hush,” Zhe said. “It’s not you. There’s magic at work. Come.” 
 
    He led her below deck where the others were lying about, reading, or napping. Bone Claw was butchering more tuna steaks, though Toro was complaining of the smell. 
 
    “It’s time to salt that fish or toss it overboard, Bone Claw,” Toro told him. “It smells worse than you, and that’s no small thing.” 
 
    “It’s got a couple more days in it, a few more meals,” Bone Claw replied. 
 
    “If you want to be puking over the side of the ship. Maybe one of those skeletons will stick its bony finger down your throat and help you get that poison out of your body,” Toro said and laughed at the image. 
 
    “Toro’s right,” Zhe said. “Bring that thing up top. I want to throw it over.” 
 
    “Do you know how long it took me to catch it? And now I’m out of carp bones.” 
 
    “Now you’ve got tuna bones, Pierre. And they’re much faster swimmers,” Zhe replied. “Anyway, I think the sea is enchanted, and I want to test it with your rancid fish.” 
 
    Bone Claw sighed. 
 
    “It’s not rancid,” he said. “It’s just a little ripe.” 
 
    Nonetheless, Bone Claw surrendered to the overwhelming sentiment and to Zhe's need to test his belief. He first cut off the tail and fins and removed the gills of the fish for future bone magic use. Then he heaved what was left of the big fish over his shoulder and followed Zhe topside.  
 
    Everything was still and silent.  
 
    Even the skeletons had stopped moving as there was nothing for them to do and nowhere to go. 
 
    Everyone made their way to the side of the ship and watched as Bone Claw tossed the tuna remains into the ocean. They landed with barely a splash and remained floating where they hit the water.  
 
    There was no movement, no bobbing, no sense of any current whatsoever. The water might as well be frozen. 
 
    “That is more than simply a lack of wind,” Razor said. “There is magic at work. I can smell it hanging in the air.” 
 
    “You sure that’s not Bone Claw’s tuna you’re smelling?” Garotte asked. 
 
    “Or Bone Claw. He’s practically been sleeping with that damn fish,” Toro added, elbowing Bone Claw, who rolled his eyes. 
 
    “I sense it, too,” Zhe said. “But it’s not human magic.” 
 
    “Then what is it?” Raquel asked. 
 
    “Yeduri Bahiri,” Razor said. “The god of the southern sea. He is the brother of Mirabi Bahiri, goddess of the western sea.” 
 
    “The patron of the Iron Boatmen of Mun,” Zhe finished. “Then the gods know our mission and try to stop us?” 
 
    “It certainly seems unlikely, after our visit to Osun’s queendom and your marriage to her, that they would be unaware of who you are,” Razor said.  
 
    “Once again, romance leaves us dead in the water,” Garotte said. 
 
    “You’ve gotten funnier since your face was cut off,” Toro replied and pounded her back. “Though I prefer you with lips and a nose.” 
 
    “If Yeduri knew what we were up to and wanted to help the Boatmen, he’d just smash us on the rocks and be done with us,” Bone Claw said. 
 
    “I doubt it,” Zhe replied. “If he knows I’m married to Osun, he would be risking war with another sea god to sink us. This might be just a test to see if we really do have Osun’s backing.” 
 
    “So, you’re going to call her then, to come get us out of this before we starve or die of thirst under this sun?” Bone Claw asked. 
 
    “No,” Zhe said. “My relationship with Osun is complicated, and it becomes more so every time she is brought into our conflicts and difficulties. We need to figure our own way out of this.” 
 
    “If you summon the crows,” Raquel asked. “Would enough come that they could move the ship with the power of their wings?” 
 
    “I think that the same thing that happened to your attempt to call the anchovies would happen to my attempt to call the crows,” Zhe replied. “There’s stinking tuna floating in the water and not a shark to be seen. Yeduri’s enchantment is keeping away all animals, birds, and fish.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose our dozen skeletons could get into the water and kick?” Garotte asked. 
 
    “If we had months or a year to get where we need to go,” Zhe said, then turned to Toro. “You have some of that bone of Osun’s sea monster, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, sure,” he replied. “But I’m not sure if I can magic it. I didn’t kill the creature, you did.” 
 
    “Ah, but you threw a spear that wounded it and which helped lead to its death. By right, that ought to be enough to grant you a connection to it.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Toro shrugged. “I’ll give it a try. I’ve never raised the spirit of a sea monster before. I’ll need some time to forge an instrument.” 
 
    “We’re not going anywhere,” Zhe said and smiled. 
 
    Toro laughed and went back below deck to get to work.  
 
    “Toro is the slowest of all of us when it comes to fashioning bone magic,” Bone Claw complained. “Why don’t we just make an offering to Yeduri, promise him half our catch and a cup of blood from each of us, and be on our way.” 
 
    “Because, once we do that, we not only invite him onto our boat, we expose ourselves to him magically. He will have our blood, Bone Claw. What do you think he’ll do with that?” Zhe asked. 
 
    “I’m going to say: ‘nothing good’,” Garotte answered.  
 
    “I’d like to be more specific,” Razor said. “I’m going to say that he’ll drown us in our blood offering and leave our corpses on the deck to dry out like raisins in the sun. Then he’ll set the boat free to be discovered by some poor sailor ten years from now. In short, I am for avoiding sending out dinner invitations to vengeful gods who are on the side of our enemy.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Zhe said. “Let’s let Toro do what he needs to do. I have every confidence that he’ll get the job done.”  
 
    It was true that Toro’s magic took a long time, but the fault wasn’t in Toro himself, it was in the character of the magic. He was raising the spirits of the dead from the depths of the underworld, by reconnecting them with the latent power in the bone fragments that he had. That was a more profound kind of magical conjuring than ingesting bone mixtures in order to access the powers of the creature to whom they once belonged as Bone Claw did.  
 
    The same went for Razor’s shape-shifting and Garotte’s dynamo powers, which turned the magical energy of bones into lethal forms of movement. All these powers required great skill, experience, and focus, to be certain. But Toro’s required a lengthier process to coax the desired spirit out of a very deep, far-away place. 
 
    As they waited for Toro to finish his incantation, Zhe stared out over the glassy, green ocean. Behind him, the skeletons stood in silent tableau while his comrades passed the time in whatever way appealed to them.  
 
    “What are you thinking, master?” Raquel asked from nearby, and Zhe turned towards her. 
 
    “There’s something more going on here,” he said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Yeduri may not want to openly destroy us, but I don’t believe that he would simply stop the wind and the movement of the sea and leave it at that,” Zhe said. “If he knows about me and our mission, then he also knows that we are Bone Mages and would not simply wait to die of hunger and thirst.” 
 
    “You think that there’s some other aspect to his enchantment then?” she asked. 
 
    “He’s keeping us here for a reason, and I don’t think that it’s to kill us. Not directly.” 
 
    “Maybe to give an opportunity to the Iron Boatmen to come here and destroy us?” 
 
    Zhe nodded. 
 
    “That’s definitely a possibility,” he replied. “We have sails but no rowers. The Iron Boatmen have both, and their heavy ships could ram us and shatter our hull. We’re vulnerable. Except that we’re more maneuverable…” 
 
    Something occurred to Zhe.  
 
    He removed his shirt and shoes, along with his heavily laden belt, keeping only his daggers. He dove over the side of the ship and into the ocean. 
 
    In the still waters of the enchanted ocean, the light traveled far and vision was good. Zhe kicked his feet as he swam to the ship’s hull and underneath it. There he saw in abundance exactly what he had suspected. Hundreds of thick-bodied hull eels had attached themselves to the bottom of their ship. 
 
    This could not be a natural phenomenon. For one thing, hull eels were native to relatively shallow waters of seaports and not the open sea. For another, they gathered on the hulls of ships that had been stationary for a long period of time, such as during winter storm season. And they typically gathered in only small numbers.  
 
    Hull eels could cause damage to a ship’s hull, but it would take years of no maintenance for enough to attach themselves to sink a ship. Zhe wasn’t certain if the intention was to sink them or not, but having an entire, inverted forest of the hideous creatures on the bottom of their hull would certainly slow them down and hinder their maneuverability.  
 
    Even if Toro managed to summon a sea monster to push them out of Yeduri’s dead zone, they would be cumbersome and slow—and easily caught and sunk by one of the iron ships of the Boatmen. 
 
    So, his hunch was right—as was Raquel’s idea that Yeduri was holding them to make them vulnerable to attack.  
 
    Looking at the vast number of them attached to the hull, Zhe could see that he would never manage to cut through them all. It would take forever and, looking down, he could see more of the horrible things rising from the dark depths to join those already latched onto their hull. 
 
    Zhe swam out from underneath the hull and looked up to the railing. Raquel was leaning over looking for him, and he waved to her. 
 
    “I need Garotte!” he shouted. “Tell her to bring her bone whip!” 
 
    Raquel nodded, and her head disappeared. A few moments later, Garotte's head appeared over the side of the ship. 
 
    “What’s going on?”  she shouted down to him. 
 
    “Uninvited guests on our hull. There are too many to cut off one by one,” he replied. 
 
    She disappeared again. After a few moments, he saw her climb onto the deck railing and dive off it towards the water.  
 
    She had her bone whip wrapped around her body, and he was impressed with how muscular she still was, even after sixteen years. But, then, she had been a captain of the guard at the Birth Monastery all that time, and that had obviously kept her in top shape.  
 
    Not that any of them were flabby, though Toro had always had a belly that competed with his chest for dominance. But it seemed to Zhe that Garotte looked to be in the finest shape of them all. 
 
    She hit the water and disappeared beneath it before popping up next to Zhe with a grin. 
 
    “Ah, why didn’t we do this before?” she asked. “The water is amazing, and we all smell terrible. We should thank Yeduri for the opportunity.” 
 
    “We’ll see if you say that when you take a look beneath our ship,” Zhe said and dove beneath the hull once again, this time followed by Garotte. 
 
    As they arrived, he pointed at the sea of eels attached there, and she made a face of disgust and surprise. Then she winked at him and took the whip from around her shoulders, uncoiling it.  
 
    Zhe moved back away from her, knowing that the whip’s reach was much longer than it appeared once she used her magic on it.  
 
    Garotte had been a talented Bone Mage during the Shade War, though she had only become one just prior to it. In short order, she surpassed one skill level and then the next as a Bone Mage Dynamo, from Slingmaker, Ropemaker, Whip Master, and, finally, a Flayer of the First Order by the time that the war ended. Zhe had been certain that, given her talent, she would rise at least to the level of Master of Weather during her lifetime, but her development had been cut short. 
 
    As Garotte swung her whip over her head, causing a torrent of bubbles to form around her, Zhe was certain that she would again continue her journey towards the upper levels of her trade. She deserved to be a Master Bone Mage and respected as such. 
 
    The whip quickly became a blur, and Garotte released it from her hand, letting herself sink beneath it. Using arcane hand motions, she was able to control the movement of the whip, and she lifted it towards the bottom of the hull. It struck the first cohort of hull eels and sliced them into small pieces that sank away from the ship and into the blackness from which they came.  
 
    The water was immediately filled with a billowing cloud of black blood from the creatures. It became hard to see, but Garotte guided the whirling bone whip along the very edge of the hull, destroying the eels wholesale like a shepherd shears a sheep.  
 
    Some of the eels, sensing what lay in store for them, fell away from the ship’s hull and turned towards Garotte. Now that they were no longer attached to the ship, Zhe could see their hideous maws filled with hundreds of razor-sharp teeth in a circular mouth that contained no jaw. They swam towards Garotte at speed, intending to attack her and stop her destruction of them.  
 
    Zhe moved quickly to put himself between Garotte, who was preoccupied with her task, and the hull eels. As the first of them reached Zhe, he sliced at it with his bone daggers, splitting it open from maw to mid-point. He did the same with the next and the next and they too fell away into the darkness.  
 
    Moving at speed in the water was quickly tiring his arms, but he had no choice but to keep up the attack. He had to protect Garotte so that they could escape and not become a target of the Iron Boatmen. 
 
    As they battled in the blood-darkened water, Zhe realized he hadn’t taken a breath in some time. His lungs burned, and he had a sudden need to fill them with air. The struggle to not inhale the ocean waters was becoming more difficult.  
 
    He couldn’t see in the blood and gore of the destroyed eels how many remained on the ship. He turned to Garotte, touching her shoulder to get her attention without breaking her concentration.  
 
    Garotte nodded at Zhe and pointed towards the surface. She too was obviously struggling with the need for air. She drew the bone whip back to herself, eviscerated a nearby, free-swimming eel, and then turned towards the side of the ship from which they had come.  
 
    Moments later they broke the surface, gasping to fill their lungs with fresh air. They moved a short distance from the ship to have a better view of any eels that might decide to pursue them. 
 
    “Did you get them all?” Zhe panted. 
 
    “I think so,” Garotte replied. “But we need to let the blood clear in these blasted still waters to be able to see for certain.” 
 
    Raquel looked over the side of the ship from above, joined by Bone Claw and Razor. Zhe waved to let them know that all was well. After a short spell, he and Garotte once again went under the water and below the hull to have a look.  
 
    Garotte had, indeed, severed all the hull eels from the ship. All that remained was the occasional eel head that was still embedded where they had been, their eyes staring blankly in death. Not enough to slow them down. 
 
    Satisfied that their goals had been achieved, they called up topside and had a rope tossed down. They were pulled back up onto the ship. Toro had completed the work of creating an instrument to summon the spirit of Osun’s sea monster to aid them in dragging the ship out of the deadzone.  
 
    Zhe explained what they had been doing below the waterline and tossed a pair of the hull eels onto the deck.  
 
    “Filthy, monstrous things,” Razor commented. “Though one must admire their single-mindedness. They are built for one thing only and never deviate.” 
 
    “I deviated their heads from their bodies,” Garotte replied. “So, it is possible to convince them to die as opposed to chew through our ship.” 
 
    “I’ve always admired the persuasive nature of death,” Razor agreed. 
 
    “It is time to begin, Antonio,” Zhe said to Toro, using his regular, human name. “I’m sure that Yeduri will soon realize what has happened. I also don’t want to find out how close the Iron Boatmen are to us while we are still dead in the water.” 
 
    Toro nodded and began to play the flute he had carved from the bones of the sea monster. The song was strikingly beautiful, and its quality surprised Raquel, whose eyes went wide. She sidled up to Zhe. 
 
    “I thought he would just make some noises like the sea creature, not a magical song,” she told him. 
 
    “It takes more than noises to call the spirits of the underworld back to the land of the living,” Zhe said. “But I advise you against listening too intently to the music he is playing. It can be hypnotic and have unintended effects on the listener.” 
 
    Raquel nodded and dug in her bag until she found a pouch with a ball of wax inside it. She tore off two pieces and stuffed them in her ears. Zhe laughed and then returned to watching out over the sea to see if the enchantment was working. 
 
    For a long time, there was nothing. Toro just kept playing, repeating the same musical phrasing over and over. Bone Claw opened his mouth to speak—to complain—and Zhe shot him a look to keep his counsel. 
 
    The sun began to set beyond the distant, flat horizon when there finally came a low rumble and a series of clicking and whistling sounds. It seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere so that Zhe couldn’t pinpoint it.  
 
    Toro continued to play his enchantment song—if anything with greater intensity. There was silence again. 
 
    Suddenly, it loomed over them, a massive glowing sea monster. It was in the darkest point of night. It seemed as though the sun had simply vanished from the sky. They themselves had become lost in the enchantment, and hours had passed. The sea monster was a transparent being but, nonetheless, fearsome for having no corporeal body.  
 
    Raquel gasped in surprise, staring wide-eyed at the creature in the sudden night. She took the wax plugs out of her ears and looked to Zhe, who raised a finger to his lips.  
 
    The spirit creature was there, but that didn’t guarantee its aid. Toro still had work to do. 
 
    Before, Toro had stayed fixed to one spot, moving nothing but his fingers upon the flute. He now moved about on the deck of the ship in a kind of dance with the enormous spirit of the sea monster. 
 
    The spirit bobbed and groaned, its head going up and down in time with the song that Toro played. He climbed up onto the poop deck near the wheelhouse until he was practically eye-to-eye with the massive thing.  
 
    For a long moment, they moved their bodies in synchrony with each other.  
 
    Then the music stopped. 
 
    The sea monster plunged beneath the waters of the ocean as Toro slumped down on the deck, his head hung forward. For a moment, Zhe was worried that things had gone wrong, and he had collapsed out of exhaustion or worse, and the sea monster had returned to the underworld, leaving them stuck. 
 
    Then the ship jolted into motion.  
 
    Zhe rushed over to the side of the ship, peering over the railing. Even with only the light of the moon, he could see the foam of the ocean as the ship moved through it.  
 
    Raquel joined him at his side, along with the others. They let out a cheer.  
 
    They were on their way back home. 
 
    Zhe turned and rushed up to the upper deck to where Toro was slumped forward. He lifted the big man’s head and found that he was snoring. He had used up every ounce of his energy to bring the sea monster to them.  
 
    Smiling to himself, Zhe gently laid out his old friend on the deck under the stars. It was a quiet, calm, and warm night. The perfect night for sleeping outside.  
 
    Raquel arrived with a blanket, which she rolled up and put under Toro’s head. 
 
    Back down on the main deck the others still watched the ocean. Zhe and Raquel joined them.  
 
    The waters were moving past faster and faster as the spirit of the sea creature picked up speed. The gentle splashing of the moving water had been replaced by the low rumble of speed as they moved towards the moon on the horizon. 
 
    “How is our jovial friend?” Razor asked.  
 
    “Sleeping soundly,” Zhe replied. 
 
    “Good,” Razor said. 
 
    Razor’s unexpectedly tender tone reminded Zhe of their shared history.  
 
    When the Bone Mages were slaughtered by the newly-crowned Najashi and only they were left alive, because of the intervention of Osun, they were scattered to the wind. Only Razor and Toro remained together.  
 
    One had hearing and the other was left with sight. Together they made up one whole person and had become closer than words could describe. But Razor was beyond reserved and asking after Toro was about as openly emotional as they would ever get. 
 
    “At this speed,” Bone Claw said, “we’ll be back in T’iru Midiri in no time at all.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” Zhe replied. 
 
    But he feared that they wouldn’t. Yeduri may have delayed them enough for their way to be blocked by one of the great iron boats of Mun. He wouldn’t feel a sense of relief until they were back home on the rivers of T’iru Midiri.  
 
    He stayed silent, however. Sometimes it was best to let people enjoy their little victories.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    With the spirit of the sea monster driving them forward, they traveled at speeds that cut swathes of foam from the ocean waters. All the while they traveled in a bubble of night, the sun never rising. The spirit could only exist with the sun below the horizon, and so they stayed with it in the dark world of stars and dreams. 
 
    The entire time, Toro slept on the deck where Zhe and Raquel had left him, barely moving at all. Sometimes he twitched like a dog dreaming of hunting rabbits, but mostly, he remained still. Zhe imagined that he would be angry to have missed the entirety of their journey at the hands of a spirit that he himself had raised from the dead. 
 
    After their fourth sleep, Zhe woke to a beautiful pink sunrise and soft, billowing clouds slowly scudding across the sky. The skeletons were back to caring for their journey, adjusting the sails, steering the ship and so on. They were no longer traveling at supernatural speeds and were back in normal waters with a gentle breeze filling their sails. 
 
    In the far distance, Zhe could see the coastline of what he believed was T’iru Midiri, though it was still far enough away that it was difficult to tell for sure. What was clear was that they had broken free of Yeduri’s curse on them.  
 
    With the rest of his comrades still asleep below deck, Zhe went up to the poop deck where they had left Toro sleeping for the long journey through nighttime. He found him awake, eyes wide in fear, and curled in a corner.  
 
    It was very unlike Toro who was known to laugh in the face of death. Zhe had never seen him afraid, not even when Najashi’s men were slicing his voice box to silence him and driving spikes into his ears to deafen him. 
 
    Zhe crouched down in front of Toro. 
 
    “Old friend, what is wrong? You are here with us on the ship,” Zhe said. 
 
    Toro’s clouded, fear-filled eyes cleared, and he turned to Zhe, struggling to focus on his face. 
 
    “By the balls of the great master,” Toro muttered, “am I really here, or is this another trick?” 
 
    “You have been asleep for days while the sea monster’s spirit drove the ship towards home.” 
 
    “I had to strike a bargain,” Toro said. “In return for the spirit of Osun’s beast being liberated to aid us, I had to take its place in hell as guarantee for its return. That’s where I’ve been all this time. And let me tell you, the hell for sea monsters is worse than the hell of skin vultures or Ferrymen or a thousand lakes of fire. I have mostly spent the days in hiding, in fear of my eternal soul. Zhe, the things I have seen should not be known by men, even ones such as us that make magic out of death.” 
 
    “Your sacrifice for us and for our mission is beyond words, friend. But you’re safe now and back on the ship. The sun is out once again, and T’iru Midiri is visible off the port side. We’ll be back home soon.” 
 
    “Back to war with living humans,” Toro said with a small smile. “That is something that I can understand well enough, thank the stars.” 
 
    Zhe pulled the big man to his wobbly legs. He needed help down the ladder onto the main deck where the others were now gathering.  
 
    They pounded his back and embraced his return. Toro told them little about what he had seen and done while taking the monster’s place in the underworld. He seemed unwilling to discuss it and to stir up the memories that Zhe could see behind his smiling eyes.  
 
    There were places more hellish than hell itself, Zhe thought. 
 
    Late in the day, as the sun was beginning to set in the east, Bone Claw spotted the iron ship of the Iron Boatmen of Mun. It was a distance off but clearly following behind them. 
 
    “It seems that you were right, Raquel,” Zhe said. “Yeduri was keeping us occupied so that the Iron Boatmen could catch us. Unlucky for them that Toro’s great skill won us at least a full day or two on them.” 
 
    “Won’t they catch up to us once we reach port?” she asked. 
 
    “We will take the ship into T’iru Midiri’s river system,” Zhe replied. “They have smaller ships that can navigate the shallower waters of our rivers, but that ship behind us is much too heavy to do so. Nonetheless, let us send them a message of discouragement, just in case.” 
 
    Zhe took out his crow wand. It seemed like an eternity since he had created it to dismantle a bridge on his way to Asama to seek out Bone Claw. He had used it then to slow down the forward progress of the Malgent occupation of T’iru Midiri, and he was using it once again to slow them in their plans. 
 
    Performing the ritual, with its attendant movements and song, Zhe made a mental connection with the crows that inhabited the forests along the coastline, from the Eternal Swamp to the Ruins of Weriki. His abilities had grown stronger since his last use of this wand, and almost immediately, he felt the energy of the crows’ spirits being activated by the enchantment.  
 
    Looking towards the shore, Zhe saw a black cloud rising, gathering, and growing. It moved away from land and towards them, becoming larger and larger.  
 
    Soon the sound of ten thousand crows filled the air, in low tones at first, with the volume rising as they approached the ship. Within the hour, a massive swarm of crows swirled above their ship like a black waterspout or rested on yard arms, masts, and sails.  
 
    Raquel stared up at the black mass above their ship in awe. 
 
    “Will you send them to attack the iron ship?” she asked Zhe. 
 
    “The Iron Boatmen, like most sailors, are a superstitious lot,” he replied. “They will see these birds and assume it is an omen of death, not a masquerade, which is what it truly is.” 
 
    Sometime later, Zhe was proved correct. The iron ship was falling farther behind and turning away. They had probably decided that any ship that could escape from the clutches of Yeduri and that was surrounded by a whirlwind of crows could only be bad news. Zhe could imagine that the captain faced the choice of a mutiny by his frightened sailors or telling his superiors that the Bone Mages had gotten away. 
 
    By his actions, he was obviously choosing the latter. 
 
    From that moment forward they continued unhindered on their journey. It was a great relief to Zhe as they had little rest since their audience with A’tiniti.  
 
    It seemed that they were constantly facing the threat of death or worse. He was glad to have solved at least one problem without having to manifest powerful magic, kill monsters or enemies, or both. Sometimes, the path of least resistance was the best one. 
 
    They passed the Ruins of Weriki late that night, and even from far out in the ocean, they could see the glowing movement from within. Some said that it was haunted by the dead in what was once the capital city of T’iru Midiri. More than a century earlier there had been a revolt in the city against King Sandor, an ancestor of Najashi, who had crushed it brutally, razing the city to the ground. Others said that it was the glow of leftover magic from the terrible weapons that Sandor had used.  
 
    There was no one willing to travel to Weriki’s ruins to find out for certain, and so everyone who saw the glow, usually from the sea, made up their own story of its origins. Zhe hid there during the darkest days of the Shade War, when Najashi’s cousin, King Arwe, was winning with the help of the demon Sombra.  
 
    Zhe knew what horrors the ruins held but would never speak of it. Even looking at it from this distance, though to the ignorant it was beautiful, made him shiver. It was pure horror. And for that reason, he stayed up late into the night until the ruins had faded into the distance behind them, and he felt secure in leaving his post. 
 
    For two more days, they traveled along the coast, staying close to shore. Finally, they reached Mangrove City, from which they had escaped some weeks before.  
 
    They continued past until they were north of it and pulled in close to the Mangrove City River that marked the northern outskirts of the city. It emptied the saline waters of Turbid Lake into the Flat Sea, creating a zone of crystal clear, dead water. 
 
    The winter storms seemed to have calmed, and the sea was tranquil and shimmered in the winter light of the morning. Zhe and the others stood on the main deck, looking towards the land. 
 
    “She’s too big and heavy,” Razor said as they discussed whether their ship could enter the river. “Bone weighs more than wood. Or, at least more than the wood that our first boat was made of.” 
 
    “You’ve lived in Mangrove City for sixteen years,” Bone Claw said. “Can’t you convince your people to help us drag it into the river, beyond the shore to where the river deepens?” 
 
    Toro laughed. 
 
    “When we left Mangrove City it was burning, and there were bodies in the streets. Then we sank a ship belonging to an important pirate captain before stealing his other ship and the Stone of Doveny that he was charged with delivering to the Malgentians. And we have no money to pay for what is very heavy labor,” Toro said. “But other than that, I’m sure they will be lining up to help us out.” 
 
    “OK, let’s just take it easy,” Zhe interrupted. “Unless you have a better idea, Toro.” 
 
    Toro shook his head and stomped off to sulk. Zhe noted that he hadn’t been the same since his time in the underworld of monsters. He was short-tempered, and his sense of humor was more cutting and angry. He was obviously more seriously affected by his time there than Zhe had realized. 
 
    Bone Claw’s idea, while unworkable, had an element of truth in it. They needed help in moving the ship through the shallows at the shoreline. Once they were farther inland the river deepened, and in Lake Turbid it would be more than deep enough for them to sail north to the Sea of Liji and on to Ashtar’s Stomach Lake. 
 
    “We need to get to Meder to meet with Najashi, much as I hate to admit it,” Zhe said. “Traveling by foot is too dangerous by now. Malgent will have soldiers everywhere, and it will take too long. So, ship is how we must go.” 
 
    “What we must do and what we can do are not necessarily the same thing,” Razor said.  
 
    Zhe turned to Bone Claw. 
 
    “In our time together, you have said many things,” Zhe said. 
 
    “I’ve been known to talk and even complain from time to time,” Bone Claw replied with a grin. 
 
    “Yes, of course, but when we were scaling the mountain to find Laura,” Zhe said, using Garotte’s non-magical name, “we were attacked by that snow spider, and do you remember what you said to me?” 
 
    “That the shell of a spider or an insect is the same as any other bone, except that it’s worn on the outside,” Bone Claw replied. 
 
    “Yes, And I think that the same will apply to crabs.” 
 
    Bone Claw nodded and moved towards the shore-facing edge of the ship, followed by Zhe and the others. 
 
    “Of course, Turbid Lake and the filthy, salty water that oozes out of it and back into the sea is full of those inedible, hideous crabs,” he said. 
 
    Even from some distance offshore, they could see the crabs scuttling on the beach. There were so many the shore seemed covered in large pebbles at first glance. 
 
    “How are those filthy things going to help us?” Garotte asked. “They hardly have the strength to pull a ship, even if you summon all of them.” 
 
    “The living ones, no,” Zhe agreed. “But the dead have no limitations, except for those of the mage who commands them.” 
 
    Zhe went below deck and grabbed his supplies and returned to the main deck. He tossed them into the tender boat that hung at mid-ship. Raquel ran over and joined him while the others hung back. 
 
    “Wait here,” Zhe told them. 
 
    He looked to Toro, who was seated away from the others and staring at his feet, then to Razor. Razor caught the gist of Zhe’s look and nodded subtly. Zhe saw Razor moving towards Toro as he lowered the boat into the water. 
 
    A few minutes later they had rowed to shore. The beach stank of dead fish and near-stagnant salt water. The conditions made the tightly knotted roots and branches of the nearby mangrove trees happy but few others, besides the crabs, which thrived there. 
 
    They landed on the shore and dragged the boat out of the water. Dozens of crabs scattered out of their way, leaving behind the remains of generations of crabs that had come before. Some lay belly up on the sand, others were half-buried in it. Still others were stacked in heaps and tangled in the seaweed that washed ashore. 
 
    Zhe took out a dagger and flung it at a large crab that sat on a small knoll nearby, snapping at the other crabs. It didn’t even see the knife coming when it was pinned to the sand, dead.  
 
    Snatching it up, Zhe quickly removed its shell, all his childhood years as the son of a fisherman coming back to him. He neatly stacked the shell’s pieces on the sand and flung away the rancid meat from inside. 
 
    Taking out his mortar and pestle, Zhe dropped in the shell of the crab, along with a mix of ingredients from the pouches around his waist. Then, with a small blade that looked like a miniature stiletto, he poked his forearm in several places, forming a pattern and squeezing the flesh.  
 
    This was the area on his arm where he had embedded the Ferryman’s bony hand. It oozed a milky, white fluid in large rivulets that dripped off his skin and into the mortar. Upon coming into contact with the crab shell, the milky liquid sizzled, and wisps of steam rose from it. The shell curled and melted into liquid like animal fat on a fire. 
 
    Zhe stirred the mixture in the mortar until it was smooth as cake batter, then added a special hardening agent that he had prepared himself from multiple sources. As soon as it was mixed into the “batter”, it stiffened.  
 
    Scooping out the hardening mixture, Zhe rolled it between his hands into a long thin wand that resembled the leg of a large crab. When he had the dimensions he wanted, he used the tip of a bone blade from his belt to carve the appropriate runes into the wand. As he did so, he sang a soft incantation. 
 
    As the wand fully hardened, it gave off a sound like cracking ice. Zhe picked up the wand and examined it, satisfied with his work. 
 
    “Now what?” Raquel asked.  
 
    “I suppose that now we raise the dead,” he replied. “I suggest we move away from the beach and into the branches of the mangrove over there.” 
 
    The two of them walked to where the mangrove swamp began and climbed onto the branches of the closest mangrove. It was like trying to push through prison bars, the branches and roots grew so tightly together. But finally, they were perched more or less comfortably with a view of the beach. 
 
    Zhe began his incantation. He was still new to being an Animator, and though he had performed a large-scale animation to create their ship, that was under more than ideal conditions. They’d been on Stemlack Island, next to the entrance to the underworld, and the bones were already enchanted by the Ferryman himself.  
 
    None of those pertained to what he was trying to do. 
 
    The effort he was expending felt even more intense than what he had done back on Stemlack Island. In that case, the spell he commanded was a Bone Builder spell when, really, he was at a lower level of expertise, more like at the level of a Master Animator. He would need more experience to rise to being a more consistent Bone Builder and even higher to that of being a Necromancer.  
 
    Once he had passed through the levels of being a Necromancer, he could aim for the highest level, that of a Master of Death. A Master of Death could use a few and sometimes even a single bone, to create a golem. The creature would be clothed in whatever was at hand for its flesh, whether it was leather, the skin of another dead creature, or mud. 
 
    But this wasn’t necessary in the present moment, just to animate the bones of the dead crabs. 
 
    In front of them, the sand of the beach moved and shifted. From beneath it rose tens of thousands of dead crabs, in various states of decay. Some were full crabs, but others were just pieces—a leg or a body missing most of its legs.  
 
    It didn’t matter their state, they all moved one way or another towards the water. Their living cousins scattered quickly out of the way of the dead, sensing that they were in danger. 
 
    And they kept coming, a hideous, writhing mass. In such great numbers that the level of the beach itself sank, and the ocean moved farther into the shore. Every crab that had ever died on that beach seemed to be reanimating under the power of Zhe’s wand. He kept expecting the stream of crabs to end, and yet, it didn’t. 
 
    At first, Zhe didn’t consider where the crabs were going as they disappeared into the water. Both he and Raquel were mesmerized by the spectacle of it. And even though it was he who had instructed the animated crab “bones”, Zhe forgot that he had done so. 
 
    From out on the water came a shout, and they looked towards it. The ship was rocking slightly, both side to side and backward and forwards. It would lift and then drop as though some great giant beneath the waters was trying to stand up beneath the ship. This “giant” would raise the ship almost into the air, and then out of the water, the weight would become too much. It would drop down into it again, creating concentric rings of wavelets like a stone thrown into a pond. 
 
    After several apparent attempts, the ship glided forward and turned towards shore. Its movement was slow but steady towards Zhe and Raquel. He realized that it would be easier to board the ship while it was in the water, though he wasn’t at all certain that the animated crabs would be able to carry its weight in any case. 
 
    He pulled Raquel towards their tender, the two of them shaking off the undead crabs that clung to their clothing as they waded through them. When they reached the boat, they had to throw out dozens of the dumb creatures, which had fallen into the bottom of the boat and become stuck.  
 
    When the boat was cleared of the undead crabs, they pushed it into the water and rowed back to the bone ship that was coming towards them. As they bumped up against the hull, Zhe and Raquel each grabbed the hook and rope that had been used to lower it into the water.  
 
    They found the corresponding eye bolts in the boat and hooked it. Up above, the others hauled the tender up the side of the hull until they were back on the main deck. 
 
    “Your new abilities are both useful and hideous,” Razor commented when they were onboard. “But I should tell you that I find both features appealing.” 
 
    “How is Toro?” Zhe asked, nodding towards their friend who was standing alone on the other side of the ship, looking over the edge. Razor shrugged. 
 
    The ship jolted slightly as though they had bumped into land. It paused for a moment and then rose slightly into the air, unsteady and wobbling. After a moment, it moved forward once again but at a slower pace.  
 
    Bit by bit, the ship moved inland and away from the ocean. Zhe had them lower him again in the tender, to just above ground level, to get a better look. He wanted to know what was happening in case problems developed.  
 
    Beneath the ship’s hull, it was a hideous sight of thousands upon thousands of undead crabs, in whole or part, crawling upon one another. Somehow, in their multitude, they kept the ship upright and moving across the beach.  
 
    The slow pace of movement meant that it took hours for the ship to move across the beach and into the Liji River. And even once in the river, it was several more hours until it reached a depth that the ship floated above the crabs, leaving them behind. Their skeletal crew then took over once again, guiding them towards Turbid Lake with the power of wind alone. 
 
    By the time they reached Turbid Lake itself, the sun was already sinking behind the mangrove forest behind them, to the east.  
 
    They discussed spending the night near the forest’s edge on the eastern shore of Turbid Lake. It was guaranteed that they would be hidden, and none would see them. There was almost no boat traffic on the lake. 
 
    In the end, they decided to travel northwards through the river that connected Turbid Lake to the Sea of Liji. Although it was called a sea, it was much less salty than Turbid Lake, almost a freshwater lake, even in the south, where it was closest to Turbid Lake. In the north, the waters of the Reaching River, emptying out from Squid Lake to the west, made it salt-free.  
 
    The risks were slightly greater of discovery, but they could get fresh water and edible fish, which made it worth it. And along the western shore of the sea, the mossy forest was thick enough that in the darkness it would be almost impossible to spot them. Depending on the winds, it would be four days inland to arrive at Meder, the political capital of T’iru Midiri.  
 
    They were home. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    The dragons came in the middle of the night, and somehow, they knew where they were hiding amongst the trees in the bone ship. They knew who and what they were looking for too and attacked without warning or waiting to verify. They simply dove at the ship, blasting hellfire. 
 
    It was during Raquel’s watch that they arrived. Bone Claw was opposed to Raquel taking a watch because he felt that she wasn’t in a position to actually defend them if they were attacked. 
 
    “She’s not ready for such a dangerous job,” he had said. “We’re now in enemy territory.” 
 
    Zhe had reminded Bone Claw that Raquel’s job wasn’t to fight whoever showed up; it was to warn them. That was true of any of them when they were on guard duty. It wasn’t about heroism; it was about staying awake and alert.  
 
    Bone Claw grumbled but let it go, likely realizing that it meant more time for him to sleep. 
 
    When the attack came, Raquel shouted a warning and rang the bell on the upper deck. Zhe was the first to reach the upper decks of the ship in time to see Raquel down on one knee with her bow raised.  
 
    She let fly an arrow she had made using bone that she had smuggled out of the underworld. Although Forest Mages were largely peaceful and focused on channeling the inherent powers of the forest, they were known to be highly skilled in the crafting and use of a bow and arrow. 
 
    The arrow curved as it flew, seeming to follow one of the four dragon riders who was swooping at the ship, blasting it with fire. Because the ship was made from bone, it hadn’t burst into flames, though the sails had ignited into giant torches. 
 
    The arrow whistled into a gap in the armor of the dragon rider, piercing her side. The dragon rider slumped forward, grasping at the wound with her mailed glove.  
 
    Zhe was impressed by Raquel’s skill but saved his compliments for later. Several more dragon riders were attacking, including the commander, who rode a massive beast.  
 
    Zhe drew his crow wand as he rushed across the deck towards the mainsail, muttering the incantation as he moved his hands in the ancient patterns from memory. Over the din of the dragons and their blasts of fire, he could hear the crows from somewhere nearby answering his call.  
 
    As he reached the mainsail and positioned himself against the mast, Zhe slipped the wand back into his belt and drew a bone dagger in each hand.  
 
    A blast of dragon fire struck the mast. It wrapped around it like water in a river moving around a rock. 
 
    Zhe rolled out of the way and came up on one knee, firing off his daggers. The dragon rider that had tried to roast him alive widened his eyes in surprise. Then he slid out of his saddle, his body going limp. Just before hitting the deck, the rider’s safety rope tightened, and he bobbed in the air. A dagger jutted from his throat and another from his right eye. 
 
    As life bled out of the dangling rider, the dragon lost the magic to remain together as an animated being. A fog swirled around the creature, which flapped its wings twice more and then collapsed into a heap.  
 
    Raquel was barely able to leap out of the way of what was now a pile of wood, bones, and fish leather. 
 
    The dragon burst into intense green flames that swirled upwards. In just a moment, nothing remained of the artificial beast but ashes and the charred body of its rider. 
 
    Woken up by Raquel’s call and the unfolding battle, the others had joined them on the main deck. Garotte had barely stepped through the doorway onto the deck when she cracked her alligator-spine whip at a dragon that was turning hard to fly between the masts. 
 
    The rider’s head separated from his body, and they tumbled in different directions. The dragon, still moving at high speed, simply came apart and scattered upon the water. Its pieces burst into flames as it sank into the darkness. 
 
    “I want one of those damned dragon skulls!” Bone Claw shouted and ran towards a dragon that was diving at Zhe. 
 
    Without warning, Bone Claw put his foot on Zhe’s back and leapt through the air, striking the dragon’s side and gripping the wing where it met the body. He already had his rapier in his hand and maneuvered himself to his feet as the bulky female rider turned on Bone Claw and cracked her dragon whip.  
 
    From Zhe’s position on the main deck, he could see that it opened a sizable gouge in Bone Claw’s cheek from which blood flowed freely. But Bone Claw was determined and continued climbing towards the rider, never taking his eyes off her. 
 
    The rider stood and turned towards Bone Claw, still holding the dragon’s reins in her left hand. She pulled a large many-bladed throwing star from behind her back and arched her arm back to throw it.  
 
    Bone Claw leapt off the dragon’s wing as it leaned to turn and come around again at the ship. He was in danger of falling past the rider and into the ocean below or, worse, striking one of the masts and tumbling to the deck. But as he flew past the rider, he hooked an arm around her neck. 
 
    The rider was knocked off balance and tumbled backward through the air with Bone Claw. Her feet kicked at the air, and she flailed with her hands to strike him with the razor-sharp blade.  
 
    It was too late. 
 
    He drove his rapier in his free hand through the back of her neck, beneath her skull. It pierced her spine and throat, exiting from her mouth. She coughed up blood and then went limp. 
 
    The safety rope snapped taut, and Bone Claw swung in a wide arc at the end of it, holding onto her body. There must have still been some life in her as the dragon continued to fly, though it turned its neck to snap at Bone Claw, narrowly missing him. 
 
    Bone Claw landed on the dragon’s neck, directly behind the dragon’s head. As the enchanted beast continued snapping at him and blowing desperate columns of fire that missed their target, Bone Claw calmly sheathed his rapier. Then he took out two large daggers strapped to either leg and drove them into the beast’s spine, beneath its head.  
 
    At that moment, with the rider still swinging at the end of the safety rope like a bolo, the dragon crumbled apart in mid-air. Bone Claw let out a loud shout and thrust the short swords downward, separating the skull from the long neck of the dragon. 
 
    Dragon head and Bone Claw both struck the burning mainsail at the same time. He stabbed his blade through the fabric and used the resistance to slow his fall. The rest of the dragon struck the water in pieces like heavy hailstones and burst into flame before sinking.  
 
    The dragon’s head remained whole, though the fish leather that covered the skull burst into flame. Bone Claw landed next to it, and without hesitation, he used his blades to slit the burning flesh and tear it off. The gleaming skull was left on the deck, almost untouched by flame. 
 
    Bone Claw bellowed at the sky in victory. 
 
    Zhe realized that he had been mesmerized by Bone Claw’s attack and determination. But there was still a dragon rider remaining.  
 
    The one that Raquel had wounded now lay sprawled on the main deck, safety rope wrapped around the forward mast. Her dragon was nowhere in sight and had likely sunk to the bottom of the lake. 
 
    The final dragon rider, the commander, circled above them and decided that the time had come to flee and return to wherever they had come from. With the roar of the dragon and a last spiteful blast of flame at their already burning sails, it turned hard so that the tip of its wing touched the water. Then it leveled off and made its way towards the other side of the lake.  
 
    Razor, the silent assassin amongst them, had no intention of letting the final attacker escape and inform his comrades of their location. They ran across the deck, to where the dragon rider killed by Bone Claw had dropped her large throwing star. Razor snatched it up as they ran past it and flung it through the air, across the water.  
 
    In the darkness of the night, Zhe lost track of it.  
 
    A moment later, the rider slumped to the right side and then slid off the dragon. The dragon dove into the surface of the lake and exploded in green, blue, and white flames as it tumbled end over end. Then its flame was extinguished. 
 
    “Everybody alright?” Zhe turned and asked the others. 
 
    Everyone replied that they were fine. Except Raquel. She was seated on the ground, her back against the main mast, staring at the body of the dragon rider whom she had killed. 
 
    Nearby, Bone Claw was laughing like a maniac, hugging and kissing the dragon skull that he had managed to save from burning up. 
 
    “Good work, Pierre,” Zhe said to him. “I have only seen a dragon skull captured once…before the Shade War.” 
 
    “Ha, now you will finally move up to Master of the Dark Powers with that head.” Toro laughed. “You can breathe fire to cook our meals.” 
 
    “I will not only keep some skull for channeling,” Bone Claw replied, “but I will also finally be able to make myself a full set of armor and have both a magical being and a being from the underworld that I can use. Woe be to those who stand in my way.” 
 
    “You will be hard to subdue, that is true,” Toro said thoughtfully and then smiled. “But with the smell of sulfur and dragon gas, you will forever wear the odor of putrid farts.”  
 
    Chuckling at Toro’s joke at Bone Claw’s expense, Zhe turned to the undead skeletons who were their crew. They had already scaled the masts silently and extinguished the flames on the sails. They were obviously damaged but not fatally so. And the skeletons were already stitching the holes burned in them. 
 
    Zhe left his comrades to celebrate their victories and made his way over to Raquel. 
 
    “The first killing in battle is hard,” he said as he crouched down next to her. “I cried for three days.” 
 
    “You did?” she said, looking up at him. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “It was a hand-to-hand fight with a man whom I knew well—a mentor, in fact. However, he turned out to be a spy for King Arwe. But in killing him, I saved ten Bone Mages from an ambush he had helped to organize. Knowing that made it easier,” he explained. “Tonight, you saved us. Not only with your warning but also by doing your part to bring down this dragon rider.” 
 
    “But,” she said, her voice shaking, “I felt her soul leave her body. Like she passed through me.” 
 
    “Our magic is that of the dead. In our killing of our enemies—human, animal, god, or demon—we unite with them in a way that no other human does. That is the source of our power. I won’t say that it is ever pleasant, but you do grow accustomed to it.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    Zhe looked towards Bone Claw who was gleefully dismantling the dragon skull and preparing it for the creation of a wand and for its use in a new set of armor for himself. Zhe knew that Bone Claw would next remove the bones of the dragon rider. The process would get gory. 
 
    These bones would then be woven with the dragon skull and the alligator bones that Bone Claw had killed their first time through Turbid Lake. He also had bones of the bone golems that they had fought in the temple of A’tiniti.  
 
    Zhe turned away from Bone Claw and back towards Raquel. 
 
    “A Bone Mage must only wear armor that is created from those whom he has vanquished or united with through death in some intimate way.” He removed the two blades of shining white bone from their sheaths on his back and set them on the deck in between them.  
 
    “My blades were made from the femurs of my son, Isaac, after he was murdered by the Malgent invaders. My armor is made from the bones of his killer, along with those of a gray bear that attacked me in a cave, as well as the snow spider from which we saved you.” 
 
    “Is armor always made from three victims?” 
 
    “At least three, sometimes more,” Zhe said. “Now, you will have to remove the bones of your vanquished hero and carry them with you until you take two more lives. Come, I will show you how.” 
 
    Zhe sheathed his blades and reached out his hand, helping her up. They walked over to the dead dragon rider nearby.  
 
    She was older than Raquel, obviously an experienced warrior with plenty of scars. The rider had gotten careless and suffered the fate all careless warriors suffer. Her eyes stared up to heaven, and her mouth hung open in surprise. 
 
    Zhe looked over and saw the expanding pool of blood around Bone Claw. In his excitement to have his own armor once again, he was not taking sufficient care with the dragon rider. Zhe disapproved of such carelessness in the treatment of the dead and expected more of himself in his relationship with the vanquished. But Bone Claw had gone a long time without armor, and Zhe sympathized with his sense of urgency. 
 
    “Looks like Razor and I are going to be the only ones without armor soon,” Toro said with a twinkle and nudged Raquel. “Next time don’t yell so loud. That way I can get to the battle first. Zhe likes too much to do all the killing.” 
 
    “Next time I’ll let the dragon riders burn our ship to cinders to give you a chance to wake up from your dreams of eating golden fruit from the tree of heaven,” Zhe replied. 
 
    “What I want to know,” Razor said, appearing from behind them, “is how they knew that we were here and how they knew why we were here.” 
 
    “Yeduri Bahiri,” Zhe said. “He knew to stop us on the ocean and to try to hold us to be destroyed by the Iron Boatmen. It’s clear that he has become a patron of Malgent. He will have told them where we left the ocean to enter T’iru Midiri’s waters.” 
 
    “I’ve never trusted the sea gods,” Garotte grumbled. “One day they are your mother, the next day your killer.” 
 
    “That is the way of all gods and demons,” Razor said. “We are but playthings to them.” 
 
    “In any case,” Zhe replied. “They will know that we aren’t to be trifled with when their riders don’t return. I imagine it will be unexpected.” 
 
    “Indeed it will,” Bone Claw said.  
 
    He stood beside them with blood up to his elbows and soaking his clothing. Between his thumb and index finger he held a scroll, taking care to not get more blood on it. Zhe took it from him and unrolled it. 
 
    “Orders to destroy us, sink our ship, and then make their way to join the siege of Meder,” he said, reading the scroll. “If they are marching on Meder and, as we know, they have already conquered Ashtar, then it means Behari has also been taken.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Raquel asked. 
 
    “Because they would take the economic capital and the trade capital of T’iru Midiri before going after the political capital,” Garotte answered. 
 
    “A kingdom’s political capital is always the most well-defended,” Zhe said, confirming what Garotte had said. “It is the jewel in the crown, and its fall would mean the end of the T’iru Midiri army and any organized resistance by Najashi.” 
 
    “One wonders how that idiot ever defeated King Arwe at all,” Toro grumbled. 
 
    “With the fighting abilities of the Bone Mages,” Zhe replied. “What I wonder is more how we let that idiot destroy us.” 
 
    “We were naive fools,” Garotte said. 
 
    “We won’t be again,” Zhe replied. “We can’t wait for morning. We need to set sail now. When Malgent realizes the dragon riders aren’t returning, they’ll send a larger force.” 
 
    “And we’ll destroy them, too, especially now with my new armor!” Bone Claw said and laughed. 
 
    “Still, I’d prefer we choose the time and place of our battles,” Zhe said and then called out to their undead crew in an ancient tongue. 
 
    The skeleton sailors moved efficiently, the darkness causing them no problems. In short order, the ship turned towards the deeper waters of the middle of the Sea of Liji. 
 
    Zhe, meanwhile, returned to helping Raquel perform her tasks as a Bone Mage novice still in need of armor. It meant carefully extracting the key bones of the rider whom she had vanquished.  
 
    He crouched down beside her, the two of them close enough to touch the dead rider. Raquel was pale, and her eyes were wide. 
 
    “You can’t think of her as a person any longer,” he said. “She has departed this body and will already be at the gates of the underworld, waiting for the Ferryman to take her across the river of fire. Her body is now just an object to feed the creatures of the world and, for us, to perform the magic that we need to survive and to win.” 
 
    Zhe took a curved, narrow bone knife from his belt and dragged it across both of his palms so that blood flowed. He held the blade between his hands and sang a short incantation as he shared his blood with the blade. 
 
    “I share this blade, created from the bones of my vanquished,” he told her. “Magically we are one until you can cast on your own. I need to join your blood to mine on the blade of this knife so that you can use it to remove the bones of your vanquished. We will make you some tool blades from their bones.” 
 
    Raquel nodded and held out her hands to Zhe. He slit her palms and then gave her the blade to hold between her hands as he held her hands between his. He chanted once again and nodded for Raquel to repeat the final phrase of each verse, which she was able to do as her Forest Mage training had taught her both esoteric languages and the ability to repeat what she heard. 
 
    Zhe felt the energy passing through his hands into hers and the energy of the bone knife passing back into his own hands. When the binding process was complete, he released her hands and handed her the knife by the handle.  
 
    Raquel’s hand shook as she moved the knife towards the exposed arm of the dead dragon rider. Zhe helped her, holding her arm with one hand and her hand with his other. In this way, he taught her the correct places to cut the flesh, the pressure to apply, and the length of the cuts.  
 
    Once they had completed a series of cuts on the body, having removed clothing and armor that was in the way, Zhe showed Raquel how to peel back flesh, muscle, and tendon from the bones. And, unlike Bone Claw, he showed her how to do it without creating a bloody mess. 
 
    He could see and feel Raquel becoming more relaxed as they moved through the process of removing the bones. Soon there was a neat pile of what could and should be removed lying next to the body of the rider. 
 
    “To show respect to a worthy adversary whom you have vanquished, their remains must be given a proper funeral,” Zhe explained. “Normally, we cremate them and spread their ashes, but when that is impossible, such as on a ship, we wrap them in a shroud and lower them into the water as if into a cleansing bath.” 
 
    Zhe carried some of the necessary sacred cloth in his own bag, and he retrieved it for her. They first wrapped the bones that they had taken from the dragon rider, after smearing them with Raquel’s blood. 
 
    “They will ferment and become harder as a result,” Zhe told her. “It will also help to conserve them for when you are ready with the bones of two other adversaries.” 
 
    With the bones individually wrapped and prepared, they then wrapped the remains of the dragon rider. Raquel had buried both men and beasts in her life, but wrapping a body that had most of its bones removed required a different set of skills. Zhe helped her perform the ritual with dignity. 
 
    He watched Raquel out of the corner of his eye as she spied Bone Claw doing the same as them. Bone Claw’s hands moved quickly, and he hummed a song to himself as he worked. Soon, he had a tightly wrapped, neat package on the deck. Blood stains were visible, oozing through the cotton of the wrap, but it was impressive, nonetheless.  
 
    “What is he writing on the fabric?” Raquel asked Zhe as she watched Bone Claw paint strange figures on the fabric’s six sides. 
 
    “Incantations to send the rider’s powers to the underworld to join the spirit,” Zhe replied. 
 
    Turning back to their task, Raquel was able to imitate what Bone Claw had done with little further explanation. When the remains of the dragon rider were wrapped into a tight bundle, Zhe showed her the symbols she needed to paint, explaining each of them. 
 
    “What happens if you don’t do all this?” she asked. “Like, if you just take the bones and leave the body.” 
 
    “Of course, there is understanding when one is in a war zone. It’s not always possible to give a proper burial or cremation. But to disrespect a hero who has given you their powers and their very bones can lead to many problems. Even the impetuous gods and demons will go out of their way to punish such a Bone Mage. I’ve known mages cursed and pursued by the dead until they themselves died, usually by their own hand.” 
 
    “I will definitely keep that in mind and always treat the dead with respect.” 
 
    “I have not even the smallest doubt,” Zhe said and smiled, then nodded towards Bone Claw. “Pierre on the other hand…sometimes he needs a reminder. But, as you see, even in his enthusiasm to create for himself a suit of armor, he still treats the dead to a proper burial.” 
 
    They looked over at Bone Claw, and Zhe shook his head. He had barely disposed of the rider’s body and was already preparing to make himself a suit of armor.  
 
    On the deck were laid out all the bones that he had selected from amongst the vanquished. He giggled and hummed to himself as he arranged them in different ways to find the best to suit his needs. 
 
    “Perhaps a little too jovially,” Zhe added.  
 
    Finishing with the preparations, Raquel carried the wrapped body in her arms as best she could to the side of the ship. She said a prayer, as Zhe had directed her, and touched her forehead to the wrapped package, then pushed it over the side.  
 
    It landed in the water with a splash but in the darkness was invisible. No doubt it was already sinking beneath the still waters of the inland, freshwater sea. 
 
    Zhe sent Raquel to pack up the bones along with her other belongings and to clean herself up. He went to the bow of the ship and gazed out into the dark night. The skeleton crew of the ship had already rowed them far from the shore where they had been anchored.  
 
    Up ahead he could see the deep black gap between the lighter areas where the forests were located on the shores of the Sea of Liji. That would be the Crochet Hook River, which connected the Sea of Liji to Ashtar’s Stomach. All the refuse of T’iru Midiri’s economic capital, Ashtar, ended up in Ashtar’s Stomach, which was where it got its name. 
 
    From Ashtar’s Stomach, they would follow the Reaching River to Squid Lake, on whose shores Meder was located. If there was, indeed, a siege of the capital city, it would be from here that they could break it. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Zhe didn’t sleep the whole night and stayed, instead, on the upper deck in the stern of the ship.  
 
    Next to him was the silently vigilant undead wheel man. Zhe was surprised that their crew of skeletons continued to serve them, given how far they had traveled from the underworld.  
 
    He suspected there was other magic at work, perhaps that of A’tiniti, their patron demon, who was a lesser lord of the dead. Razor, however, had disagreed when Zhe had mentioned it the night before after they had cleaned up from the battle. 
 
    “You have become stronger than you realize,” Razor told him, lifting their hands, palm forward, towards Zhe. “I can feel the emanations. You are a threefold Bone Mage now, Zhe. It creates a synergy as each power reinforces the others. That is why the skeletons stay with us. You don’t need the direct intervention of A’tiniti.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” was all that Zhe replied. He was still unconvinced and, more importantly, didn’t want to assume his power was greater than it was. Doing so could be dangerous, he felt. 
 
    In that moment, however, as the sun rose in the west, Zhe was satisfied to not worry about it. All that mattered was that they still had a crew for the bone ship.  
 
    Later, they could find living humans if need be. But he appreciated that the undead wheel man was content to steer the ship without speaking. Could he even speak? Zhe wasn’t certain. 
 
    Up ahead, the entrance to Crochet Hook River opened before them, and the trees of the shoreline loomed large on either side. Water birds glided beside their ship, hunting for fish beneath the waters and the fog. Meanwhile, the fish hunted for insects that chased each other between water and mist. The calls of the birds were eerie in the light of dawn. 
 
    Zhe fell into a kind of trance. Time passed without him noticing.  
 
    He became aware again only once they were inside Crochet Hook River, and Garotte was beside him speaking. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Zhe said. “I was somewhere else. What were you saying?” 
 
    “Yes, I noticed you were in your own world,” she said, “but I thought you would come back eventually if I just kept speaking. I told you my entire life story and now have nothing left to say.” 
 
    Zhe laughed.  
 
    “Do you think that Najashi will welcome us or murder our families?” Garotte asked him. “I assume that both are equally possible. I find it hard to believe he hasn’t become more of a madman and more of a coward since he has been king these last sixteen years.” 
 
    “I think that we can rule out him welcoming us,” Zhe replied. “I also don’t believe that he will kill our families. If we are right and Meder is under siege, the only way we are getting into the city is by breaking the siege. Even a fool like Najashi wouldn’t kill the families of the heroes who broke the siege.” 
 
    “Then what will he do?” 
 
    “Welcome us with one hand and plot with the other—as always,” Zhe said. “If he truly has lost most of T’iru Midiri already and hasn’t surrendered unconditionally, then the best that we can hope for is a commitment of troops under our command to begin to free our people.” 
 
    “I will set my sights appropriately low then,” she said with a smile and nodded towards the sun rising over the trees on the far-west side of the Sea of Liji. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes,” he replied. “It’s worth saving.”  
 
    “From Malgent or Najashi?” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    Soon, the rest of their comrades awoke and came up on deck with hunger on their minds. Razor performed a ritual using the bones of a fish that they had caught days earlier. Whereas Zhe’s incantations involved mostly singing incantations, Razor performed a kind of dance that was an allegory for the fish whose form they were attempting to adopt. 
 
    After several minutes of this strange dance, Razor leapt over the side of the ship and into the lake. As they left the deck of the ship and were in the air descending, Zhe saw them transform into a large, shimmering fish. Then they were gone beneath the dark waters.  
 
    Knowing that sooner or later Razor would return and need to get back up to the main deck, Zhe tossed a rope over the side of the ship. He lowered it till it reached the water. 
 
    Turning around, Zhe spotted Raquel at the other side of the ship, focused on her own incantation. Much less dramatic than that of Razor, she had gathered a small pile of fish bones. He noted that she was using a Forest Mage spell, rather than a Bone Mage incantation.  
 
    Zhe was about to intervene and insist that she use bone magic but decided to let her pursue her own path. Later they could talk about whether it was the best choice.  
 
    Amongst the bones of fish that had been consumed by them on their journeys, Raquel also included a series of herbs and dried flowers. She sang a song that sounded strangely like a shady forest on a sunny day. It was the only way Zhe could describe her ethereal singing. 
 
    As she sang, Raquel tied the flowers to the bones and then to each other, creating a kind of daisy chain of bones and herbs. When it was completed, Raquel threw the ring of bones and flowers over the side of the ship. It spun, flying through the air, creating a gentle whistling sound as it did so.  
 
    Slowly, moving in a wide circle, the ring hovered and whistled before settling onto the water. 
 
    Raquel turned to Zhe. 
 
    “Could you lower the tender into the water?” she asked. 
 
    “You want to go down to get your charm?” he replied, but she shook her head. “If it has not worked, perhaps…” 
 
    “Not necessary,” Raquel said. 
 
    Zhe shrugged and did as she requested, lowering the tender into the water, where it floated on the glassy surface of the lake. The ropes had barely gone slack when a fish leapt into the boat.  
 
    It was followed by another. Then another. Within a few minutes, there were half a dozen fish in the boat. 
 
    Turning to Raquel, who shrugged, Zhe laughed.  
 
    He had often, like most Bone Mages, been disparaging of the Forest Mages. And this had been one more time.  
 
    Forest Mages were seen as light-minded and even foolish by the Bone Mages. And now here was Raquel, solving their food problem far quicker than Razor, who still hadn’t surfaced.  
 
    “If I ever tell you that you must give up forest magic to be a true Bone Mage, remind me of this moment.” 
 
    Raquel smiled, her eyes twinkling. 
 
    “Oh, I will. Have no fear, master.” 
 
    Quickly raising the boat, Zhe secured it again to the rail as the fish flopped about inside. Zhe reached for one of the bone daggers in his belt, then stopped himself. He looked to Raquel and bowed his head, giving her the prerogative to deal with the fish. 
 
    Raquel stepped forward. She held her hand over the small boat, closed her eyes, and muttered a short incantation. Then she reached out and touched each of the fish, one after the other.  
 
    They immediately stopped flopping and lay still on the bottom of the boat. 
 
    “Are they…” Zhe began to ask. 
 
    Raquel nodded. 
 
    “You can prepare them for breakfast now,” she said. “They have moved on and gifted us their bodies.” 
 
    Zhe called over Toro, who was nearby watching the water for Razor’s reappearance. When Toro saw what was in the boat and surmised that Raquel was responsible for the catch of fish, he laughed loudly. 
 
    “I hope that Razor isn’t one of those fish,” he said. “I’d hate to eat an old friend for breakfast.” 
 
    Having lived for sixteen years in a village beside the sea, Toro knew what to do. He grabbed a fish by the gills with each hand and tossed them onto the deck. In seconds, he had gutted the fish and removed their bony fins, then tossed them aside. In just a couple of minutes, he had finished with the entire catch.  
 
    Toro turned to Zhe and Raquel with a quizzical look in his eyes.  
 
    “Say, can you do that trick with cows?” he asked. “Because if that’s part of being a Forest Mage, I may switch allegiances.” 
 
    “Are you planning on inviting the Malgentians to your house for steak dinners?” Raquel asked. “Defeat them by pleasing their palates?” 
 
    Toro roared with laughter. 
 
    “I’ve always like this one,” he said, then picked up the fish and took them over to Bone Claw who was bickering with Garotte near the stern of the ship. 
 
    From below, in the water, came the sound of Razor shouting up for help to be lifted out of the water. Zhe smiled at Raquel and made his way over to the side of the ship opposite to that of the tender.  
 
    Razor, fully clothed and soaking wet, had climbed out of the water but had several large fish over their shoulder. The fish were making it difficult to climb.  
 
    “I would appreciate it if you would help me up the rest of the way,” Razor said in their matter-of-fact way. 
 
    “Of course,” Zhe replied. 
 
    He put the rope over his shoulder, then began to trudge across the deck, pulling Razor upwards. Raquel rushed over to join Zhe and help him, and then Toro arrived as well, making it quick, easy work.  
 
    In a few moments, Razor had reached the starboard railing of the ship and tossed over the fish, then leapt onto the main deck. Water poured off them, and they smelled of fish and seaweed. 
 
    “I would tell you to go for a swim to wash off the stink,” Toro said. “But it appears the swim is the source of it.” 
 
    “You shan’t be joking if I don’t share my breakfast catch with you,” Razor sniped back. 
 
    At that moment, Bone Claw came over with a large tray with the fish caught by Raquel, now fully cooked.  
 
    “Breakfast is served!” Bone Claw announced and continued past towards the table they had put onto the main deck, towards the bow of the ship.  
 
    Razor stared after Bone Claw, their jaw hanging open, then looked to Zhe, who shrugged. 
 
    “We’ll have your fish for lunch,” he said and then followed after Bone Claw. 
 
    By the time they finished breakfast, they were approaching the lake known as Ashtar’s Stomach, with the Crochet Hook River widening out in front of them. Sometime earlier, they had passed another river known as Sandfish, which led back towards the coast and a fishing village of the same name that was abandoned and said to be haunted.  
 
    The wind picked up as they entered Ashtar's Stomach, which was more than three times the size of the Sea of Liji. The waves were choppy, but the sun was shining, so none were worried about the possibility of a storm.  
 
    The skeletons that piloted the ship were able to use the wind to pick up speed as they rushed towards the Reaching River. Nonetheless, given the size of Ashtar’s Stomach, it would take them two days, even with the strongest winds. 
 
    All day they traveled across the north end of the lake until dusk.  
 
    Zhe directed the skeletons to take them closer to shore so that they wouldn’t be out on open water in case of a storm or, more likely, an unwanted visit at night. They could only assume that the Malgent army had by then realized something was amiss with the dragon riders whom they had sent to deal with them.  
 
    If it was a secret mission that might buy them more time. However, if it was part of the general campaign, Malgent’s leadership would almost certainly send more forces to deal with what had become a more serious threat.  
 
    Zhe hoped that it was the former. 
 
    By nightfall, they had reached the mouth of the river known simply as Three Fingers, which was too shallow for any large ships, though it traveled out to the Flat Sea to the north-east. Not wanting to waste any time, they continued onwards, towards the Reaching River. 
 
    Once again, they took shifts on watch, but this night was quiet and without attack. However, during Zhe’s watch, well past midnight, he saw the lights of a large boat off in the distance.  
 
    There were no lanterns lit on their own ship as the skeletons didn’t need them, which helped to hide the ship. Zhe was glad that the sky had become overcast in the evening as it blocked out the moon, which reflected off the white bone of their ship’s hull and masts.  
 
    The earlier winds had died with the setting of the sun and across the flat surface of the lake. He could hear the distant sound of men shouting at one another. It was the sound of sailors doing their job—a good reminder to keep their voices low as they would travel far across the lake. 
 
    Garotte came up beside Zhe and set a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Seems we have company,” she whispered. 
 
    “Iron Boatmen,” Zhe confirmed. “She’s a big ship, meant for the ocean.” 
 
    “And yet, here she is.” 
 
    “The Dragons of Doveny must be lifting them into T’iru Midiri’s water system,” Zhe replied. 
 
    “Faster than a million dead crabs,” she said and chuckled. 
 
    “Indeed, though essentially the same magic.” 
 
    “No,” Garotte disagreed. “Ours uses the inherent powers in the bones of the dead to generate magical ends. The Dragon Builders of Doveny steal the souls of dead heroes from the underworld for their magic. Ours is a system of honorable magic. Theirs is a blasphemy reviled by all but Stoorworm, their patron demon.” 
 
    “It’s certainly not reviled by the Iron Boatmen of Mun,” Zhe replied. “But, in any case, it means that Meder could be put under siege from both land and water. I fear we may be too late.” 
 
    “Nothing we can do at this moment. They will just have to hold on,” she replied. “And your watch is up. I will keep an eye out and make sure your skeleton friends don’t slacken their work.” 
 
    Zhe walked off towards the ladder that led below deck, intending to get some sleep. But as he made his way across the main deck, he felt a growing sense of concern.  
 
    If Meder was indeed under siege from land and water, then surely it wouldn’t stand for long. Especially not if Behari, T’iru Midiri’s great port city, as well as Ashtar, had already fallen.  
 
    They wouldn’t get there in time.  
 
    The loss of Meder would make their struggle more difficult as they would not have a single city in the entirety of T’iru Midiri to use as a base. It would also almost certainly mean that their families would be killed, along with all the staff in the palace of Najashi—as was tradition in wars of conquest. 
 
    Zhe turned back and made his way quickly to the captain’s quarters, which were located beneath the wheel on the poop deck. None of them slept in the quarters, but they were used to store their belongings, including their armor and weapons. 
 
    Entering quietly so that Garotte wouldn’t hear him, Zhe found his bone armor hanging on a mannequin made of bone. He stripped off his regular clothes and suited up in his full armor, then reattached his weapons and belt of magical equipment. 
 
    He checked the inventory of his magical tools and chose the ones he felt he most needed for the plan that was forming in his mind. The others he set aside to leave behind. 
 
    Before returning to the main deck of the ship, Zhe sat on the deck of the captain’s quarters and took out his crow wand. He performed the incantations and sacred movements of the wand, feeling the power of the magic moving through the ether. After repeating the incantation several times, Zhe felt the energy that he had sent out coming back to him from the crows that had received it. 
 
    Making his way out onto the deck, Zhe moved silently through the darkness. He glanced to the upper deck where he could just barely make out Garotte leaning on the railing and looking out towards the Iron Ship that he himself had spotted earlier. Behind her was the ever-vigilant skeleton at the wheel. 
 
    Zhe moved as far away as possible from Garotte and took up a position near the side of the ship. He raised his arms and closed his eyes, sending mental instructions out into the world and calling once again for the crows. 
 
    Soon, he felt the weight of a crow on his shoulder. Then another on the opposite shoulder. Soon dozens landed on every available part of his body so that he felt their weight pressing down on him. They did so silently—as he had instructed them. 
 
    From the weight of the birds growing with each passing second, Zhe suddenly began to feel lighter. He felt the wind on his face of dozens of fluttering wings. The deck beneath him no longer pressed up against the bottom of his feet and lifted into the air. 
 
    Zhe opened his eyes and looked downwards, watching the ship slip away beneath him. Looking sternwards, he saw Garotte was still focused in the direction of the enemy ship on the lake, completely unaware of his departure.  
 
    Only the skeletal wheelman seemed to have noticed, his eyeless skull turned upwards towards Zhe. 
 
    Soon the ship had disappeared into the darkness of the moonless night. More crows had continued to join the others, lifting Zhe’s legs and back until he lay in the air, face down, and flew across the sky. 
 
    The crows flew fast, their strength amplified by Zhe’s bone magic. Soon they were over the Reaching River, leaving Ashtar’s Stomach behind.  
 
    For hours they flew silently in the darkness with the river and forests passing beneath them. 
 
    Sometime before dawn, they reached the mouth of the Reaching River at Squid Lake, upon whose shores Meder was located. The city was elevated on a cliff, overlooking the lake. In ancient times it was believed that the height of the city made it unvanquishable.  
 
    In those days they didn’t have the artillery of ballistae and catapults. The Malgentians, however, did have these tools of war and were making good use of them. 
 
    From the moment that they were over the lake, Zhe saw the flaming fireballs of the catapults that were aboard a pair of iron ships in the middle of the lake. They lobbed them with regularity towards the distant city walls.  
 
    Many of the flaming boulders struck the walls and fell harmlessly into the ocean. But the flickering glow and shouts from within the city’s walls made it clear that others had passed over the city walls and hit their target.  
 
    It was just as Zhe had feared, perhaps worse.  
 
    The city could not withstand this onslaught, not long enough for their bone ship to arrive. They were sailing against the river current, which made travel slower as well.  
 
    Zhe had to act or all was lost. 
 
    During the long flight from the bone ship to Squid Lake, Zhe had experimented with directing his own flight by angling his body. It was more immediate and allowed for greater control with less effort than trying to communicate through the minds of the dozens of crows that carried him. They instinctively responded to the shift in his weight as he moved even the angle of his hand. 
 
    He now angled them towards the two iron ships on the far side of Squid Lake. As they got closer, the size of the flaming catapult shots became clearer. They were massive and must have wreaked substantial destruction with each successful shot over the wall.  
 
    When Zhe was between the two ships, he brought himself upright and hovered above them. He sent a thought to the crows and, acting as one, they released Zhe. 
 
    He fell like a stone, directly downwards from a great height towards the water below. The ships loomed larger and larger, their full scale becoming clearer as his body streaked towards them. 
 
    Striking the water, Zhe was plunged into darkness and continued his descent. The weight of his armor pulled him into the black depths of the lake. As he spun downward, he took hold of the ring that Osun had given him and called to her.  
 
    No reply came to him—as he knew there wouldn’t. For a goddess to respond directly to a human, even her betrothed, was a humiliation no god nor demon would accept. But he felt the change in his body that told him his call had been heard.  
 
    He calmly inhaled a lungful of water.  
 
    His body spasmed twice and then became accustomed to breathing water as he settled on the soft muck at the bottom of the lake. Around him, Zhe saw the glowing bodies of a plethora of deep-water creatures. Most were soft creatures, such as freshwater jellyfish and shrimp, and were of little use to Zhe.  
 
    Finally, a hideous fish came close to Zhe, who remained still on the lake bottom, allowing currents to move him to and fro like the frond of an underwater plant. The creature had a large collection of sharp teeth that jutted out at all angles in a mouth too big for its head. 
 
    And it had a lure that grew from its forehead and dangled in front of its mouth. This strange protuberance glowed like a large, deep-water shrimp. The fish also had glowing eyes. Just the thing to attract a tasty meal.  
 
    Zhe allowed the fish close as its curiosity got the better of it. It wiggled awkwardly through the darkness, its globe of light dangling and shaking as it did so.  
 
    It stopped, face to face with Zhe, staring at him as though trying to decide if he was as much of a trickster as the lure fish or a dead body worth taking a bite from. 
 
    It never got the chance to decide. Zhe’s hand moved impossibly fast through the water, thrusting a bone dagger into the side of the fish’s bulbous head. It stopped wiggling as a cloud of black blood oozed from the wound. 
 
    Pulling the dead fish towards him, Zhe worked quickly. He slit the creature open and quickly extracted its skeleton, tucking the skin into his belt. Then he plucked the glowing lure and eyes, letting them float in front of him in the water for a moment as he removed the fish’s internal organs. 
 
    Zhe took a pouch from his belt and stuffed the fish skeleton inside along with the glowing lure and eyeballs. He cinched the bag closed and then crushed the skeleton and fish parts inside the bag. Over and over, he worked the bag, crushing the bones ever smaller until it felt like nothing more than powder. 
 
    Taking phials and pouches from his belt, Zhe very carefully added their contents to the pouch with the fish bones inside. He gently forced out as much of the water as he could, leaving inside only the bones and the additional ingredients.   
 
    Zhe then mixed these as well by massaging the bag until he could feel a semi-solid mass with the consistency of clay. As the material in the bag became firmer, Zhe used a bone dagger to cut his own hand. He put the bleeding hand inside the bag, working the clay-like material with it so that his own blood blended with the material. 
 
    After doing this for some time, Zhe closed the bag again and rolled it between his hands. He felt the wand taking form inside the bag, and when he was satisfied that it had reached sufficient hardness, he removed it.  
 
    The wand was crude but would do the job, and he quickly carved symbols into it as best he could in the darkness. Luckily, the material in the fish’s eyes and lure made the wand glow softly, which helped. Zhe soon had covered the wand with the symbols that he needed.  
 
    Unable to speak underwater, Zhe hummed the tune of the incantation and recited it in his head. He moved the glowing wand as he did so in intricate ways. Soon, more of the same type of strange fish showed up in ones and twos, then in groups of several dozen. 
 
    In no time at all, Zhe was surrounded by an army of the glowing fish. Together the hundreds of fish gave off enough light that Zhe could see clearly for quite a distance.  
 
    So, too, could the predatory fish that were nearby, which was Zhe’s intention.  
 
    First came the freshwater sharks, but these were of little interest to Zhe. He left them unmolested as they hunted amongst the glowing mass of lure fish. What interested him was what hunted the sharks. 
 
    He was soon rewarded with the arrival of a hungry, giant squid. Next to it, Zhe was a tiny thing like a fly to a horse.  
 
    It loomed like a malevolent shadow over Zhe and the other creatures, though the glowing lure fish seemed unperturbed. The sharks attempted to scatter, but two were caught by the tentacles of the monstrous thing. It dragged the sharks towards the enormous beak beneath its tentacles. 
 
    Weighted down as he was by armor, Zhe was unable to swim. But he was able to command the lure fish to lift him in the water, just as the crows had done for him in the air. He rose on top of a bed of glowing fish until he was close to the unblinking eye of the squid.  
 
    It still seemed uninterested in Zhe. 
 
    This was its fatal mistake, as surely as that suffered by the first lure fish. 
 
    Zhe plunged both of the curved blades from his back into the giant eye of the creature, so deep that his arms disappeared inside it.  
 
    There was a moment’s pause.  
 
    Then the massive creature reacted, flailing wildly and spewing black ink into the water. Even the light of a thousand lure fish wasn’t enough to cut through the inky blackness. 
 
    The squid attempted to swim away at the same time that it reached up with one of its giant tentacles and grabbed at Zhe. As it yanked him away from the lure fish that carried him, Zhe plunged one sword blade into the side of the creature’s eye socket, anchoring himself.  
 
    With the other sword, he hacked at the tentacle, cutting it free of his leg. The tentacle recoiled and was replaced by another. Zhe repeated the same gesture. 
 
    Before a third tentacle could take hold of him, Zhe used the anchor hand to pull himself inside the giant squid’s punctured eye. It was total blackness, but Zhe didn’t need to see for his intended plan.  
 
    Growing up on fishing boats, he knew that a squid’s brain was directly behind its eyes. That was his goal.  
 
    He used both blades to pull himself forward like a mountaineer scaling an icy mountain. Crawling hand over hand, he finally reached the back wall of the monster’s eye. 
 
    The giant squid thrashed madly, throwing Zhe’s lower body to and fro. Only anchoring his swords in the creature’s own flesh allowed him to stop himself from being tossed like a rag doll.  
 
    Zhe now hacked and slashed at the flesh at the back of the monster’s eye socket, carving a path deeper into its body. It was brutal, cruel work but absolutely unavoidable. He could taste squid ink and blood in his mouth as he crawled one small step at a time through flesh and muscle.  
 
    The giant squid continued to thrash in desperate agony. 
 
    Zhe realized that he must have reached the brain of the creature when his blade pierced flesh which not only felt different but caused the squid to go still. There were a few spasms, but they were of the nature of a death rattle. Then the squid sank until it settled on the floor of the lake. 
 
    Continuing to hack, Zhe moved along the interior of the squid until he reached the hard cartilage that connected its head to its bulbous, arrowhead-shaped body. It was this bit that Zhe had sought, and he now hacked away a large chunk of it. 
 
    Having gathered what he came for, Zhe pushed himself back through the flesh of the creature until he once again reached the water of the lake. The ink was beginning to clear, dispersed by the current of the lake towards the various river mouths into which Squid Lake drained. 
 
    Zhe placed a hand on the side of the gargantuan creature and said a short incantation of respect for it, thanking it for its sacrifice and promising to honor it.  
 
    It lay unmoving across a vast area of the lake bottom. Already, shrimp and other carrion-eaters were exploring around the giant’s body.  
 
    Nature never stops moving, Zhe thought, not even in death. 
 
    With the pouch from his belt that he had used earlier to create the lure fish wand, Zhe began a similar process with the squid’s cartilage. It was more flexible and less brittle than the lure fish bones, and it required Zhe to use a special set of blades that resembled spiked balls made of gleaming bone.  
 
    He once again massaged the bag with great force, grinding up the cartilage until it was a pulpy mass. He then added hardeners and curing herbs to the bag and mixed it with his own blood and some ink that he gathered from the squid’s ink sack.  
 
    Soon enough, he had a hardening, black wand that he could carve with arcane symbols to complete the process. When he had done this, Zhe tucked the squid wand into his belt and once again raised the lure fish wand, calling them back to him. 
 
    The glowing fish, which were still close by, soon arrived and lifted him upwards towards the surface. Little by little, the light of the moon became visible until, finally, Zhe’s head broke the surface.  
 
    As he stood on the backs of the lure fish, Zhe vomited up the water he had breathed into his lungs while in the lake. He then used the crow wand to summon his friends, the crows. 
 
    The birds arrived in a mass and covered his body, their claws gripping his armor and clothing. As they lifted Zhe into the air, he bid farewell to the lure fish. Their glow darkened and disappeared into the waters as they descended back to their favored depths. 
 
    Soon, Zhe was high above the lake. Completely soaked, he shivered against the cool night air.  
 
    In the distance, he could see Meder once again. It still glowed with the fires caused by the catapult stones.  
 
    And in a slow, regular rhythm, the iron ships flung one flaming meteorite after another at the city walls. 
 
    Zhe leaned his body forward and the cohort of crows carried him across the lake until he was almost directly above the two massive iron ships. He knew of the iron ships of Mun and had seen them at a distance but never so close.  
 
    They were things of wonder, and he understood why they struck such fear into the hearts of pirates and enemy navies.  
 
    The main deck of the ships was considerably below the height of the iron sides and railings, which were wide enough to contain a walkway. It was like a castle wall. The masts were massive things, as thick as the largest tree trunks and as tall as anything human-made that Zhe had seen. Taller even than the cathedral spires in Meder that took a generation or more to build. 
 
    Fire glowed on the decks of the ships. Some were from the pots of oil prepared for the catapult ammunition—great, empty spheres of iron filled with heated oil. When they struck their target, the iron ruptured, releasing the oil inside. Other fires came from the boulders themselves, which were doused and lit just before they were launched.  
 
    Towards the bow of the ship was a large, circular hole in the deck that led below. This contained its own bright fire that belched black smoke.  
 
    It was said that this fire allowed the ship to move even without wind or oarsmen, though the ships had both oarsmen as well as enormous sails. Zhe could see the long oars, hundreds of them, resting in the water. 
 
    Though he was impressed by the marvel of the iron ships, he didn’t pity or regret the fate he intended for them. 
 
    Sliding the squid wand from his belt, Zhe raised his arms in the air and began the incantation. He struggled to keep the anger from his song, but the thought of the suffering of those within the city, especially his surviving family, made itself felt.  
 
    Wasn’t it enough that they had to live in perpetual exile from each other?  
 
    His daughters had grown up as strangers. His wife had died at the hand of Najashi, his tormentor, and they hadn’t even told him.  
 
    And now the Malgentians had raised arms against the people of T’iru Midiri and killed them without concern for their humanity. He had seen the brutality of the war they were waging on innocent civilians in order to subdue T’iru Midiri.  
 
    Zhe remembered with bitterness and shame that he had refused to fight them when they first arrived, and it cost him the life of his son. It didn’t matter that Isaac had turned out to be the twice-born and would live once again, an even fuller life than he had with Zhe. 
 
    He had seen the soldiers of Malgent kill Isaac and his friends, and now they were trying to kill his daughters.  
 
    They would pay. 
 
    A rumble came from somewhere that seemed both above and below. Like a call and response between thunder and the roar of ocean waves. Another volley of flaming boulders lifted off the boats. 
 
    Zhe’s song became louder and more insistent as he watched the boulders sail. One struck the city wall and exploded into a mushroom of fire that lit the night. He could see fragments of wall tumbling away to the water below. 
 
    Worse still, the second boulder bounced off the top of the wall and made its way into the city. Zhe heard screams, though perhaps only in his mind, given his distance from the city. 
 
    He felt the electricity in the ether as the bone magic flowed through his body and out into the world, down into the depths of the ancient and mysterious lake. It was named Squid Lake both for its shape and for the monsters that lived in it. They weren’t the only strange, monstrous creatures, but they were the most numerous and most famous. 
 
    Beneath him, Zhe saw the lake waters froth and boil as creatures rose to the surface, breaking it. Tentacles whipped like flags in a windstorm. From all sides of the iron ships dozens of tentacles—massive things as thick as tree trunks—reached out for the ships. 
 
    “Crush them,” Zhe muttered. “Send them to the bottom.” 
 
    The tentacles grabbed hold of the ships, wrapping around them. Zhe heard the shouts of the sailors on board the ships, which now tilted as the giant squids pulled them towards the deep. 
 
    Zhe let himself drift downwards. He saw the sailors climbing up onto the walkways along the sides of the ship, above the main decks. They held spears that they lobbed at the squids, but it was no use. There were too many. 
 
    More tentacles rose from the waves. Some entangled sailors attempted to defend their ship. One massive creature used the giant iron mast to pull itself up onto one of the ships. The ship tilted precariously from its weight as it boarded.  
 
    The monster seemed determined to get the largest share of food from the attack. Its tentacles whipped about, snatching up sailors and stuffing them into its razor-sharp beak.  
 
    Men screamed and then went silent. 
 
    It was total mayhem for the sailors and organized murder by the squid. One ship was yanked nose-first into the water, and men were flung into the lake to be consumed before they could drown. It disappeared beneath the waves, the fires onboard extinguished. 
 
    The second ship lasted moments longer but had just as little chance. The largest of the squid wrapped its tentacles around the entirety of the ship and squeezed. The metal creaked and buckled, water pouring in and dousing the flames of the iron ship’s strange engine.  
 
    Oarsmen drowned as the squid crushed the ship in an embrace and then pulled it under. Its light went out like the other as it made its way to the bottom. 
 
    For a few moments, there were the shouts of men struggling in the water. This quickly ceased as they drowned or, more likely, were consumed by the hungry monsters that surrounded them.  
 
    Then: silence. And darkness.  
 
    The waters once again became as still as glass. 
 
    There were no more lobbed boulders of fire, with shouted war cries. Inside the city, the flickering light of flames were still visible, but they would be doused sooner or later now that no more would arrive. 
 
    Zhe knew that on the shore, at the gates of the city, there was almost certainly another army of infantry. But he saw no catapults being fired from there. They had been letting the naval artillery do the job. 
 
    He was tempted to fly over to the enemy encampment and to find a means to destroy them as well. But, being on land, they were less vulnerable than sailors in a boat on a lake filled with monsters.  
 
    No, it was wisest that he didn’t fight alone. He had a fine company of warriors back on the ship.  
 
    He had won Meder some breathing room. The walls of the city would now keep them safe until they could arrive in their bone ship.  
 
    Then the infantry siege force of Malgent would know the terror that their sailors had discovered. Zhe swore that he would show them no mercy either. They were invaders and murderers; no mercy was deserved. 
 
    He turned his back on the city and leaned into the night, directing the crows to carry him away from Squid Lake and Meder. Soon he was flying at impossible speeds down the Reaching River. He could feel the sun beginning to peek over the horizon to the west, warming his neck.  
 
    By the time he reached their ship, Zhe was almost delirious with exhaustion and his head kept falling forward. He was glad that the crows knew where to go.  
 
    His clothes and armor had dried, but Zhe still suffered a chill from the time he spent in the water and afterwards. It had seeped into his bones, which ached. 
 
    In near silence, the crows set Zhe down upon the main deck of the bone ship. The others seemed to still be asleep, other than Toro who was on watch and whom Zhe could see on the upper deck. 
 
    Zhe bowed to the crows, who returned it in silence and then took off again, heading towards the forests visible onshore.  
 
    Zhe climbed the ladder to the captain’s quarters and opened the door, stepping inside.  
 
    Raquel was here, seated on the floor asleep. As soon as the boards creaked under his feet, she awoke with a start and leapt to her feet. 
 
    “Where were you?” she asked.  
 
    “Does anyone else know that I was gone?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so,” she replied. “I did my watch and then checked in on you because I didn’t hear you snoring.” 
 
    “I don’t snore,” Zhe said. 
 
    Raquel looked at him out of the side of her eyes, making it clear that he was wrong. 
 
    “Anyway,” he continued, “it’s all fine. I just wanted to check on Meder. After I saw the iron ship on the lake, I was worried about the siege of the city.” 
 
    “And…?” 
 
    “They will endure until we arrive,” he said and began removing his armor. 
 
    “Did you do something to help?” 
 
    “I’m very tired. We can talk later,” he said.  
 
    “I made the bed in here for you, master. I thought that since you were out all night you would want a quiet, comfortable place to sleep.” 
 
    “I can sleep below deck like everyone else,” he replied as he placed the last of the armor on the bone mannequin. “I don’t need any special treatment or…” 
 
    From behind him, he heard the sound of the door latch. He turned and saw that Raquel had left.  
 
    He turned and looked towards the bed. It did look comfortable, and the windows had shutters to keep out the daylight that was soon coming. 
 
    He chuckled to himself. 
 
    “Perhaps just a small nap,” he said and moved towards the bed. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Zhe woke at noon in the darkness of the captain’s quarters. The chill had finally left him, and he felt surprisingly well-rested. Rolling out of the comfortable bed, he opened the shutters to let in the light and got dressed. 
 
    Outside on the deck, he found the others tending to their tasks and trying to pass the time. If anything, the most constant danger of traveling on a ship was boredom, especially when you had no responsibilities.  
 
    There was nothing to do during the long days. Not even a book to read. 
 
    And so, they worked on whatever they could to prepare for the battles to come. Bone Claw had almost completed his bone armor, and his energy was infectious. It inspired the others to work on their weapons and armor. 
 
    Toro refined the instruments he had made with the bones of the heroes of the past. These would be needed to call forth their spirits when the time came.  
 
    Garotte tinkered with her bone whips, sharpening edges and tips. Razor sharpened various throwing blades and stars made of bone. Raquel meditated, as Zhe had shown her, in order to develop focus and patience. 
 
    Zhe approached Bone Claw and admired his work. He had always been a master craftsman when it came to armor. Zhe had often tried to mentor him as a Bone Armorer, but Bone Claw wasn’t interested. He was satisfied with being a Channeler. 
 
    “Too much study,” he would say. “I prefer to channel the powers of the dead and to prepare excellent meals. Those are my skills. Unfortunately, there is no bone magic for being a chef.” 
 
    “The armor looks good,” Zhe told him, knocking on the breastplate with his knuckles. “Sounds like you need a little reinforcement in the plackart.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I know, Mr. Bonesmith,” Bone Claw replied. “It was next on my list.” 
 
    Zhe chuckled and moved on to Raquel, joining her in meditation without a word. He had always valued meditation as a way to reset his mind. This was especially true after a stressful moment in his life.  
 
    Certainly, the destruction of the two iron ships hadn’t been the most difficult battle he had faced. Zhe hadn’t had to enter battle at all, not with humans anyway. But the experience of summoning such a large creature was new to him, especially after such a fierce battle in the dark waters of Squid Lake. 
 
    It had been so long since he had lived the life of a Bone Mage that he had forgotten how the use of bone magic stirred his mind in ways that were often uncomfortable. The killing of the sailors, of course, was not something that he took lightly. Not even in his rage against them as invaders. 
 
    But more than that, it was the discomfort of pushing himself and of developing his skills in his areas of expertise as a Bone Mage.  
 
    And there was discomfort as well in connecting magically with other beings, such as the giant squid. It left him changed, and not only because he was most assuredly now an Adept Summoner and not just a Beast Gatherer—as he had been during the Shade War.  
 
    Part of him would now always be part squid, strange as it would have been to say it out loud. To summon a creature a mage had to become one with the beings. That connection never fully went away. Meditation helped him to integrate that new element into his mind and soul.  
 
    He had no idea how long he had sat cross-legged under the shade of the mainsail with his mind emptied.  
 
    He was brought back to the world of reality by the sound of Toro clearing his throat. Opening his eyes, Zhe turned his head and saw Toro looking sheepish next to him. 
 
    “Apologies, Zhe. I hate to disturb you when you’re meditating. It's just that it’s been almost the whole day, and the sun will set in a few hours…” 
 
    “It’s alright,” Zhe replied. “I’m glad that you alerted me, or I might have spent my whole life there. Did you have something to tell me, or were you just ensuring I was still alive?” 
 
    “While I’m definitely glad you didn’t receive an invitation to A’tiniti’s banquet, it was more to make a personal request,” Toro said and nodded towards the side of the ship. 
 
    Zhe and Toro walked to the port side of the vessel and looked towards the nearby shore. They were passing a swamp, and even at a distance from the swamp, Zhe could see the large crocodiles sunning themselves on fallen logs.  
 
    “I need the tools of my trade, so to speak,” Toro told him. “Now that Bone Claw has his armor—and enough dragon skull bone to channel powers—all that Razor and I have are our regular weapons. Razor, at least, has more fish bones, thanks to our current diet.” 
 
    “Ah, you want crocodile bones for armor and for your powers as a Spirit Conjurer?” 
 
    “Exactly. Being able to raise and send into battle some crocodile spirits could come in very handy,” he replied to Zhe. “It would also be nice to not have my nuts cut off because I have no protection besides my hemp pants.” 
 
    “Yes, to be invited to A’tiniti’s banquet without those is a bit embarrassing,” Zhe replied. 
 
    “Right? I am perfectly happy to have my head cut off or be speared through the heart. But not that,” Toro said. “It is for that reason that I was wondering if we could drop anchor for just a short while to slow the ship and bag a few of those beasts. Bone Claw also tells me that he knows some good ways to cook them.” 
 
    Zhe’s first instinct was to refuse the request, as he still felt the previous night’s anxiety about the fate of Meder, but he took a moment to think before speaking. The sinking of the two iron ships would have created a crisis amongst the Malgent army trying to storm the city. 
 
    They would have no idea how the cowardly Najashi could have sunk two powerful ships armed with artillery without leaving his palace. He surmised that they would pull back and not attempt any further storming, certainly not by water, until they could bring up more troops.  
 
    That Malgent was firing upon the city from Squid Lake and not from land as well suggested they lacked the weaponry.  
 
    Perhaps they were still besieging Behari, and the artillery being lobbed from the lake was a means to keep Najashi from flanking the Malgent army at Behari from the rear. At most, they were beginning the siege preparations until more artillery could be brought up by land. 
 
    Of course, this was all speculation on Zhe’s part. The most important factor in his decision was, in the end, the needs of his comrades.  
 
    It was only a few hours, after all. And it would mean that they were better prepared to fight and to do so with confidence. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Zhe said and smiled. “I want to protect your parts as much as you do…” 
 
    “Doubtful.” 
 
    “Well, enough that I’m willing to have us drop anchor and go ashore so that you can hunt some crocodile. More concern than that I cannot give.” 
 
    “That’s enough for me and my parts,” Toro said and winked. “About Razor’s I am not in a position to comment.” 
 
    “No one is, as far as I know. None that live anyway.” 
 
    Zhe closed his eyes for a moment and sent the skeletons the direction to drop anchor. They did as they were told. After some discussion, it was decided to leave Garotte and Bone Claw onboard the ship. They had no need for more crocodile bones. 
 
    Zhe and Toro lowered the tender into the water, and the four of them made their way over to the swamp with Toro rowing. The stagnant smell of the mud and decay quickly wafted over the boat, causing them to complain.  
 
    At least they wouldn’t have difficulty finding crocodiles. The swamp was crawling with them, and they seemed completely unperturbed by their approach.  
 
    “I am not sure that I want to use such lazy, torpid things as the basis for my armor,” Razor said. “Nor will they be of any use to me as a shapeshifter. I will transform myself into one such creature in the middle of battle and immediately fall into a deep sleep under the sun.” 
 
    “They do seem strangely complacent,” Zhe agreed.  
 
    Toro moved the tender close to one of the larger creatures that lay sprawled on a fallen tree. It stayed where it was until they got almost close enough to touch it, then slid into the water and made its way into the swamp. They tried again with another, and it did likewise. 
 
    “Lazy but not stupid, it seems,” Toro joked. “Worst possible combination of traits in a hunted beast.” 
 
    They continued forward, deeper into the swamp where they hoped to find some crocodiles of a more aggressive temperament. Between the dead and fallen trees opened a series of paths in the water that continued beyond where they could see. 
 
    As they journeyed deeper, living trees replaced the dead forest, thick canopy and hanging moss darkening the world around them. Unlike the enormous, shallow swamps that connected to the west side of Turbid Lake, there were almost no small islands here.  
 
    The water was deeper and moving, suggesting that one or more rivers were feeding Ashtar’s Stomach through the swamp. With neither the lake nor the sun visible, the crocodiles seemed more active.  
 
    However, the creatures were still teasing them. They would swim close to the boat, even circle it, then slide under the water, dip under the boat, and disappear deeper still into the swamp. 
 
    “Should we stay in the boat or find an island somewhere?” Raquel asked. 
 
    “I’d rather fight these creatures on solid land, but I have yet to see any large enough for the group of us,” Razor commented.  
 
    “I must admit that I’m confused by the behavior of these creatures, which is like no crocodile I’ve ever seen,” Zhe said. 
 
    “There were rumors in Mangrove City about a swamp on the north shore of Ashtar’s Stomach,” Toro said as he rowed. “They said that here the crocodiles are the hunted, not the hunters and that there is something much larger. Perhaps they are just behaving like a creature that must be careful of its safety.” 
 
    “What? What is this larger creature?” Zhe asked. “That sort of wives’ tale isn’t much use to us.” 
 
    “A wives’ tale is exactly what that story is,” Razor said in agreement. “No one has ever reported what these supposed creatures even are, let alone have they captured one.” 
 
    Up ahead they finally spotted a small island of dirt and tufts of grass attached to the gnarled roots of a dying tree covered in hanging moss. Toro rowed over their boat, and Razor jumped out with a rope to tie it off.  
 
    Then they all stepped onto land. 
 
    “Feels weird to walk on land again,” Raquel said. 
 
    “Sea legs,” Razor said simply. 
 
    “Hush,” Zhe told them. “There’s something moving towards us. I heard the water splash.” 
 
    “Perhaps a frisky crocodile finally decided to take a stab at some lunch,” Toro grinned. “Too bad it’s going to become our lunch instead.” 
 
    As Toro finished his words, the head of a creature appeared a short distance away from them. At first, Zhe thought it was a trick of the light and that it was closer than it appeared because it seemed too big. 
 
    It wasn’t a trick. The crocodile was that big. 
 
    Zhe drew his blades. 
 
    “I think you got your wish, Antonio,” Zhe said to Toro and nodded in the direction where he had seen the crocodile. 
 
    The crocodile had disappeared once again beneath the water, leaving just a small wake. 
 
    “It appears that creature isn’t alone,” Razor said. “I do hope that it isn’t as large as the one in this direction.” 
 
    “I think that they’ve led us in here to trap us,” Zhe said. 
 
    “What? That seems highly unlikely,” Razor replied. “They are not a clever enough animal to do such a thing.” 
 
    “I think that those ‘lazy’ crocodiles were bait. Did you notice how when we got close, they disappeared in the water? They were leading us deeper into the swamp bit by bit. To this spot.” 
 
    Toro laughed at Zhe’s suggestion. 
 
    “You’ve finally gone off your rocker, Zhe. Next, you’ll have them stealing our clothing to go hijack the ship from under Bone Claw and Garotte.” 
 
    Zhe ignored him and adopted a crouch, certain that an attack was imminent. It also seemed certain that it would be from more than one direction.  
 
    He looked at Raquel. She was pale with fear but had a bow and arrow in her hand.  
 
    “Steady,” he told her.  
 
    Razor and Toro were also armed with their weapons of choice. Toro had the large bone golem femur with a heavy joint that he had brought from the underworld. The length of the bone and size of the knobby joint made it a formidable war hammer, which was how Toro used it. 
 
    Razor had a series of throwing weapons between their hands. They were constantly carving new ones of various types to pass the time onboard the ship. It seemed to be Razor’s method of meditation.  
 
    Sometimes it was stars, other times weighted daggers. Sometimes, Razor created spiked bolos using tendons connecting two bones carved into spheres with hooked spikes.  
 
    It was the bolos that Razor had in one hand, which they spun above their head. In their right hand, they had four throwing stars ready to use. 
 
    A roar came from behind Zhe and the froth of water. He glanced over his shoulder and caught a glimpse of a monstrous creature.  
 
    It had elements that appeared to be crocodile in nature. But it had human arms that grew from its abdomen, between its front and rear legs. In these hands, it held a large club made of gnarled driftwood. 
 
    The head of the giant crocodile monster also had human eyes, while having the snout and dangerous mouth of a crocodile. Its leathery skin appeared to be a mix of reptile scales and thickened human flesh.  
 
    It was some kind of human-crocodile chimera. 
 
    Zhe didn’t have the chance to take a closer look as the second chimera crocodile rose in front of him. It also had a mix of human and crocodile parts. But in addition to the extra arms, it also had human legs, and it now stood on them, rising to its full height.  
 
    It was at least twice the size of Zhe.  
 
    The creature loomed over them, casting a massive shadow.  
 
    Around it in the water gathered several of the ‘lazy’ crocodiles that had shown timidity and disinterest before.  
 
    Zhe had been right. This was a trap. 
 
    But there was something else as well. On the leg of the crocodile in front of him was a tattoo just below the knee. A Bone Mage tattoo. 
 
    During the war, when the Bone Mages were aligned with Najashi, many had gotten tattoos to designate their magical allegiance. Zhe didn’t approve of the custom and wouldn’t permit anyone under his command to get one either. When he discovered that one of his mages secretly had done so, Zhe had her sent to a different company.  
 
    Zhe came from a family of Bone Mages. His mother had been a Bone Mage and was killed by King Arwe, Najashi’s cousin, rival, and predecessor. Everyone knew the importance of secrecy for a Bone Mage in those days.  
 
    Zhe had it drilled into him by his mother that they were a secret society. Etching your allegiances on your body was a guarantee of prison, torture, or death. But they had gotten sloppy during the time that they were under the protection of Najashi before he came to power.  
 
    “Look,” Zhe said to Toro and Razor, pointing at the monstrous chimera in front of him. 
 
    “A’tiniti wipe my mind,” Toro whispered. “A Bone Mage.” 
 
    “No longer,” Zhe corrected. “Must have fled to the swamps during the purges.” 
 
    “If they continued to perform bone magic without annual pilgrimages to honor A’tiniti, their magic would have spoiled,” Razor said. “Like fruit rots in the sun.” 
 
    “These things don’t look like old peaches to me,” Toro said. “They look like our death if we’re not careful. I don’t want to end my days being eaten by a mindless chimera of a lapsed Bone Mage.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Zhe said. “Though I doubt that this is A’tiniti’s work. He is no doting mother, but these are not his way.” 
 
    The upright crocodile chimera moved towards Zhe. He could smell its breath from a great distance. It smelled of death and decay. Its mouth was filled with sharp teeth, but as it got closer, Zhe could see that they were more like the broken teeth of a man than those of a crocodile. 
 
    It was a hideous thing, both mad and hungry. 
 
    “Should we try to find the reason that still lives inside their minds?” Razor asked. 
 
    The other creature likewise floated closer, seeking out a weak spot at which to lunge. 
 
    “There is no reason inside that mind,” Zhe replied. “We will have to kill it to survive. That is the only reason they still comprehend.” 
 
    Beside Zhe was Raquel. She still held her bow drawn but had inched closer to him for protection.  
 
    “Aim for the eye,” Zhe told her. “Wait till my command.” 
 
    Zhe waded a short distance into the water, putting himself between the beast and Raquel. He made a series of hand gestures—secret signs known only to experienced Bone Mages. To the trained mind they appeared as streaks of light that lingered in the air, allowing Zhe to draw a complex picture for the beast. 
 
    The beast stopped its forward motion and tilted its head to the side. It squinted its eyes as if searching through its mind for the long-lost meaning of the message Zhe was sending. It grunted and moved its human hands in a crude mimic of Zhe’s movements. 
 
    “It seems to understand you,” Raquel said from behind her bow. 
 
    Zhe shook his head. 
 
    “I don’t think so. I think it sees the light trails and is mesmerized like a wild beast would be by such things. But I don’t believe it indicates any human intelligence.” 
 
    As if to confirm Zhe’s suspicion, the monster lunged at Zhe, its jaws open as it tried to bite down on his head. 
 
    “Fire!” Zhe shouted to Raquel and leapt aside into the murky water. 
 
    Raquel released the arrow, which flew through the air and struck true to her aim, sinking into the beast’s eyeball. It threw back its head and roared in pain and rage. 
 
    Behind them, the second chimera creature attacked Razor and Toro, who fought back. Toro laughed as he swung his cudgel, striking the beast across the head and knocking out several teeth.  
 
    Razor fired their bolo, which wrapped around the chimera’s snout, the spiked balls sinking into its flesh. The creature could now barely open its mouth without excruciating pain as the sharpened hooks on the balls tore at its flesh. 
 
    Without waiting, Raquel nocked another arrow and fired again. It sank into the beast’s neck at its shoulder. The chimera scrabbled to pull it out, snapping it and tossing it aside. 
 
    Zhe rose to his feet and withdrew the crocodile wand he had crafted when they had stolen the pirate ship from the harbor at Mangrove City. He sang the incantation and waved the wand. 
 
    The beast stopped for a moment and stared, once again mesmerized. But the incantation to summon crocodiles didn’t work on a chimera.  
 
    It shrugged off the distraction and swung a claw at Zhe’s head. He ducked, barely avoiding it. 
 
    But Zhe’d had enough time to complete the incantation. Crocodiles came from every direction through the water and surrounded the enormous beasts. They began snapping at them and attacking. 
 
    The chimeras roared in a rage at the crocodiles. Both picked up a crocodile in their claws, using them as a club to smash at the others. Zhe continued to call more crocodiles to join the attack. 
 
    But the chimera in front of him, once it had driven back the attacking crocodiles, tossed aside the broken body of the one that it had used as a weapon. It made its own hand motions, and strange, half-comprehensible grunting noises came from its snout.  
 
    The crocodiles turned on Zhe and the others, moving towards them in a mass. 
 
    “I thought you said that it wasn’t intelligent?” Raquel squeaked, panic in her voice. 
 
    Zhe didn’t respond. He was preoccupied with maintaining his own magical control. He was locked in a battle of wills with the crocodile as their magic intertwined in the ether through which magic traveled.  
 
    Then the world went black. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Zhe was in a place of silence and darkness, with floors of black marble and sound that seemed both to fall dead and to echo. He realized that he had been transported into a magic sphere as a result of the collision between his incantation and that of the chimera.  
 
    The darkness swallowed everything beyond the length of Zhe’s own arm. He turned his head to try and listen for the sounds of anything nearby. It was like his head was wrapped in a thick blanket, muffling the sound. 
 
    Then, padding feet on the floor, running at high speed.  
 
    They were almost on top of him! 
 
    Zhe spun around just in time as something dove at him through the air. He crouched and put up his arms so that it barely missed tackling him and was instead sent skidding loudly along the floor. 
 
    With the soft scrape of hardened bone on leather, Zhe drew the curved bone swords on his back. He moved forward carefully, in the direction of where the creature had tumbled.  
 
    When it dove at him it seemed smaller, though he didn’t so much see it as feel the wind of its movement. He wondered how that could be possible. If he had been transported here by a magical clash with the chimera, then it could only be the beast that was there with him. 
 
    Moving with slow and deliberate steps, sliding his feet along the floor, Zhe’s body was tensed in preparation for another attack. He listened, but sounds seemed to disappear in this place in the same way light did.  
 
    Out of the corner of Zhe’s eye there was movement. He spun with both blades arcing towards it. The speed of their movement through the air created a sound almost like a whistle. 
 
    Then he saw what he was about to kill. 
 
    With great effort, Zhe directed the momentum of the blades away from the intended target. Zhe managed to stop them just before they struck the figure in front of him. 
 
    It was a woman, curled into a ball and arms raised to protect her head. She couldn’t have dodged and so she braced herself against the strike as best she could with her body. 
 
    The woman wore the bone armor of a Bone Mage. Her hair was black, pulled back tight into a bun on top of her head. She was fine-boned and looked to be made of only sinew and muscle.  
 
    At each side of her waist, she wore a two-ended sword. There was one point at each end with a sinew-wrapped grip in the middle. 
 
    “Freya,” Zhe whispered, recognizing the woman. 
 
    She looked up at him with eyes filled with fear and no comprehension. 
 
    “It is I, Zhe of Behari,” he said, then spoke his mage name. 
 
    She stared at him a long time, and then her eyes cleared as she blinked away the fog that had filled them.  
 
    “Zhe of Behari,” she said slowly, then shook her head. “Another dream. So many dreams.” 
 
    “Not a dream,” Zhe said. “Well, perhaps in this place.” 
 
    “Zhe of Behari,” she repeated. “You are dead with all the others. Only I and… live.” 
 
    “You and who?” 
 
    “Ashkon,” she said, the memory coming back to her. 
 
    “You were assigned to the southeast sector at the end of the war,” Zhe remembered. “In any case, I am not dead. Nor others from my company—Pierre, Antonio, Laura, Razor.” 
 
    “Razor,” Freya said, rolling the name over on her tongue several times. “The assassin without a name, gender, or origin. How could that be…” 
 
    “It’s a long story. We were told that all were dead but us, and Najashi made us pay a high price to spare our families.” 
 
    “And yourselves,” she said with a hint of scorn in her voice. 
 
    “I would have died without hesitation or remorse,” he replied simply, “but we could save our family with a sacrifice that didn’t include our oath or our honor. What happened to you and your coven?” 
 
    “We… it’s so blurry,” she said. “I’ve been sleeping, I think. My mind is…” 
 
    “Not sleeping, old comrade. We found you in the swamps on the north shore of Ashtar’s Stomach.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, hissing the final letters of the word. “We were sent by Najashi to eliminate the last of Arwe’s resistance in Sandfish, the haunted town. It was an ambush. They killed us all but Ashkon and me. We fled to the swamps. How long has it been?” 
 
    “More than sixteen years,” Zhe said quietly. “What happened to you?” 
 
    “We… Ashkon is a shapeshifter, and I am a summoner.” 
 
    “I remember, yes. You were a Lord of the Dead. Ashkon was a Skinwearer if I recall correctly.” 
 
    “That’s right, yes. Lord of the Dead. I could raise the dead in hell.” 
 
    “Freya, what happened? We found you in the swamp, turned into a chimera of human and crocodile. You’ve become monstrous.” 
 
    “We…we combined powers to survive. They hunted us day and night. Najashi, I mean.” 
 
    He sat down on the floor next to her. He understood now what had happened.  
 
    The powers of a Bone Mage could be combined in one person—as he had done in becoming a threefold Bone Mage. Two or more Bone Mages could also combine their powers to amplify their effect.  
 
    But it was considered unclean and dangerous. It could cause the two Bone Mages to, in effect, enchant each other with their combined powers. The results were unpredictable but such a combination gone wrong was inevitably horrible. To survive Najashi’s hunters, they had become monsters and couldn’t change back. 
 
    “I may be able to undo the spell that binds you both in your chimeric forms,” Zhe told her.  
 
    “No, we are doomed. Only a threefold Bone Mage can undo such a curse, and they are all dead.” 
 
    “I am such a Bone Mage,” he said.  
 
    “Why are you… after sixteen years. I don’t understand.” 
 
    “T’iru Midiri is in danger once again, and we have honored our oath to our people. You can join us, but I will need you to trust me and to end your attacks on my people. I need a finger bone to perform the spell. You will have to let me sever it from your hand.” 
 
    Freya slowly lifted her shaking hand and offered it to him.  
 
    Zhe shook his head.  
 
    “This is a magical sphere, and we are but projections here. We’re here because we’re fighting for control over the crocodiles in the swamp with competing summoning spells. You will have to return to the chimera’s body and freely give me your finger.” 
 
    Now Freya shook her head. 
 
    “In that body, I have no mind. I have slept for sixteen years, Zhe. If I return, I will do as I was doing before and will kill you.” 
 
    “I’m not so easy to kill—as you may recall,” Zhe joked. “And you are stronger of will than you remember. I saw it in the swamp, though I admit that I thought you entirely gone at first. But you retained an element of yourself.” 
 
    “You were seeing something that wasn’t there. I was empty.” 
 
    “If that were true then neither of us would be here right now,” Zhe said. “I will give you a magical gesture when we are back in the world to awaken your mind. It won’t have to be much, just enough for a moment of clarity. That’s all that I need.” 
 
    “I…I will try,” she told him. 
 
    Zhe showed her the magical gesture, which was an ancient movement that signified higher knowledge and was meant to awaken a more profound consciousness in the mind.  
 
    It was a simple and subtle motion, involving the thumb performing spiral patterns of touch against the other fingers. Done correctly by a mage it created a sound like that of a brass bowl. 
 
    Zhe stood and offered his hand, but she refused. 
 
    “If we stay here, I can be certain of my mind. Only here, though.” 
 
    “There is nothing here for either of us,” he told her. “And there are only two ways out of a magical sphere. Either we leave together voluntarily, or I must kill you. And, as you know…” 
 
    “...the soul that dies inside a magical sphere dissolves to dust and never crosses the river of fire to the underworld,” she finished. 
 
    “There will be no eternal banquet with A’tiniti, which is the honor owed to every Bone Mage who has kept their oath.” 
 
    “I cannot, Zhe…” 
 
    “Either you will die here in this way, or we will kill you in the swamp,” he told her. “Returning gives you a chance.” 
 
    “You must promise me that you will not permit me to live as a beast. You will kill me, even if it means hunting me into the depths of that wretched swamp.” 
 
    Zhe nodded and offered his hand once again. 
 
    “I promise you that you will be released from your chimeric form one way or another. Both of you.” 
 
    As she reached out and their hands touched, the dark world of the magical sphere disappeared. 
 
    They were back in the swamp, and the great chimeric beast loomed over him once again. No time had passed while he was in the magical sphere. 
 
    The Freya chimera remained wounded, with one eye gone and an arrow wound near its throat. But as the beast roared in rage, it was clear that these injuries were nowhere near enough to bring the chimera down. 
 
    Beside Zhe, Raquel had nocked another arrow and drawn the string. He put out his hand and gently lowered the bow. 
 
    “But…” 
 
    Zhe put a finger to his lips, and she went silent. Raquel had learned to trust in Zhe, knowing that he would explain later when the moment of danger had passed. She eased the arrow back into a neutral position and stepped back behind him. 
 
    From the other side of the island, Zhe could hear the battle between Razor and Toro with the chimeric beast who was once Ashkon the Skinwearer. He was attacking them relentlessly, and they were fending him off, delivering a growing number of wounds. 
 
    Zhe could do nothing for them at that moment.  
 
    Stepping into the water and placing himself in front of the massive beast, Zhe raised his left hand. He swirled each of his fingers across his thumb in a complex series of patterns.  
 
    After a moment, the chime of a bell emanated from his hand.  
 
    The roaring, attacking beast stopped and cocked its head. It stood, mouth full of jagged teeth hanging open as it blinked, eyeing Zhe. It was frozen to the spot, the only evidence of it being conscious was the sound of a low, whining growl that came from its chest. 
 
    Zhe approached the chimera and held out his left hand to it. In his right hand, he held a bone dagger drawn from his belt. Its arm shaking badly, the beast offered its human-looking hand to Zhe as it hung limply from its wrist. 
 
    Without breaking eye contact, Zhe took hold of the hand. His right hand swiped quickly and struck impossibly fast. With his left hand, Zhe caught the pinky finger as it fell towards the turbid water. 
 
    He leapt back. 
 
    The beast retook control of the chimera from the spark of consciousness that had briefly held sway. It howled in a bestial fury, yanking back its hand from him.  
 
    “Aim for the leg!” Zhe shouted over his shoulder. 
 
    Raquel reacted, drawing the bow and releasing the arrow in one smooth motion. It sank deep into the thigh of the monster, which staggered backward and fell into the water. 
 
    Zhe knew he wouldn’t have long. He dropped the finger into one of the pouches that he kept at his belt, along with a pair of the grinding bones that he had used with the giant squid. As he crushed the finger to a pulp in this way, he took out the crocodile wand and commanded the beasts to attack once again. 
 
    The crocodiles threw themselves onto the beast that contained Freya, forcing the chimera to fight them and not Zhe. 
 
    With the Freya chimera occupied, Zhe crouched down to work on the incantation and wand. His hands moved fast and sure as he grabbed herbs, minerals, and phials of liquids from his belt. These were added in quantities that he knew by heart without measurement. 
 
    In moments, Zhe had sculpted a short wand that had a handle and an end that was the shape of a blade.  
 
    A dead crocodile smacked into a tree beside him. Freya was gaining the upper hand on the swarm of crocodiles.  
 
    As he watched the battle, he sharpened the newly created wand-blade on a whetstone from another pouch. After dozens of passes on both sides, he tested it on his forearm. It sliced his skin easily, causing a rivulet of blood to pour off his skin.  
 
    Without pausing, he rushed into the water to where the Freya chimera was raising itself fully upright once more. It held a struggling crocodile in its enormous jaws and claws. With a roar, the creature tore the crocodile in half.  
 
    It flung its remains aside and turned towards Zhe.  
 
    But Zhe was already in the air, and the chimera was unprepared. He landed on the creature’s chest and plunged the wand blade into the chimera up to the hilt with both hands.  
 
    The creature grabbed at Zhe and tried to pull him off, but he refused to release his grip on the blade. It clawed at him, scraping his armor. Jaws snapped at Zhe, but he was beneath its reach. The creature flailed desperately, attempting to throw him off. It threw itself into the water, attempting to drown Zhe.  
 
    He didn’t let go. He would not let go. He would not abandon her. 
 
    All the while that the chimera fought him, Zhe was reciting the incantation. It was not one that he had great familiarity with, though he had to learn it as part of his training. But there were so few threefold Bone Mages that it was assumed that if a mage was to achieve that level of power they would train again in those incantations. His master had only dealt with the lesson cursorily, and the finer details of the incantation had been forgotten. 
 
    Over and over, he repeated the ancient words, slightly altering their order, their rhythm, and their intonation. 
 
    Nothing seemed to be happening, and he was drowning.  
 
    He couldn’t even use his wedding band to call upon Osun for the ability to breathe underwater. That would mean releasing the wand blade, which would cause the spell to fail and the chimera to almost certainly kill him. 
 
    As the darkness closed in on Zhe, his lungs burning to be filled with fresh air, he felt the moment in which his magic synchronized with its task. The blade heated up and changed color, becoming a fierce and pulsing red.  
 
    The Freya chimera thrashed once more, sending Zhe flying through the air. He splashed into the water and struggled back up to his feet, reaching for the blades on his back.  
 
    The chimera was on its knees in front of him. The crocodile limbs flailed at the air, with the forelegs trying to reach the wand blade. As it thrashed against itself, the beast let out a sad, gargling cry. The blade in its chest continued to glow, and steam rose from the wound. 
 
    The human hands reached the blade before those of the crocodile monster. They grabbed it and yanked it downwards, slicing open the chest and then the abdomen of the beast. It howled in agony and coughed up dark blood. 
 
    Sliding the blade down further, the creature’s guts and offal spilled out into the murky waters of the swamp, staining them. The hands gripped the wound, pulling it apart, and from inside the chimera beast, a head appeared.  
 
    It was Freya.  
 
    She pushed herself forward like a child being born from the entrails of a monster. As her shoulders slid out through the wound, her arms disappeared back into the abdomen out of which they had grown. With writhing and struggling, her whole body was slowly emerging. 
 
    The crocodile monster twitched and fell over into the water, taking Freya under with her.  
 
    Zhe rushed forward, sheathing his blades. Upon reaching her, he grabbed her under the arms and pulled her out and upright. She was naked and covered in gore but seemed to be largely unharmed. Nor, strangely, had she even aged since the last time that he had seen her. 
 
    Putting her arm over his shoulder, Zhe helped Freya back to the island where Raquel and the others still battled the chimeric Ashkon. He tried to help her to sit with her back against the tree and rest, but she refused, staggering to the other side of the small island. 
 
    “Ashkon!” she shouted at the beast, then used his mage name. “Steel Marrow! Stop! They can free you from the body of that monster!” 
 
    Ashkon was completely unresponsive.  
 
    Looking at the beast’s eyes, Zhe saw no spark of intelligence or recognition. 
 
    The others glanced back and saw naked, blood and gore-soaked Freya standing there. They were shocked but too busy surviving to ask questions. 
 
    “Let us help you, Ashkon!” Freya shouted again. 
 
    Still, the monster continued its rampage without pause. It swung one mighty claw that caught Razor off guard, sending them flying into the muck with a deep gouge across their face and neck.  
 
    Zhe once again unsheathed his blades and moved towards the beast. Freya snatched one of the blades out of his hand and stepped forward. In her other hand, she held her crocodile wand. 
 
    Raising the wand and loudly singing the incantation, Freya moved forward. The waters of the swamp churned with the crocodiles that gathered in large numbers. They swarmed the chimera, which roared and tossed them aside as one after another lunged at it.  
 
    Raquel drew her bow and took aim, but, once again, Zhe put out a hand to lower it. 
 
    “It’s hers to finish,” he said and turned back to Freya. 
 
    The naked warrior-mage rushed the chimera as it turned towards her. She thrust Zhe’s bone sword under the creature’s ribs and up into its heart. The monster raised a hand to strike at Freya, but she twisted and thrust the blade again, bringing it to its knees. The arm fell limply away. 
 
    For a moment, the woman and the creature were eye to eye, both panting in effort and in pain. Blood dripped from the chimera’s mouth. 
 
    Zhe approached just in case it found the strength to deliver another blow. He noticed then that the eyes of the creature had changed. They were clear and intelligent.  
 
    The creature struggled to lift one of its human arms and stroked Freya’s cheek with the back of its hand. 
 
    She let out a moan of sorrow and leaned into the monster’s caress. Then the creature collapsed to the side with a final exhale and expired in the muddy waters of the swamp. 
 
    Stepping forward, Zhe took a pair of bone blades from his belt and slit the monster along the length of its abdomen. He reached into the gore and found the dead Bone Mage encased within.  
 
    With Freya’s help, they dragged the body of Ashkon out of the chimera. He too looked like he hadn’t aged a day since the Shade War.  
 
    They carried his body to the island and laid him out there. Zhe gave Freya one of the empty, hemp pouches on his belt. She dipped it in the filthy water and used it to clean her dead comrade’s body of mud and gore. 
 
    Zhe left Freya to check on Razor who sat under a tree nearby. Toro was stitching the long wound that stretched from jawline to shoulder. 
 
    “That will be a nice scar,” Zhe said.  
 
    “Well-earned,” Razor replied. 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “What of the empty shells of those beasts?” Toro asked. “Don’t tell me we fought them for nothing, and Razor almost lost their ugly face to it.” 
 
    “It’s true that it’s not usual, but they are, nonetheless, dead and slain by us,” Zhe replied. “They have bones; we can claim them by right.” 
 
    “Her?” Raquel asked and nodded towards Freya, who was still cleaning the body of Ashkon. “How will she feel about it?” 
 
    “She is a Bone Mage,” Zhe said simply. 
 
    “Tell me we don’t have to return to A’tiniti in the underworld again with Freya,” Toro groaned. “The last time was a little much. I’d prefer if we got the war started.” 
 
    “We make such a trip unnecessary,” Razor said as they stroked their scar, obviously happy with it. 
 
    “Razor is right,” Zhe replied. “We’ve received his blessing. We can anoint Freya and accept her blood sacrifice on behalf of A’tiniti. He will accept it because we are at war.” 
 
    Toro finished sewing up Razor’s face with his tendon thread and wiped the blood away. 
 
    “Still ugly but at least more interesting to look at,” he told Razor and laughed. 
 
    “Let’s drag the beast’s shells to the island. We can extract the bones and put them in the boat. Then we should return.” 
 
    Although the sun was hidden by the heavy foliage of trees and moss, the shift in the deepening hues of green were sure marks of evening’s approach. 
 
    “And the crocodiles?” Razor asked. 
 
    Scattered in the swamp nearby lay two dozen dead crocodiles in various states of destruction after their battle with the chimeras. More were arriving as the blood of the dead brought out every flesh-eating creature nearby. 
 
    “Butcher some for food, but we cannot use their bones,” Zhe told them. “They died in our service and under our summoning.” 
 
    It took some time to maneuver the massive bodies of the chimera shells onto the floating island, but then the experienced Bone Mages made quick work of them. Raquel worked more slowly, but with Zhe’s help, she was getting faster.  
 
    Not having to work on a human corpse made the work easier for Raquel. She felt no emotional connection to the beast nor residual guilt for killing one of her own.  
 
    While Raquel and Zhe finished with the chimera shell that had encased Freya, Toro and Razor butchered several crocodiles and tossed the meat into their tender. When they were all done, they carried Ashkon’s body into the tender and helped Freya climb in as well.  
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss,” Raquel said to Freya when they were back in the boat and sailing out towards the lake once again. 
 
    “Thank you,” Freya said.  
 
    Lacking any blankets or extra clothing, she was wrapped in the skin of her chimera, layered over top of moss from the trees. Zhe had taken the time to skin the massive shell to keep the naked Bone Mage warm for the journey back. It was unpleasant, but there were few options. 
 
    Zhe also wrapped the hand from which he had severed the finger and the thigh that Freya had shot with an arrow.  
 
    “We were more than comrades,” Freya said as she stroked her dead comrade’s brow. “But it is better that he was set free to join A’tiniti’s banquet with the rest of the Bone Mage cohort than to suffer further as a mindless beast.” 
 
    “I will be glad to meet Ashkon there when it’s my turn,” Toro said as he rowed with his thick arms. “He was good with a joke, unlike most of the blasted Bone Mages. Bunch of sour-faced turds, we are. Not you, Raquel. You’re a breath of fresh air.” 
 
    “How long have you been a Bone Mage, child?” Freya asked Raquel.  
 
    “It has been more than a full moon cycle since we met with A’tiniti in the underworld,” she replied. 
 
    Freya laughed at Raquel’s reply and turned to Zhe. 
 
    “You recruited a Forest Mage for our order, did you?” 
 
    Raquel looked confused. 
 
    “How did you know…” 
 
    “You counted time by the moon cycle,” Zhe replied. “A Bone Mage counts by the rise and setting of the sun.” 
 
    “And so, we have come to this, have we?” Freya said. 
 
    “You say that like my background as a Forest Mage brings discredit upon the Bone Mages,” Raquel snapped. 
 
    “She is talented and learns quickly. Her magical background differs from our tradition but is a strong foundation. And she saved me from your chimera with a pair of well-placed arrows, which means that she saved you as well,” Zhe added. 
 
    It wasn’t quite true, but he felt defensive about Raquel. She was dedicated, loyal, and intelligent. She also looked to Zhe as her teacher and protector. And he saw in her a kind of surrogate daughter. 
 
    Freya laughed again and put a hand on Raquel’s arm. 
 
    “My apologies, child. I appreciate your work in freeing me, honestly, I do. I am just pushing on Zhe to see if he is still the man who takes in strays and defends them with his life,” Freya said. “I see that he is. Not that I judge him harshly for that. Toro was also one of Zhe’s strays, and here he is, alive and as strong as an ox. Still a fine warrior-mage, too, undoubtedly.” 
 
    Raquel looked to Toro, who didn’t respond other than to grunt and keep rowing. Zhe also let Freya’s comments lie without adding anything further. 
 
    The rest of the journey back to the bone ship was mostly in silence. Zhe gazed back towards the swamp they had left behind.  
 
    The sun was beginning to set in the east and had turned the sky red, which reflected on the water and the trees. It cast the swamp in a blood-soaked light. Haunting though it was, Zhe found it oddly beautiful. 
 
    The whole way, Freya held Ashkon’s head in her lap, stroking his hair and rocking back and forth.  
 
    Zhe glanced over at her repeatedly. He felt bad for her and what they had endured—what they had all endured—as a result of Najashi’s paranoia and power greed.  
 
    But something also didn’t feel right, and he couldn’t figure out what it was.  
 
     Arriving back at the bone ship, Zhe and Toro connected the winch rope to the tender. They raised the boat up to the main deck where Bone Claw and Garotte were waiting for them. When they saw Freya and the body of Ashkon, their mouths fell open. 
 
     “A’tiniti’s anus,” Bone Claw cursed. “What dark magic is this?” 
 
    “May I present the monsters of Ashtar’s swamp,” Razor said with a flourish as they stepped from the boat to the deck. 
 
    “I thought you were dead,” Garotte said, “and the world was better for it.” 
 
    “Easy,” Zhe intervened. “They were trapped in chimeras, and we freed Freya. Ashkon was too far gone. We will prepare a Bone Mage ceremony to send Ashkon to the underworld.” 
 
    “And then we’ll leave her at the next town,” Garotte finished.  
 
    “It’s good to see you too, Laura,” Freya said and then turned to Zhe. “You invited me to join your mission to free our people. But if your coven has objections…” 
 
    “They don’t have objections,” Zhe replied and shot Garotte a look. “They have concerns based on certain incidents from the Shade War, sixteen years ago.” 
 
    “May I ask what those incidents were?” Raquel asked. “So that I can be part of the conversation.” 
 
    “Her coven was the personal guard of Najashi,” Garotte replied. “They were rumored to have eliminated any internal challengers to him.” 
 
    “It was war,” Freya said. “We did what we had to in order to win. Are you trying to tell me that your hands were clean? Anyway, we were betrayed by him just as you were.” 
 
    “Though I never liked Freya, I agree with her on this,” Toro said. “These are now different days and a different struggle. What matters is that we are committed to driving out the occupiers.” 
 
    “Did she betray any Bone Mages? Or the Bone Mage oath?” Raquel asked. 
 
    Zhe smiled. He appreciated that Raquel had no baggage from those days and was very practical in her ways. 
 
    “Those are the questions—the only questions—that should concern us,” Zhe agreed. 
 
    “I swear by A’tiniti that we maintained the faith to our oath and our loyalty to the Bone Mage Order,” Freya replied. “These are all debates from so long ago.” 
 
    “Not for you, technically speaking,” Razor replied. “You have been asleep for sixteen years inside the belly of a monster. You haven’t even aged. For you, this all happened yesterday.” 
 
    “And I am not the one revisiting the events. It is Laura, for whom it has been sixteen years. Yes, for me the betrayal was yesterday, but not for the world. It has moved on without me. I feel the acuteness as though it all just happened; the betrayal, my own parents’ almost certain death, and my children, raised as orphans, won’t remember me. I had to kill my own lover only hours ago. In these past sixteen years have you lost your humanity?” 
 
    “Our naivety,” Bone Claw responded. “I lived sixteen years without hands. Laura was sixteen years without a face. Antonio was deaf and mute, Razor was blind, and Zhe was crippled. Your pain may have the intensity of being new. Ours has the deep roots of long-suffering.” 
 
    “I think that it is time to end this conversation,” Zhe said. “It is right and good, if painful, for us to revisit the past. There are many lessons to be learned. But there is too much heat now, and it is time to think and to digest this heavy meal of memories.” 
 
    “And shit it out,” Toro added. 
 
    “I think that maybe takes the metaphor one step too far,” Razor disagreed. “We need to be able to see this in the light of clear analysis and understanding to be able to better destroy our enemies and not each other.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Zhe said. “Raquel, can you show Freya below deck and find her some clothing? We will prepare the main deck for the funeral ceremony for Ashkon.” 
 
    Raquel took Freya to find a place to sleep. Luckily, Zhe thought, the ship had plenty of space given that her crew were skeletons that didn’t need to sleep and the Bone Mages were so few.  
 
    Best she had some distance from the others for now. In time, they would come to accept her.  
 
    For Zhe, her arrival was obviously just as great a surprise as it was for the others. And he also remembered well those days and the ruthless efficiency of the elite personal guard of Najashi, of which Freya was the commander. 
 
    But for all that, he viewed her as an asset. Not only was she a fierce warrior, but few also knew Najashi as well as she would. And for her, it was, indeed, only yesterday.  
 
    She would remember his habits, quirks, and vanities clearly, without the inevitable haze of time. That would serve them well when they arrived at Meder and needed to negotiate with him. 
 
    No, he didn’t trust Freya, but, for the moment, that wasn’t important. She was just one, and they were six.  
 
    And she was indebted to him for her life. That was enough—or, at least, he hoped so. 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    The first conflict between Zhe’s people and Freya occurred over Ashkon’s funeral. Freya wanted to cremate him in the ship’s tender, according to the traditions of the Bone Mages. But there was unanimous opposition to the idea, the tender being their only boat in case they needed to escape the bone ship on the open water. 
 
    It very nearly came to blows and almost worse as Bone Claw reached for his rapier in the midst of a shouting match. Freya herself had no weapons, her armor and sword long since lost in the depths of the swamp.  
 
    Zhe put a hand on Bone Claw’s and pushed the rapier back into its sheath. Freya, who was screaming at Garotte, who was also screaming, didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    Having managed to calm everyone, Zhe directed them to wrap Ashkon’s body after Freya had the chance to remove the Key Bones in a Bone Mage ritual. 
 
    “What are Key Bones?” Raquel asked quietly after Freya had stormed off. 
 
    “We not only use bones of the dead—and sometimes living—in our magic. Magical ether is also channeled through our bones,” Zhe replied. “We chant, sing, play instruments and so on as part of our incantations because it vibrates our bones in certain special ways that allow them to act like a lens for magical ether.” 
 
    “And certain bones are the ether entry point,” Raquel concluded. 
 
    “Yes,” Zhe replied. “A tiny bone in the ear is one. The base of the mid-rib bone, which joins our ribs together in our chest, is another. A third is our pelvis. Some also say the heel of the foot as well, but not everyone agrees on this.” 
 
    As they were speaking, Freya was performing the ritual on their table on the main deck. The other four stood in a circle around her and the body, chanting a Bone Mage mourning hymn.  
 
    When the Key Bones were removed, they, all together, wrapped the body with muslin cloth in a dance that resembled the dance and wrapping of the maypole in fabric. Soon, the remains of Ashkon were cocooned.  
 
    Zhe, meanwhile, had gone off to the side and called upon his friends the crows. Soon they arrived in their hundreds.  
 
    Each of them brought a stick or two, which they laid on the deck before Zhe. Then they bowed, which Zhe returned, and took off once again. Soon their offerings built into a large pile of sticks of various lengths and sizes, as well as long grasses, shells, shiny stones, and even fur. 
 
    As the last of the crows flew off, Zhe twisted and braided the gifts they had brought. Raquel, understanding what it was that he was doing, joined him on the deck and also braided the materials. Her hands moved quickly, quicker even than Zhe. 
 
    “You’re fast,” Zhe said, watching Raquel. 
 
    “Forest magic includes a lot of binding ceremonies. Most of my apprenticeship was braiding one thing or another—herbs, flowers, sticks, hair, and fur.” 
 
    The funeral ceremony went on for hours and only came to a conclusion at nightfall. By then, Zhe and Raquel had created a kind of raft somewhat larger than an adult human. It was tightly woven and surprisingly beautiful, including as it did the shiny objects and shells that some of the crows had brought. 
 
    They carried it to the main deck where the others were finishing their prayers. The ship had already entered the Reaching River and was moving away from Ashtar’s Stomach, towards Squid Lake and Meder. After the open waters of the great lake, the wide river felt like a long narrow hallway lined with tall trees. 
 
    “What is that?” Freya asked as they approached. 
 
    “A funeral barge,” Zhe replied. “Ashkon can have full Bone Mage honors as he begins his journey to A’tiniti’s Banquet.” 
 
    Freya bowed her head to the two of them. 
 
    “Thank you. You bring honor to the Bone Mages,” she told them and turned to the others. “You all do.” 
 
    They placed Ashkon in the tender and lowered it, along with the funeral barge they had made. Zhe helped Freya lower the barge in the water and then Ashkon on top of it. Raquel joined them as she had a Forest Mage’s fire-starting spell.  
 
    Soon, Ashkon drifted downstream, back towards Ashtar’s Stomach. It was nighttime, and the funeral barge burned brightly, growing smaller until it was little more than a star that hung low on the horizon.  
 
    As the burning barge disappeared, Freya keened for the loss of her love. Listening to her song, Zhe felt a return of the pain he had felt when he had to cremate his son, Isaac.  
 
    It rushed back to him, the sound of the crackling wood, the acrid smoke…the anger. 
 
    When the fire had faded completely from view, they returned to the bone ship. They were greeted with the traditional embraces of Bone Mages to others who were in mourning. It was the closing act of the funeral ritual. 
 
    Zhe’s innovation with the crows and the barge made from woven twigs had won peace on the bone ship. It endured the days that it took to travel against the current upstream towards Meder. 
 
    They finally arrived at the mouth of the river that led into Squid Lake. It was still early dawn with the watery light on the horizon but no sun visible in the west. In the far distance across the lake, they could see the silhouette of several wisps of smoke rising.  
 
    Zhe knew the plumes were rising from Meder. The character of the wisps suggested that it was the last of the fires that was burning out.  
 
    It meant that Malgent had not yet brought up more artillery, at least not the burning iron catapult shot that exploded with fire. But it also meant that the city had been burning for a week as a result of the attack the night that Zhe had sunk the two iron ships. 
 
    That fires could burn so long meant the damage was severe.  
 
    It also suggested that Najashi’s administration, in his own capital city, was more incompetent than Zhe had feared.  
 
    They continued across the lake all that day and into the night, staying close to the southern shore. There were two rivers that began on the southern shore of Squid Lake, which would provide a means of escape if they ran into trouble.  
 
    One of those rivers led directly to the south and to Ashtar City. If Malgent were sending more forces to besiege Meder, they would also be better situated to spot them from the mouth of that river, which was called Dangling Arm. The south side of Meder also had docks for the trade of goods and delivery of taxes to the capital. 
 
    They saw nothing on the water the entire day. The iron ships famously produced large, black clouds of smoke from their infernal fire machines that helped to propel the heavy things. There was no evidence of that either, though they could be seen from far away and it was a clear day. 
 
    When they reached the mouth of the Dangling Arm River, they dropped anchor for the night. It was a perfect place to view all sides in case of attack.  
 
    It also allowed them to see the siege camp on the flood plains around the road that led to the southern gate of the city. Nighttime was a perfect opportunity to get a sense of the scope of Malgent’s siege of Meder. 
 
    With the coming of night, the fires in the camp were lit. There were also rows of torches to guide people moving through the camp. It defined the boundaries and made the size of the camp clear.  
 
    “Less than a thousand,” Toro said after coming down from high up in the crow’s nest.  
 
    “That explains the lack of an assault on the city and why they’ve got fires lit,” Zhe said. “It’s a waiting game and no one is attacking anyone else at this point. They can afford to stay close to the city walls with their camp lit up.” 
 
    “Why would they send so few?” Raquel asked. 
 
    “Just pinning them down inside the city,” Toro replied.  
 
    “I agree,” Zhe said. “The main army is probably still preoccupied with taking Behari. They might even still be tied up suppressing residual resistance in Ashtar. This is just a holding force to keep Meder out of the fight.” 
 
    “If Najashi had any balls, he’d march out and wipe them out, then march on Ashtar with the bodies of the Malgent troops on the end of sticks,” Bone Claw said as he polished his new, almost completed armor. 
 
    “It’s damned if you do and damned if you don’t for Najashi,” Freya said. “If he marches out, he might be able to do what you say, but then Meder is vulnerable from the Malgent garrison in Behari. If he marches on Behari, it’s the same problem from the direction of Ashtar.” 
 
    “Still covering for your former lord,” Garotte muttered.  
 
    “It’s called being realistic. I’m not a sad little fantasist like our premiere battle kitten here,” Freya said and nodded her chin towards a scowling Garotte. “Najashi always intended to eliminate most of the standing army in the kingdom and not build a new one. He never hid that. He didn’t want a mass of disgruntled warriors turning on him if things went badly—as happened to Arwe. From what you tell me, the attack by Malgent happened so quickly that he wouldn’t have had a chance to raise an army in defense. He has little more than a palace guard.”  
 
    “Much as I hate to admit it, because I dislike Freya quite intensely,” Razor said, “she has a point. After Najashi eliminated the Bone Mages, he discharged most of his army. To send out what little he has onto an open battlefield would be foolish.” 
 
    “Better to hold them back for street-by-street fighting,” Bone Claw agreed. “Or as a deterrent, in case Malgent wants to avoid big losses.” 
 
    “Regardless,” Zhe said. “It works in our favor since Malgent have reached the same conclusion that Najashi won’t send out his troops to fight. That’s why they’ve only sent a token force. We can dispose of them without Najashi’s help.” 
 
    “And make ourselves the saviors of Meder,” Toro added. “That will come in handy.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Zhe said. “I think that we ought to attack tonight. We haven’t been spotted thus far, but when the sun rises, that could change from any number of directions.” 
 
    “I’m happy to try out my new armor,” Bone Claw said. “And the opportunity to channel that snow spider that we killed up in the mountains on our way to the Birth Monastery.” 
 
    “Should I summon the spirits of the heroes of time gone by?” Toro asked. 
 
    “No, I don’t think so,” Zhe said and shook his head. “We will only have one chance to summon them; one task that we can give them. I have something more impactful in mind.” 
 
    They discussed their plan of attack, and then each of them went off to prepare and arm themselves. Zhe pulled aside Garotte after the others had left as both of their armor was hung in the captain’s quarters. 
 
    “I want you to team up with Freya for this fight,” Zhe said. “She doesn’t have armor and only has close combat weapons. I don’t want her getting killed.” 
 
    Garotte scowled at him and spat on the deck. 
 
    “Not happening, Zhe. I hate that swamp crawler.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a request. We can’t afford to lose someone already. And you two need to bury the hatchet.” 
 
    “You’re pulling rank on me?” 
 
    “If I have to,” he said. “But more importantly, you know I’m right. I don’t care what you feel about her personally. We’re on the same side, and you need to learn to act like that’s the case or you’ll put us all in danger.” 
 
    “You going to have this little conversation with her as well?” 
 
    “I don’t need to. She’s reacting to you, not the other way around. Her reactions are defensive.” 
 
    “And Razor? They haven’t exactly been warm.” 
 
    “When has Razor been warm?” Zhe laughed. “When Razor says something cold or even murderous, everyone who matters knows that’s who Razor is. You’re different. It’s not the same thing and you know it.” 
 
    “Fine!” Garotte snapped and made her way towards the door. 
 
    “There’s one more thing,” Zhe said before she could leave. 
 
    She spun on him, arms crossed, closed off. 
 
    “I want you to create a whirlwind during the fight.” 
 
    “What?” Garotte said, her eyes wide. “That’s beyond my level and you know it. It’ll get me killed.” 
 
    “Freya will have your back,” he replied. “It’s time you leveled up. You’re ready to be a Windmaker, and this is the battle to do it. Trust me.” 
 
    Garotte worked her mouth, but nothing came out. She finally gave up, spun on her heels, and stormed out through the door and back down to the main deck. She was acting as though he had dressed her down, but he knew it was just because she was afraid.  
 
    He also knew that she would be able to do it.  
 
    Returning to the main deck, he found everyone ready to make the trip to shore and to battle. Toro, Razor, Raquel, and Freya didn’t have bone armor, although the first three had armor made of leather.  
 
    Raquel’s armor was charmed Forest Mage armor. That wouldn’t provide her any protection if she was hit, but it did make hitting her much harder. To an attacker, she would always appear slightly to the right or left of where she actually was. It was magic both simple and effective. 
 
    Freya was offered some bits of surplus leather armor that had made its way aboard the bone ship. She refused and intended to fight in the nude. 
 
    “A warrior in mismatched rags looks like an amateur and an easy target,” she said as she painted patterns on herself with charcoal, fruit juice, and blood. “A painted, naked warrior inspires the fear of a mighty berserker.” 
 
    Zhe glanced over towards Garotte. Her face was completely blank, and he resisted smiling, knowing that she was struggling not to roll her eyes.  
 
    He appreciated the effort she was making to avoid conflict. He also knew from personal experience during the Shade War that Garotte would be impressed with Freya’s fighting abilities. Even if she was on the dramatic side. 
 
    They climbed into the tender and lowered it into the water, then Toro rowed them with the current, down the Dangling Arm River. When the Malgent camp was almost invisible, he took them to shore, where they climbed out and then pulled in their boat.  
 
    Once on land, everyone who hadn’t been able to perform their incantations in the boat went off a short distance to do so while those who had kept guard to protect them. 
 
    Zhe summoned the crows, and when they had gathered in sufficient numbers, he rose into the air. Raquel joined him as Zhe directed the crows to bring her with them. He had considered leaving her on the ground to fight alongside Toro because his massive size could help protect her.  
 
    However, in the end, Zhe felt more secure keeping Raquel some distance away from the hand-to-hand combat. She was good with a bow and arrow and could both provide covering fire for the others and target any dragon riders that might be in the camp. Zhe could also keep a close eye on her. 
 
    Down on the ground, Bone Claw scurried off on his own. He had completed his incantation using the exoskeleton dust from the snow spider. He still looked like Pierre but crawled with a spider’s gait. He would also be channeling some of the spider’s powers, but which ones remained to be seen. 
 
    Razor hadn’t told anyone their plans, just that they would be very useful to the battle. Likely, they had kept their plans to themselves because Razor knew that Freya wouldn’t be happy.  
 
    Before their eyes, Razor morphed into the massive form of the crocodile human chimera. Just their presence would likely terrify the Malgent soldiers. 
 
    Seeing Razor shapeshift into a being that was itself the product of a partial transformation by another shapeshifter surprised Zhe. He didn’t know such a thing was possible, but if anyone could figure out the incantation to do such twisted magic, it was Razor. 
 
    Zhe couldn’t see Freya’s face, to see Razor wearing the skin of her dead lover as it were. But if she was feeling anything, her actions didn’t show it.  
 
    She stood naked and painted under the moon and slipped on the claws salvaged from her former chimeric shell. She did indeed look like a frightening berserker with long, razor-sharp claws for hands. 
 
    Besides what she wore, or didn’t, Freya prepared herself for battle by huffing and growling. She pounded on her chest and stomped her feet on the ground, sometimes crouching and flashing her teeth. 
 
    Garotte stood silently near Freya, not drawing attention to herself with any pre-battle performance to work up her fighting spirit. But she was preparing herself, slowly swinging her bone whip back and forth like a cat preparing to pounce on a bird. Zhe was certain that she would be reciting an incantation in her head to empower the whip. 
 
    Toro stood with his battle hammer on his back, the enormous and deadly knob of the monstrous joint sticking upwards. In front of him, hanging at his waist, were a series of drums with crocodile skin stretched over them. He had not yet begun his incantation because once he did, the entire Malgent garrison would know that war was coming to them. 
 
    Near Zhe, Raquel floated in the air, under the wings of crows. She carried her bow in her hands and had already nocked an arrow. As a summoner, she already had the skills of a Friend of the Forest.  
 
    Zhe made a note to himself that when this battle was done, he would teach her to summon larger creatures and rise to the level of Beast Gatherer. 
 
    Zhe whistled the signal, and they marched northwards towards the camp. 
 
    Soon they were on a low rise overlooking the camp, though they were still invisible to the sentries that undoubtedly patrolled the perimeter.  
 
    Zhe and Raquel landed next to the others. 
 
    “We should rush them from this side and cause panic as they’re pressed against the city walls,” Zhe said. “But we don’t want to trap them. Then they’ll fight to the death. Once they are panicking, we give them an escape route and drive them back south towards Ashtar.” 
 
    With the plan agreed upon, Zhe and Raquel lifted once again into the air. When they were several lengths above the others, everyone moved forward.  
 
    It wasn’t long before they encountered a patrol.  
 
    Freya dealt with the three soldiers before they could even shout out a warning to the others. But encountering soldiers was the signal for the attack to begin in earnest, and the first part of that was Toro’s incantation. 
 
    “Cover your ears,” Zhe said to Raquel who hovered in the air beside him. 
 
    “And you?” she said when Zhe didn’t do the same—nor the others below. 
 
    “I haven’t trained you yet in blocking out the sound that’s about to come. Once he begins you will be able to unblock your ears, but the first few moments are… intense.” 
 
    Raquel had barely pressed her hands over her ears when Toro began pounding his drums. The sound was that of a thousand war drums. The ground shook, and Zhe could feel the pressure of the pounding in his chest and stomach. 
 
    Shouting sounded in the camp of the soldiers, and more torches were lit. Zhe could see soldiers running to and fro, just awoken and trying to form up for a surprise attack. 
 
    Then the spirit crocodiles arrived. 
 
    There were more than a dozen of them. They were transparent, and they glowed as they flew through the air, hunting. The first one reached a squad of soldiers who were running towards the sound of the drums.  
 
    The crocodile passed through them without slowing, but as it emerged from the other side of their bodies, the crocodile took blood and organs with it. Men screamed and dropped. 
 
    With the incantation in motion, the team rushed into the camp. 
 
    Razor, in the form of the massive crocodile-human chimera, took the lead as their massive legs and body gave them great speed. They ran into the main cluster of the tents and began tearing apart soldiers and tents indiscriminately, causing panic. Razor showed no mercy, tearing men in half and tossing them aside. 
 
    Garotte and Freya charged in the other direction, trying to flank the army from the side closest to the lake. Freya used the claws from the paws of her former chimera to slice soldiers open from their faces to their waists. Many were left gawking in surprise as the naked woman left them with their entrails hanging out. 
 
    Garotte cracked her whip repeatedly, decapitating soldiers all around her.  
 
    When they had cleared a path so that they were in the middle of a large group of soldiers, Garotte began to swing her whip in a wide circle above her head while Freya protected her back. The howl of the wind grew louder and louder.  
 
    Dust and dirt were pulled into the swirling winds, outlining the forming whirlwind.  
 
    Then tents were ripped off their stakes. Soon, soldiers were yanked into the maelstrom. They smashed against each other and the debris within the miniature tornado. Men shouted and screamed and then were knocked senseless or their heads were bashed in. 
 
    From the corner of his eye, Zhe saw movement in the air and spun around. It was the approach of a squad of dragon riders, at least six of them. They were barely visible in the overcast night, and only the glowing eyes of the dragons gave away their location.  
 
    Zhe signaled to Raquel, and the two of them headed in the direction of the dragons. 
 
    “I’ll occupy them, and you target them with your bow,” Zhe told her. 
 
    Raquel hung back as Zhe flew at speed towards the formation. In the darkness, and surrounded by a large murder of black crows, Zhe was all but invisible until the very last moment.  
 
    The moment of the dragon riders’ realization came when Zhe’s blade removed the head of the leading rider. The apparent commander of the squad slid off his seat, and for a moment, he dangled in the air by the safety rope that connected him to the dragon. 
 
    Then the dragon exploded in a fireball that consumed one of the other riders.  
 
    That dragon collapsed limply towards the ground, landing on a group of soldiers and tents before it too burst into a white-hot blaze. 
 
    The dragon riders turned hard, two going up and two diving steeply. They darted every which way to avoid the attack and regain control of the situation. As Zhe was deciding which dragon rider to target next, knowing that they would come back around, Raquel let loose with several arrows. 
 
    Two of her arrows missed. She was unused to flying and even more so trying to fire a bow and arrow while doing so. Her third arrow pierced the neck of one of the riders as they were coming about, with their dragon bellowing a column of flame.  
 
    The rider grabbed at the arrow and fell backward off their mount. They hung upside down by the safety rope as they grabbed at the arrow in their throat.  
 
    The dragon became confused by the pulling on the harness by the entangled rider. It angled sharply, dove, and smashed the injured rider against a group of soldiers, killing all of them. 
 
    As it smashed into the ground, the dragon tumbled end over end, sending flaming fragments of itself in every direction and igniting tents. 
 
    With three of the dragons destroyed, the other three turned hard towards the south. Raquel fired one more arrow that sunk in the shoulder of a rider. They slumped forward in their seat but continued to hold the reins and to fly off towards the far side of the battlefield. 
 
    At first, Zhe had thought they were fleeing, but then he realized the riders had decided instead to target the enemies on the ground and avoid fighting Raquel and himself.  
 
    He leaned forward, signaling to the crows to carry him forward. They moved swiftly over the battlefield. 
 
    Below, Zhe saw Bone Claw wreaking havoc on the soldiers. From the pores of his forearms, spider webbing poured out of his skin like water from a well pump. It coated everything in a sticky barrier that trapped dozens of soldiers.  
 
    Bone Claw climbed over tents, men, and horses like a cross between a monkey and a spider, his fingertips filled with venom. As he met soldiers in combat, he struck them once and left them paralyzed and twitching on the ground. Zhe could see their eyes wide with fear as they became powerless victims of panicked stampedes of other soldiers or the relentless onslaught of burning tents. 
 
    Zhe continued on his way and withdrew a bone dagger from his belt. He flung it at the rider whom Raquel had already wounded, finishing her off. She tumbled off the dragon, striking another dragon beneath her.  
 
    The dying rider’s safety rope coiled around the other dragon. As she died and her dragon exploded in flames, it collided with the other dragon. That rider had climbed out of their mount to cut the rope of the dying rider. 
 
    The explosion sent a fireball that enveloped the second rider, sending them flying into space. Their safety rope tangled around their leg as they tumbled. When their weight pulled the rope taut, it tore off the rider’s leg. They died immediately from the shock.  
 
    Their dragon fell to the earth in a flash of heat and light. 
 
    Zhe flew towards the final dragon rider, intent on finishing off the air battle with the army. As he approached them, Zhe could see that they wore elaborate and expensively decorated armor. She was a woman and wore a crown-like helmet.  
 
    The realization struck Zhe that the lead rider whom he had killed at the very start of the battle was not the commander at all. This was the commander and was, in fact, someone of great importance. 
 
    The commander now spun the dragon around. It blasted a column of fire at Zhe.  
 
    Although he dove to avoid the flames of the dragon, many of the birds that surrounded Zhe were destroyed. Zhe tumbled through the air towards the earth below.  
 
    Zhe took hold of the edges of his cape and caught the wind beneath it. It wasn’t enough to keep him flying, but it gave him enough control to dive towards the dragon rider.  
 
    The dragon rider had already turned her attention towards Raquel who was moving across the battlefield towards Zhe’s location. The rider didn’t see Zhe descending towards them and was surprised when Zhe struck the side of the dragon. 
 
    As the driver turned in their mount and drew her sword, Zhe used his bone daggers as grapplings. He stabbed them into the side of the dragon and pulled his body upwards, even as the rider tried to shake him off with wild twists, turns, and dips.  
 
    Reaching the top of the dragon, Zhe leapt to his feet, blades drawn. The rider leapt to her feet to meet him, her steps sure as if they weren’t in the skies on the swaying back of a dragon. 
 
    The rider faced Zhe, the reins of the dragon in one hand and a blade in the other. Her sword was long and slender and of obviously great craftsmanship. It was carved with ancient symbols along its length, and Zhe recognized the symbol for the House of Doveny.  
 
    The two faced each other, both measuring the other for an opening. 
 
    “What blasted demon do you worship, crow man?” the woman yelled over the sound of the wind. Her accent was aristocratic, confirming Zhe’s suspicions. 
 
    “I am Zhe of Behari of the Order of Bone Mages, servant of A’tiniti,” Zhe said. “And I am your death. And who are you?” 
 
    “I am Queen Diarmuid the 238th of the House of Doveny, Mistress of the Dragon Builders and Protector of the Realm,” Diarmuid said. “And I am your death.” 
 
    “Only one of us can be right,” Zhe replied. 
 
    Queen Diarmuid lunged at Zhe. He side-stepped her thrust. Before Zhe could recover, she spun around and struck him in the back of the neck with the hilt of her blade. He was thrown off balance but remained on the dragon. 
 
    Zhe replied with a sharp kidney punch and then sliced upwards, cutting open her previously flawless face. 
 
    Diarmuid stumbled backward, reaching up to touch the blood on her face. She looked at her fingers and smiled. 
 
    “First blood,” she said. “I suppose now that I should beg for mercy or make a poorly planned lunge as a final gambit.” 
 
    “Your course of action is not my concern.” 
 
    “The Bone Mages are despised here,” she said. “We heard the stories in Malgent of how you were hunted down, slaughtered like pigs. I’m honestly surprised to discover any of you alive, let alone fighting for Najashi, your mortal enemy.” 
 
    Zhe held his tongue. She was trying to distract him with talk. He continued to look for an opening, knowing her casual airs were part of her trap. He shifted slightly towards her weak side. 
 
    “You would be adored and treated as royalty in Malgent. We don’t despise the dark powers of necromancy in my kingdom. We honor it.” 
 
    Without waiting for him to reply, she yanked on the reins of the dragon. It turned sharply upwards, performing a loop in the air.  
 
    Zhe was thrown off its back.  
 
    As he fell, Zhe flung a dagger from his belt. He struck Diarmuid in the abdomen. She doubled over and dropped to one knee. 
 
    Twisting in the air to gain control of his fall, Zhe reached out a hand. Immediately, he felt Raquel’s hand taking his.  
 
    She didn’t have the strength to carry the weight of his body and his armor, but it was enough to slow his fall so that the crows around her could leap to his shoulders.  
 
    Now, he carried her weight, and the crows carried his. 
 
    “Well done,” he said to her. 
 
    “I’m very observant and a good listener, master.” 
 
    “Indeed, you are.” 
 
    Zhe looked towards the dragon of Queen Diarmuid and saw it flying at speed towards the south. It hadn’t exploded or come apart and collapsed in pieces onto the ground. That meant that, for the moment, Diarmuid was still alive. 
 
    The crows carried Zhe and Raquel to the ground, putting them in the center of the melee. He adopted a crouch, both blades in his hands as he watched for oncoming attackers. Raquel had out a short sword, holding it awkwardly. 
 
    Strangely, no soldiers came to attack them. 
 
    Zhe turned around and saw the reason.  
 
    Garotte had successfully manifested a fire tornado. The whirlwind pulled screaming men in to be consumed by the inferno. And Garotte was able to wield it like a titanic whip, incinerating soldiers all around her, sending survivors scurrying for cover.  
 
    Freya eliminated any soldiers that tried to get close to Garotte. They were working as a very effective team.  
 
    Toro had, meanwhile, used the flying spirits of crocodiles to not only kill enemy soldiers, but they were also a kind of sheepdog that pushed and cajoled the panicking soldiers in the direction that he wanted them to run. Any that got out of line not only faced being gutted by the crocodile spirits, but they also faced Toro’s war hammer. 
 
    Having forced the soldiers to retreat up to the city wall, where they were easily destroyed by attacks from the flanks, a space was created for them to flee to the south. The soldiers didn’t consider that this might have been the plan all along. They rushed into the gap and southwards towards the road to Ashtar. 
 
    Even those who wanted to continue the battle were soon caught up in the mass, fearful flight of the others. They either had to join the rout or be trampled under the feet of their comrades.  
 
    Zhe and the others maneuvered themselves behind the mass of fleeing soldiers. They rushed and harassed them to keep running. Stragglers and those foolish enough to turn and try to face the Bone Mages in battle were quickly eliminated.  
 
    Soon, the enemy camp was a ruin of dead bodies, the groaning wounded, and burning tents.  
 
    Zhe led the Bone Mages to the city gates. Bone Claw and Razor returned to their normal forms. Garotte brought the whirlwind to a close, leaving a blackened circle of destruction around herself and Freya, and then they followed the others. Toro released the crocodile spirits and put the war hammer once again on his back.   
 
    As they approached, the eyes of the city soldiers could be seen on the walls and in the defensive nooks and windows. Their views on their presence and what had happened outside the walls were impossible to tell.  
 
    Zhe reached the door and pounded on it. 
 
    “Friend or foe?” a man’s voice said on the other side of the door. 
 
    “Do you see the battlefield of the enemy camp outside your walls?” Zhe asked. 
 
    “Aye, it’s a ruin of death and defeat. That’s what I see.” 
 
    “We have destroyed the enemies of our people here tonight and finished breaking the siege of Meder.” 
 
    “Was you who sunk the iron ships?” 
 
    “It was I, yes, until our ship could arrive with the rest of my fighters.” 
 
    “That you are a mage I can see,” the voice said. “But who are you that have come to do this?” the voice asked. 
 
    “We are the Bone Mages,” Zhe said. “We have returned to answer the call.” 
 
    There was silence behind the door and then murmurs. An argument could be heard and the clattering of armor as if men were shoving at each other in dispute.  
 
    Then silence once again. 
 
    The door opened.  
 
    Soldiers with fearful, tired eyes peered out. They stood in a gauntlet, hands on their swords. The captain of the guard stood in the middle of the gauntlet, facing Zhe. 
 
    “The Bone Mages are a myth, long since passed.” 
 
    “Myths sometimes return,” Zhe said simply. 
 
    “And what was the call that brought them back?” 
 
    “The call to freedom from the invaders of Malgent.” 
 
    The captain bowed his head and then stepped aside, letting them into the last free city in T’iru Midiri. They were the saviors of Meder. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    The city guard marched at the head of the Bone Mages, leading them through the streets of Meder. The path they took meandered through many streets, which confused Zhe. Behind them, they brought those Malgent soldiers who could still walk, whether on their own or helped by others.  
 
    “Where are we going?” Zhe asked the captain of the guard. “This is not the main boulevard that leads directly to the king’s palace.” 
 
    “The people deserve to see who saved them and their city,” the captain said and then lowered his voice. “It sure as hell wasn’t King Najashi.” 
 
    As they made their winding path, more and more people appeared at the sides of the road. Soon, the people were applauding them as they passed, and then, finally, they were falling in behind the Bone Mages. The procession grew by the minute.  
 
    It was an impromptu victory parade led by the “Heroes of Meder” through the city’s neighborhoods. As they did so, the city guard chanted and then pounded their armored chests. 
 
    Zhe was shocked and appalled by the state of the city. The fires lit by Malgent’s catapults had created a wide swath of destruction. Buildings that suffered direct hits were reduced to smashed wood and rubble. Others around them were burned to blackened hulks. 
 
     It was also clear that the authorities had handled it poorly.  
 
    Everywhere that they went, Zhe saw ordinary people, their faces still covered by soot, finishing with the last of the fires or cleaning up the mess. There was the demolition of dangerously ruined houses that needed to happen, and new houses and stores needed to be built. 
 
    All the rescue and repairs seemed to be happening ad hoc. Citizens were working together to make up for the lack of support from the king.  
 
    As they passed the work crews and neighborhoods, people stopped to applaud the Bone Mages. They fell in behind the growing parade, tools still in hand. 
 
    After what felt like a tour around the entire city, they arrived back on the main boulevard that led to the palace in the center of the city. It was located at the meeting point of a series of spoke roads and surrounded by a high wall. Behind the wall, the elegance and majesty of the intricate, golden building with its many towers could be seen. 
 
    By the time the Bone Mage procession reached the plaza in front of the palace citadel, the mass of people filled it to the edges. The captain of the guard walked up to the gate and pounded on the door. After a quick conversation with another guard on the other side of a barred window, the guard disappeared, and the captain returned. 
 
    More time passed.  
 
    The Bone Mages were becoming impatient. They had just come from a battle. They were tired, hungry, and covered in blood and dirt from the battlefield.  
 
    Finally, the enormous wooden doors that led into the palace eased open. An ornate stage on wheels was visible and was pushed out of the doors and into the plaza. When it was in place, a man emerged from within, escorted by an honor guard, as well as several ministers.  
 
    It was King Najashi. 
 
    Najashi mounted the stage and walked to the front. He stood regarding his people with an impassive face. 
 
    One of the king’s personal guards approached Zhe and the others and signaled for them to follow him to the stage. A set of stairs were pulled up, and they climbed up onto it. At no time did the king so much as glance their way. 
 
    “Bow to the king,” the guard whispered to them. 
 
    “I’m not going to bloody…” Bone Claw started and was stopped by Zhe’s hand on his chest. 
 
    Zhe bowed. Raquel followed the lead of her master. The others looked from one to another. Razor also bowed, followed by Garotte, Toro, Freya, and finally, Bone Claw. 
 
    Najashi still didn’t look at them. 
 
    “We are honored today with a cohort of heroes who hath joined our struggle in freeing this city from the hordes from Malgent. Along with my personal guard and based upon my own plan, they played an important role in overcoming the siege. For that, we welcome them to Meder and offer them our hospitality.” 
 
    Zhe resisted the urge to look at his fellow Bone Mages in response to the words of the king. Of course, he would say that; his prestige was on the line, even if no one in the crowd believed him. 
 
    Believe him or not, the crowd applauded, encouraged by the example of the ministers onstage with the king and with the Kking’s guard, sprinkled through the crowd. 
 
    Without any further comment, King Najashi turned away from the crowd and strode to the back of the stage. He was helped into a gilded sedan and carried back into his palace, surrounded by his advisors and armed, personal guard. 
 
    “Go on with you,” the palace guard said. “You’re to follow His Highness inside. Do NOT look again at the crowd. You are now a guest of the king, not of the people.” 
 
    Zhe stood back up, turned, and waved to the crowd, who cheered loudly.  
 
    There was only so far that he was willing to go. It wasn’t a personal point. Zhe had no interest in politics or competing for popularity with the king per se. It was about achieving their goals.  
 
    Respecting the king’s position with a bow he would do, to show that they could work with the existing system. However, playing to the crowd told the king’s people, and the king himself, that the people would not be happy if they were mistreated. The people were the source of their leverage, along with their ability to fight and defeat the Malgent army. 
 
    The world inside the palace walls was leagues removed from the ruined city outside. Pure splendor and luxury intermingled here. Wherever Najashi had been able to put gold leaf, he had done so. It was on furnishings, statues, goblets, and the columns that held up the ceilings.  
 
    There were fountains in the middle of themed, plentiful gardens that were constantly tended by an army of gardeners—or so it seemed. Everything was kept perfect, and Zhe was sure that someone followed behind them, picking up any dirt that fell from their clothing. 
 
    Before they were allowed to enter the palace proper, they were made to disrobe and bathe. An entire group of women was assigned to scrub down Freya, to remove the warpaint that covered her body and dress her in proper attire.  
 
    Zhe didn’t like the idea of leaving his armor, but he was assured that it would be put in his room in the wing of the palace dedicated to military guests and foreign nobility below the rank of prince. In the interest of things running smoothly, Zhe agreed but kept his wand and herb belt. It was made clear that he wouldn’t be permitted to wear it in the presence of the king. 
 
    Finally, washed, given fresh clothes, and shown to their rooms, they were then taken to the banquet hall to have an audience with the king. Zhe was forced to hang his Bone Mage belt at the far end of the room—too far to be of any use if he had any ideas about attacking the king. 
 
    It was a very long, narrow room, as elegant as the rest of the palace. The ceiling was painted with scenes of angels and devils engaged in acts that suggested the room wasn’t meant for small children.  
 
    There was, of course, more gold leaf on everything. 
 
    And there was a long table. At the end of the long table was another perpendicular table for the king. He would not be sitting at the same table as commoners beneath his rank.  
 
    Zhe and the others were seated a safe distance from the king’s table. A guard of a dozen men with pikes stood between them and where the king would be seated. Several mages stood behind the line of pikemen, though Zhe couldn’t tell their branch of magic. It was entirely possible that they were only for show and had no magical abilities at all. 
 
    After being made to wait more than an hour, the king’s procession finally arrived. This also took an agonizingly long time of pomp and ritual.  
 
    One after another they entered, were announced, and then seated in their special place. All the while, everyone was kept from eating or drinking. 
 
    Finally, the king was introduced, and they were all expected to stand and bow their heads.  
 
    “A’tiniti’s anus, how are we supposed to stand when they won’t bloody feed us?” Bone Claw complained, not without reason. 
 
    The king then entered to polite but loud applause and sat, which permitted everyone else to sit. Then food was served.  
 
    Everyone ate in silence. Except the king, who sat with the same impassive expression on his face, staring into the middle distance and not at anyone or anything, in particular. 
 
    Gods don’t eat, Zhe thought as he eyed the king and considered how he had changed over the sixteen years. Of course, he looked softer—a result of so many years of luxury and an infinite supply of attendants. But there was also something in his eyes, and Zhe couldn’t decide whether it was fear or madness. Or both. 
 
    A minister three to the left of the king stood. 
 
    “On behalf of the Minister of Public Works and Parks, the esteemed guests are invited to feel welcome here.” 
 
    The minister sat down. 
 
    Zhe looked at his comrades and everyone shrugged. Freya got Bone Claw to change seats with her and leaned into Zhe. 
 
    “The king can’t speak directly to us. Not even people who have spoken directly with the king may speak to us.” 
 
    “I have spoken to King Najashi,” Zhe said. “During the Shade War.” 
 
    “He wasn’t the king then. He has adopted the rituals of those who came before him. Frankly, he was already this way before ascending to the throne.” 
 
    “Yet you wiped his arse back then,” Bone Claw muttered from behind her, earning him a sharp look. 
 
    Another minister stood. 
 
    “On behalf of the Minister of Monuments, we appreciate your assistance in the already won battle to lift the siege of Meder.” 
 
    They sat down. 
 
    “Sorry, who are you? Are you the Minister of Monuments?” Zhe asked.  
 
    The minister looked very uncomfortable to be addressed directly by a guest from the lower table as Zhe heard it referred to by others. 
 
    “Uh, I am the minister in charge of ensuring that the monuments are polished.” 
 
    “The polishing minister,” Zhe said. “I see. I would like to say that while we appreciate the hospitality and the wonderful food, we have been through a battle—unassisted—and would like to get to business before we retire.” 
 
    “That… that’s not how things are done,” another minister of who-knew-what replied. 
 
    “I have to admit that I don’t care,” Zhe said. “The only reason you aren’t in the dungeon and under the rule of King Logaire of Mun and Queen Diarmuid of Doveny is that we dispersed their forces.” 
 
    “And killed quite a lot of the buggers while we were at it,” Toro added, warming up to Zhe’s new tone. 
 
    That suggestion caught the ear of the king, whose middle-distance stare wavered, and he glanced towards Zhe. Then he returned to his previous position. 
 
    One of the ministers who was just two over from the king clapped her hands twice. The guard that stood between the Bone Mages and the king and his retinue snapped to attention. They raised their pikes and switched to a more offensive pose. 
 
    “Disrespect is punished by death,” she announced. 
 
    The Bone Mages stood from their seats. 
 
    “We just dispersed an entire siege army at your gates. I sank the two iron ships that were destroying your city with catapults of fire just over a week ago. How effective do you think that these twelve guards will be.” 
 
    “You have no weapons,” said the minister who called the guards to attention.  
 
    “You are wrong,” Zhe replied. “But we aren’t looking for a conflict with His Highness’ government. T’iru Midiri is occupied by invaders from Malgent, and we need to speak openly in order to defeat them. We don’t have time for this lengthy and convoluted protocol.” 
 
    “And who are you to…” 
 
    “I am Zhe Maroc of Behari. I am a Bone Mage, and sixteen years ago King Najashi killed all of us except for those who are seated at this table. If he hadn’t, we wouldn’t be fighting to regain lost cities. But that is the past, and we must work with where we are now.” 
 
    “Guards, kill these insolent insurgents,” the minister said. 
 
    As the guards moved forward with their pikes lowered for attack, Razor let fly with half a dozen forks that they had secretly seconded from the table. They all hit their marks in the eyes of the guards, dropping them to the floor. The rest of the guards stepped back. 
 
    Razor had a handful of bone stars in their hands that had been hidden in their clothes. 
 
    “While it won’t happen, let us for a moment imagine the reaction of the people to the news that the king and his ministers killed the people’s liberators,” Zhe said. “They are already unhappy that you have left them alone to deal with the effects of the attack on the city. How do you think they will react to such news?” 
 
    The king sighed loudly and broke his faraway stare to focus on Zhe. 
 
    “You overstate your importance. A flaw that infected the Bone Mages as a whole, which is precisely why no one raised a hand to defend you when we eliminated you,” the king said. “A day ago, the people had forgotten your existence. Tomorrow, they will forget again.” 
 
    “I am not here to rehearse our mistakes or yours. We have come here to free our people, Your Highness. If that doesn’t interest you, then I beg your leave, and we will be on our way.” 
 
    The king glared at Zhe’s challenge. He obviously knew his predicament. If they left the palace without an agreement and were successful in battle against Malgent, the king’s prestige would be shattered. If he killed them, there might be a revolt within the city, or Zhe and the Bone Mages might even prevail in a battle with the king’s guards.  
 
    “I remind you, Zhe Maroc of Behari, that we had an agreement that if you were to ever show up at the capital city, you would forfeit the lives of your family. And, yet, here you are, and making demands upon us, no less.” 
 
    Before the last words had left Najashi’s lips, Zhe had leapt on the lower table and then across it to land on the king’s table. He grabbed the king in a headlock and had a bone dagger that he had smuggled into the room pressed to the king’s throat. 
 
    Neither the remaining palace guard in the room nor the archers in the balconies above had any chance to react.  
 
    And now it was too late.  
 
    The silence was absolute. 
 
    “Threaten what’s left of my family again, King,” Zhe said. “I know what you did to my wife, and the only reason I don’t kill you now is that our people don’t need a civil war on top of being occupied by invaders. But, I swear to you, your life hangs by a thread.” 
 
    “Zhe,” Freya said. “If you kill him, we will be at war with his guards and with Malgent at the same time.” 
 
    “Hate to agree with Freya, hun, but she’s right,” Garotte added. 
 
    “Call to clear the hall except for those relevant to a conversation about defense of the realm,” Zhe said calmly.  
 
    “Everyone out, except for my minister of war and the minister of the king’s guard,” King Najashi said. 
 
    “Now, tell your archers to lower their bows and the surviving palace guard to move to the back of the room,” Zhe continued. “If they need to intervene, they can still do so, but we won’t speak with drawn bows pointed at us.” 
 
    “Do as he says,” King Najashi instructed his men. “Now!” 
 
    The room was quickly cleared, and the soldiers stood down.  
 
    Zhe returned to his seat and demonstratively put the dagger in front of him on the table. The king could sit alone at his special table with his two ministers, but he was just a dagger throw away. 
 
    “You have your audience. Speak, Bone Mage,” the king said. 
 
    “We ran the soldiers in the siege back towards Ashtar. They will be expecting an attack and will prepare their defenses,” Zhe said. “I assume that Behari is still under siege or Malgent’s army would be at your northern gates.” 
 
    “That was the last news that we had from the eastern front, yes,” the minister of war replied. He was a skinny man in a white wig who looked as though he hadn’t seen the sun in quite some time. 
 
    “They will have no idea what has happened here until Queen Diarmuid can send a dragon rider, assuming she didn’t die on her return. I want to lead the city guard to stage a surprise attack on the siege army’s rear at Behari.” 
 
    “And leave us without defenses?” the minister scoffed. 
 
    “We can provide you with magical defense,” Zhe said. 
 
    “What? A flock of birds? A bone golem? Against the combined armies of Malgent?” the minister of the king’s guard asked. 
 
    “We have the spirits of the heroes of T’iru Midiri—” Toro said. 
 
    “What nonsense is that?” the minister said, cutting him off. 
 
    “The dragon riders of Doveny animate their dragons with the souls of dead heroes from the underworld. It goes against the laws of death, but they have the support of the demon Stoorworm. We have talismans, the heroes’ bones, that will allow us to raise the souls of T’iru Midiri’s dead heroes of legend. They will defend the city out of hatred of the dragon riders and Diarmuid, Queen of Doveny.” 
 
    “We do not want to be seen to emulate the path of Arwe, the traitor king who reigned before us,” Najashi said. He had pulled himself together after Zhe’s attack and returned to his haughty tone. 
 
    “No, it’s not the same,” Bone Claw said. “Arwe had to use the shades to defend his capital because his army deserted him. You need the shades because you got rid of yours.” 
 
    “They are the heroes of T’iru Midiri,” Zhe intervened. “They will be seen differently. Not as demonic interlopers but as great saviors from our past come to aid T’iru Midiri during its darkest hour.” 
 
    “Write that down,” King Najashi said to the pages who stood behind him, then turned back to Zhe. “Fine, we accept the spirits under my command.” 
 
    “Spirits do what spirits do,” Toro said. “There will be no ordering them to do this or that after the initial command to defend the city.” 
 
    “And the city guards?” Zhe asked, returning to the original point. “We have a ship in Squid Lake and can travel up the Raised Arm River northwards to Behari with…” 
 
    “No,” the king interrupted. “You will travel by boat, and my army will march on the north road to the City of the Plains and then eastward to Behari. They can launch an attack on the enemy’s rear, and then you can strike their flank from the river.” 
 
    “Army is a rather grand word for what you have,” Razor said and bowed their head in a show of respect.  
 
    “Regardless. If you manage to break the siege of Behari, you can send word to us, and we shall converge together upon Ashtar,” the king said. “I will be present for the liberation of our final, great city.” 
 
    “We are too few to take the enemy’s flank,” Razor countered. “We need more soldiers with us as well.” 
 
    “I thought you were powerful mages, able to paralyze and destroy your enemies?” the king said. 
 
    “We accept your offer,” Zhe said. “There’s one more thing.” 
 
    “Of course, there is, and the answer is no.” 
 
    “We will be taking our families with us. This agreement will be sealed by the suspension of the conditions of our banishment, effective immediately.” 
 
    “Never. I won’t give up the leverage that insures ourselves against a coup by demon-worshiping mages.” 
 
    “This is not negotiable,” Zhe said. “Your city would have fallen within weeks at most without our intervention. You owe us a great debt for saving both your reign and your neck. I will give my life to free our people, but I will also risk civil war to protect my family.” 
 
    The king was silent for a long time.  
 
    He briefly exchanged looks with his minister of war, whose face was inscrutable. He did the same with his other minister. It was strange, but Zhe was certain that they had some manner of communication he wasn’t aware of.  
 
    Finally, he spoke. 
 
    “I wish to think on this and consult with my other ministers,” he said. “You will be welcomed, fed, and treated as honored guests. There will be no attempts to harm you. Tomorrow morning a decision will be delivered to you. However, we shall not speak again.” 
 
    With that the king stood and left the room, followed by his ministers and the guard who still survived Razor’s fork attack. 
 
    “What do you think of that?” Bone Claw asked. 
 
    “I think,” said Zhe, “that we ought to all sleep in the same room.” 
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Zhe awoke before the others and left them sleeping in the room. They were sprawled on the floor, bed, and a long sofa that Toro had claimed.  
 
    The room, while large, was stuffy with so many people in there the whole night with the shutters closed and locked. They had all slept in the same room, just to be certain that Najashi didn’t try to eliminate them one by one in the night.  
 
    Outside the air was cool and fresh. It was shortly after dawn, and the sun was just peeking over the wall in the courtyard garden outside of his room.  
 
    The first thing that Zhe did was to check the marks he’d left in all the doors of the other’s rooms. He’d closed the doors with strands of hair in them to see if someone had opened them in the night.  
 
    Since none of the Bone Mages had slept in their rooms, the entry of someone would suggest that Najashi had indeed been up to no good but wasn’t foolish enough to try to ambush all of them. 
 
    He discovered that in all the rooms, the hair strands that he had left in the doors were still in place. No one had opened the doors.  
 
    It was too soon to assume that Najashi would keep his word, but him not trying to assassinate them was a good sign at least. 
 
    In the large courtyard, Zhe found a table of fruit, bread, meat, and cheeses. There was goat’s milk here as well as mint tea and juices.  
 
    He considered passing on the food in case it was poisoned but decided against it. If Najashi didn’t even try killing them in their sleep, he’d be unlikely to try poisoning them. 
 
    Filling a plate, he went deeper into the garden, wandering and enjoying the beauty. So much of the last few months had been non-stop battles, flight, and danger—the death of Isaac and destruction of Seaview.  
 
    It was nice to enjoy some beauty with the sounds of birds welcoming the sun.  
 
    He assumed that later they would hear from Najashi that he wouldn’t permit them to take their families, forcing them to fight him. Taking a moment for a nice breakfast before killing the king seems like the right thing to do, he thought and chuckled. 
 
    As he came around a low shrub with large, red flowers on it, he froze in his tracks. There, standing in front of him was Ayana. She was pacing and chewing a nail nervously. And she was young again.  
 
    Zhe wondered if her spirit was haunting the place where she died. Then he remembered that he had seen her in the underworld.  
 
    She had passed on. 
 
    “Naiara?” 
 
    The woman who looked like Ayana stopped at his voice and turned to him.  
 
    It had to be her.  
 
    Another woman, younger than Naiara stepped out of the shadows of a fountain. She could have been Naiara’s twin.  
 
    “Lydia?” 
 
    Tears jumped to Zhe’s eyes, and he felt like his heart would explode. They weren’t the little girls he had once bounced on his knee and carried on his shoulders. They were young women.  
 
    He fell to his knees, the welling of emotion so powerful that it overwhelmed him. The joy of seeing them, the tragedy of having lost all those years. All of it. Together. 
 
    “Papa?” Naiara asked but already knew the answer as she was running to him, with her sister close on her heels. 
 
    They embraced, practically falling over. Zhe couldn’t stop crying. He looked at each of them, their face in his hands, stroking their hair. Into their eyes. He kissed the tears on their cheeks.  
 
    They just closed their eyes and hugged for a long time in silence. 
 
    “How did you know?” he asked. 
 
    “They told us,” Naiara replied. “The woman in charge of the kitchen where we work—where we worked.” 
 
    “Last night,” Lydia said. “Right before bed. We haven’t slept at all.” 
 
    “I can imagine. To be given such news,” Zhe said. “I didn’t believe that Najashi would let me see you.” 
 
    “We were told that we had to pack. That we were leaving with you,” Naiara said. “Is that true?” 
 
    “Yes,” Zhe said. “If you want to. I know this has been your home for a long time, and you hardly know me anymore. It’s been so long and…” 
 
    “Papa,” Lydia said, “our home is near you. It’s what we’ve dreamed about all these years. Mama always said that someday you would come back for us. Before…” 
 
    Lydia stopped and looked away. 
 
    “Do you know?” Naiara asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Zhe said. “I have heard. It torments me that I can’t kill Najashi with my bare hands.” 
 
    “Shhh,” Naiara said, looking around nervously. “There are spies everywhere here.” 
 
    “We’ll be gone soon enough. After breakfast,” Zhe replied.  
 
    No doubt there were indeed spies nearby watching them discreetly. But he knew now that Najashi had no intention of harming them inside his palace.  
 
    “Is it true that the other Bone Mages are with you, too? Pierre, Antonio, Laura, and that dark one with no name?” 
 
    “Razor,” Zhe said. “Yes. They are. Are their children and spouses here, too?” 
 
    “Pierre’s son is here. Jonah. He’s a turd, but he’s not a bad guy for all that.” 
 
    Zhe laughed. 
 
    “Just like his father then.” 
 
    “And Lily, his mother. Laura’s daughter, Lenah, is here with her husband and her son. He walks now.” 
 
    “Ah, Laura will be over the moon. He was born at the Birth Monastery where she was exiled. But Najashi wouldn’t let her be there when Lenah arrived to give birth.” 
 
    “Najashi is a bastard,” Lydia said. “And I don’t care who hears it. He killed our mother when we were still just children and took her away from us.” 
 
    “Did he ever touch either of you?” Zhe asked, his mood growing darker at the thought. 
 
    “No, never,” Naiara said.  
 
    “Good,” Zhe said simply. “Where are the others?” 
 
    “They are helping to bring up the food for breakfast. They were our last duties, the kitchen boss told us.” 
 
    “Papa,” Naiara said. “May I ask you something? A favor, though I know we’ve only just met again.” 
 
    “Of course, my child. Anything.” 
 
    “I have a fiancé. We were to be wed next summer. He’s a wonderful man, the son of fishmongers. I’m certain that you’ll love him.” 
 
    “I heard…” Zhe began to say, remembering his conversation with the ghost of his dead wife in the underworld. “From a servant around here. I don’t recall their name.” 
 
    “Probably Sheri,” Naiara said. “Anyway, I don’t want to leave him, and he wants to come with us. I love him so…” 
 
    “Yes, of course. What kind of father would I be to break up an engagement?” Zhe laughed, then became serious. “I am so sorry that I wasn’t around for you all these years. I so wanted to be and…” 
 
    “We know, Papa,” his eldest daughter said. “Mama told us everything. We were there when you sacrificed your legs, though somehow, they are there. Did I dream that they did that to you?” 
 
    “No, it all happened. It’s a long story, and we will have plenty of time to share tales of all our adventures over the years that we were apart.” 
 
    At that moment, there came a scream, and they spun around.  
 
    It was Garotte. She and her daughter, Lenah, were seeing each other for the first time. They ran into each other’s arms, and Garotte smothered her grandson in kisses until he cried out in protest. 
 
    “It’s good that you have your face back, Laura,” Zhe joked. “No lips, no kisses.” 
 
    She laughed. 
 
    “He doesn’t seem to care. He doesn’t want kisses anyway,” she replied. “But he’s still going to get them!” 
 
    Soon, Bone Claw, Razor, Toro, and Freya arrived. Bone Claw and Toro were reunited with their children, though Bone Claw’s wife wanted nothing to do with him and wasn’t going to come. And Toro’s wife was dead.  
 
    Razor had never had a family but had pretended a pair of orphans were their children so that they would be taken in. Razor knew that their lives would be better in Najashi’s palace than on the street.  
 
    They were pleased to see Razor, whom they had only met twice before being “taken away” to the palace. But they also intended to stay, and that was fine with Razor as well. 
 
    Freya stood off to the side and watched. Zhe could see the sadness in her eyes. She had no idea where her children were.  
 
    The last time she had seen them they were in Asama, the city of slaughterhouses, where Bone Claw had been exiled.  
 
    Zhe approached her. 
 
    “I swear to you, when this is done, I will go with you to Asama and help you find your children.” 
 
    Freya looked away, her eyes going glassy with tears. 
 
    “That’s very kind of you, Zhe. Thank you,” she replied. “I’m just going to pack up our things.” 
 
    They finished the breakfast, and then a cohort of guards showed up to escort them from the palace and out of the city. It felt more like an eviction than it did a send-off before a great military campaign to free the kingdom, but they couldn’t expect too much grace from a man like Najashi. 
 
    Zhe was too overjoyed at reconnecting with his daughters to begrudge Najashi his petty send-off.  
 
    In any case, when the people of Meder realized that they were leaving, and why, a line of people formed on the side of the road. They were cheered right up to and out of the southern gate. 
 
    As they stood in the gate to depart, there was a brief conversation with Najashi’s minister of war. They briefly reviewed the plan for Najashi’s army, such as it was, to meet them near the small city of Midway on the eastern banks of the Midway River. 
 
    Then the minister saluted Zhe awkwardly before being carried on a sedan the few steps back to the carriage that awaited him with its cohort of soldiers to guard it. As the coach returned through the city to Najashi’s palace, the people who had lined the road to see off the Bone Mages had already departed. 
 
    Outside the city, the battlefield still smoldered.  
 
    Most of the wounded had been treated or put out of their misery by troops from the city guard. But there was still groaning and movement amongst the heaps of ruined tents, armor, and weapons.  
 
    However necessary it might be, Zhe thought as they rushed past the edge of the battlefield on the road to the docks, it remained an abomination.  
 
    They made their way down to the southern docks where the bone ship awaited them, just offshore. Zhe had performed an incantation to order the skeletal sailors. The Bone Mages debated what to do about their tender, but, in the end, Toro was able to convince a local fisherman to sell him their large rowboat.  
 
    It was somewhat larger than their own, but Toro made the commander of their guard escort promise to pay the fisherman for his boat. Toro said that if he found out they had reneged on his promise, he would return and look for them.  
 
    To make the point about what was in store for them in that case, he pointed to the smoking battlefield in the distance. The commander promised. 
 
    The last of them had barely boarded the ship when the skeletal sailors had weighed anchor, and they were off across Squid Lake and making their way towards Raised Arm River.  
 
    It took the entire day to sail from the southern ports of Meder to the mouth of the Raised Arm River that divided the north shore of the lake. And it was a chance for the Bone Mages and their families to catch up.  
 
    For a few days, they would be able to forget about the war to free T’iru Midiri and just pretend that they were reunited to start over. But Zhe could never quite let himself go. He was always glancing over to the side of the ship or reacting to a far-off sound. 
 
    “I remember that look,” Naiara said to him after lunch. 
 
    “What look is that?” 
 
    “The distracted-soldier-look; always expecting the next attack,” she said. “Mama said that you were born like that.” 
 
    “Not quite born,” Zhe laughed. “But I learned it from an early age. Your grandfather was a fisherman and taught me to always be alert, especially during winter squall season. A storm could come up out of nowhere in minutes and flip your boat. And your grandmother was a Bone Mage, an important one. They were a secret society, always afraid of being discovered.” 
 
    “What happened to her?” Lydia asked. “Mama never really spoke about her.” 
 
    “She died in battle,” Raquel said, arriving at their little gathering. “She was ambushed by King Arwe’s men and killed. But it took ten men to do the job.” 
 
    “Oh, this is Raquel,” Zhe said.  
 
    “We met,” Naiara said. “On the docks.” 
 
    “Of course. Then you know that she’s my apprentice. I’ve been teaching her to be a Bone Mage.” 
 
    “I was a Forest Mage, but it didn’t help me very much against a snow spider. Master Zhe and Pierre saved me and killed the spider, so…” 
 
    “You killed a snow spider?!” Lydia said in awe. “Wow, I’ve heard they’re as big as gray bears.” 
 
    “Almost,” Raquel replied. “It was a really insane battle. Your father was incredible.” 
 
    “Raquel!” Bone Claw called from nearby where he had a fire going in a barrel on legs that had been cut in half lengthwise. He was cooking more fish that Raquel had caught. 
 
    “Oh, I should go help Pierre with the fish,” she said. 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Lydia said and jumped to her feet. “I want to hear more about this snow spider.” 
 
    “OK!” Raquel replied, and the two of them rushed off to help with lunch. 
 
    “You really love her,” Naiara said.  
 
    “She’s a good kid. Smart as a whip. Brave.” 
 
    “I’m a little jealous,” she said. 
 
    “Don’t be. She’s only been with me as an apprentice for a couple of months. And now I’ll get to bore you as much as I do her with all the stories about my parents. And your mother. And stupid war stories.” 
 
    Naiara took his hand. 
 
    “I want to hear all of it. Everything.” 
 
    Zhe smiled at her, so wide that he thought his face might crack. He couldn’t remember the last time that he had felt so happy. He felt a hint of sadness that Ayana couldn’t be there with them, but it also brought him joy that he could introduce Raquel to his daughters. 
 
    He hoped that someday they would get to meet Isaac in his new form as the twice-born son. That reminded him that he was married to Osun and would have to tell them. He self-consciously covered his ring finger with his other hand. 
 
    “Too late,” Naiara said. “I saw it already. It’s OK. She’s been gone a long time, and it was sixteen years.” 
 
    “It wasn’t like that. I… It’s hard to explain.” 
 
    “You don’t have to today or tomorrow. When you’re ready. I know that you’re a man of honor. And all I care about is that we’re together. I’ve dreamed about it for so long.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Zhe replied. “Me, too.” 
 
    The rest of the day passed in idle pleasures of food and chatter. Then night fell, and everyone had to find their places to sleep. There was plenty of room on the bone ship as there had only been the seven Bone Mages onboard and the skeletons, who never left the upper decks.  
 
    Zhe couldn’t sleep though and stayed on the main deck looking out over the river, the forest, and the night sky. He was filled with too many emotions to rest.  
 
    Freya came up and stood beside him. Both watched the river roll past and listened to the strange clatter of the skeletal crewmen as they carried about their business. 
 
    For a long time, they were silent.  
 
    Then Freya raised a hand and pointed. 
 
    “See that?” 
 
    At first, Zhe didn’t. Then he did. 
 
    “Iron ship,” he said. “Coming upriver. That probably means that Behari has fallen.” 
 
    “They’re sending a ship to join the siege of Meder,” Freya finished. “Do you think that they know?” 
 
    “Who knows,” Zhe said and shrugged. “Probably doesn’t matter as far as we are concerned. They’re not going to let a pirate ship made of bone sail past them. They’ll try to board us, sink us, or both.” 
 
    “What do we do?” Freya asked. 
 
    “We board them first.” 
 
    Freya grinned, her teeth shining in the darkness. 
 
    “I was hoping that you’d say that.” 
 
    A short while later, the other Bone Mages were on the main deck with them, preparing themselves. Bone Claw and Razor had already leapt into the water. Bone Claw had channeled the abilities of a carp, and Razor had shapeshifted into a fish. They were making their way over to the iron ship. 
 
    “The crocodile spirits will only be useful once I’m on the ship,” Toro said. “Otherwise, I’ll be too far away. And if I’m in the water, their deck is too high.” 
 
    “I will try to summon enough crows to carry us all,” Zhe explained. “But we are five, between Antonio, Laura, Freya, Raquel, and me.” 
 
    Raquel had already drawn her bow and, without commenting, fired an arrow into the dark sky. Moments later, a small bat landed on the deck, dead.  
 
    “You have good eyes,” Zhe laughed. “And, yes, now is a good time to teach you a summoning spell that will increase the level of your abilities. Technically the bat is a small animal and should be possible for a Friend of the Forest. But for what you plan requires someone to rise to the level of a Beast Gatherer.” 
 
    “I am ready, master,” Raquel replied, then turned and said a prayer over the dead bat, thanking it for giving its life to meet her needs. 
 
    “I don’t need to be flown to their deck,” Garotte said to Zhe. “I am a Windmaker now; I can make my own way.” 
 
    “Indeed, you can,” Zhe said and placed a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Perhaps I can travel with you,” Freya said to Garotte. 
 
    Zhe raised an eyebrow but said nothing and instead looked to Garotte for an answer. She nodded. 
 
    “Of course,” she said plainly, then added, “we made a good team outside of Meder. Let’s see if we can find you a worthy opponent who can become part of your bone armor.” 
 
    Freya laughed and looked down at herself. She had stripped naked again, as on the battlefield outside of Meder, and painted herself with symbols and runes. 
 
    “I’m beginning to enjoy fighting this way,” she said. 
 
    “Until you get a sword up your ass,” Toro replied and grinned. 
 
    Garotte looked at Zhe and rolled her eyes.  
 
    Without further comment, she spun her bone whip over her head and chanted the incantation necessary to generate a whirlwind. Freya stepped next to her so that she would be inside the miniature tornado, while Zhe backed off so that he wouldn’t be pulled into it. 
 
    In moments, the air blurred around Garotte and Freya as it gathered speed. Dust and loose objects were sucked into the tornado, which became a cloud of whirling debris and moisture drawn off the river. Garotte and Freya disappeared in the center of the whirlwind, which then lifted off the deck of the bone ship and tilted towards the iron ship downstream. 
 
    “That is a partnership in battle that I wouldn’t have bet upon developing,” Toro laughed. 
 
    Zhe turned to Raquel who was crouched nearby on the deck. She had delicately removed the key bones from the bat and then wrapped the rest of its remains in leaves that she tied with herbs and flowers. This was an innovation that Zhe had not seen before. 
 
    “I know that it’s not Bone Magic, strictly speaking,” Raquel said, sensing that he was watching her, “but part of me will always be a Forest Mage, seeking balance with nature.” 
 
    “Of course. All have their own path within the boundaries of the discipline. Finding your own path will strengthen the power of your magic.” 
 
    “Thank you for understanding, master,” Raquel replied. “I’m ready to begin the wand casting.” 
 
    “Good. Do you remember the steps and the incantation?” Zhe asked, and she replied with a nod. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Then begin, and I will supervise. If you make a mistake, I will correct you before it irrevocably damages the wand casting. Otherwise, I will leave you to perform your magic.” 
 
    Raquel began without further words. As she crushed the bones of the bat in her mortar and pestle, Zhe watched. She performed the movements perfectly.  
 
    Many saw the bone grinding and mixing process of wand casting as being like baking a cake. It didn’t matter how you did it as long as the ingredients went into the bowl in the correct order. But even the movements used by the Bone Mage determined the outcome of their magic. 
 
    Zhe had helped Raquel gather and make the tools that she needed, from mortar and pestle made from wood and rock to certain herbs, saps, ground stone, and more. Her supply of Bone Mage tools was not as great as that of Zhe, but it would more than suffice for the spells that were available to her at her level. 
 
    With her experience as a Forest Mage, Raquel learned quickly and had the skill set to coordinate hand movements with incantations and other elements of the craft. Soon she was massaging the mass of materials, including her own blood, that she had mixed in the mortar. It had the consistency of a firm clay. 
 
    She rolled out the wand into its final form as the hardener took hold, forming the wand into a solid object with the hardness of ebony or ironwood. Before it had fully hardened, Raquel carved the runes and ancient symbols along the length of the wand. These helped to facilitate the wand’s role as a lens for magical intention in the ether that surrounded all things. 
 
    When it was completed, she held it up for his approval. 
 
    “Impressive,” Zhe said taking hold of it and examining its details. “And very quickly completed. The time will come when you will be required to wand cast during a battle.” 
 
    “That seems… difficult.” 
 
    “It can be, definitely.” Zhe laughed, thinking of some of his own near-death experiences trying to create wands as arrows flew and swordsmen aimed for his head. 
 
    “Speaking of being quick,” Toro interrupted, “if we don’t get to that iron ship soon, all I’ll have left to pick for my bone armor will be the rats that live in the lower decks.” 
 
    “Good point,” Zhe replied and turned back to Raquel. “Are you ready? 
 
    “Yes,” she said and took back the wand. She began chanting and moving the wand as Zhe had shown her.  
 
    Her movements were precise and fluid. Her previous skills and her discipline at practicing had helped considerably, along with Zhe’s experience as a mage and as a mentor.  
 
    He had mentored other young Bone Mages before the Shade Wars. Several had become great warrior mages, and some became important military leaders whose names should have been written in history books.  
 
    All of them were killed by Najashi.  
 
    It gave him great pleasure to again be able to train a Bone Mage to carry on their ways. And this time he would ensure that neither Najashi nor Malgent were able to harm his apprentice. 
 
    Zhe realized that he had been lost in a reverie, and Raquel was calling to him. She was upset because she had completed the incantation, calling bats to come to her aid, and there were as yet none. 
 
    Her spell had failed. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    Zhe took the wand from Raquel and pretended to examine it for any flaws in its construction. Her being bound to him as an apprentice meant he could utilize her bone magic tools.  
 
    As he examined the wand, he transmitted some of his own resonant magic powers through the wand into the ether. He was silently amplifying the power of her incantation.  
 
    It wasn’t that she lacked the ability, but she didn’t yet have the power to send out enough magic in all directions to draw in distant creatures. 
 
    “Strange,” he said and handed the wand back to her. “It seems perfectly constructed. And your method was very well executed.” 
 
    Behind her, Toro was rolling his eyes and pacing with impatience.  
 
    Raquel looked down at her wand, obviously distraught. Then a bat landed on her shoulder.  
 
    And another.  
 
    And another.  
 
    Soon there were dozens of bats landing all over her and taking hold of her clothing. She began to rise into the air, laughing with excitement and pride.  
 
    Zhe took out his crow wand. He called on the crows once again to come to his aid and immediately felt the presence of them coming to him. 
 
    He had come to appreciate the intelligence and abilities of the crows but knew that the time was coming when he would have to move on to birds of greater size and power. The battles to come would grow more difficult. He still felt guilt for the loss of so many crows to dragon fire during the last battle.  
 
    Zhe didn’t want to put his friends, the crows, into any more situations beyond their abilities. In the battle to end the siege of Meder, things turned out alright in the end. But his brief fall, if Raquel hadn’t been there, could have been disastrous. 
 
    Moments later, Zhe and Toro were in the air, catching up to Raquel and making their way to the iron ship in the distance.  
 
    Garotte and Freya had reached the iron ship just ahead of them. Both Bone Claw and Razor were scaling the side of the ship when they arrived. Fights had already broken out, and Garotte’s whirlwind was sending sailors over the side and into the water. 
 
    Zhe, Toro, and Raquel landed on the deck with a thud, drawing the attention of more sailors. They were armed and wearing leather armor, which told Zhe that they were, indeed, intending on attacking the bone ship. While the Bone Mage’s attack on the iron ship first caught them off-guard, they weren’t totally unprepared. 
 
    Raquel sent her swarm of bats amongst the sailors. It caused initial panic, which allowed Zhe and Toro to prepare themselves. Toro had his crocodile drums out and began pounding them. 
 
    The intense pounding of the crocodile drums added to the chaos and panic amongst the crew. They hadn’t been expecting bone magic. And they definitely weren’t expecting the crocodile spirits that zoomed amongst them, tearing out hearts as they passed through them. 
 
    Once the crocodile spirits had been unleashed, Toro drew his war hammer and waded into the battle, smashing sailors to his left and right. 
 
    Zhe had drawn both his swords but stayed out of the fray in order to observe it for the moment. He knew that Toro and others needed bone armor, and so he decided for the moment to let them have the battle. If things went badly for any of them, Zhe could move in quickly to help out.  
 
    Behind Zhe, Raquel was firing her bow and arrow. When any of the sailors of the iron ship attempted to rush her, the bats came to her rescue. They swarmed the sailors, biting and scratching them, then Raquel shot them with her arrows. 
 
    Suddenly, the bats dispersed in an apparent panic. The magical break with the bats to whom she was connected was a sharp, mental shock for Raquel. She stumbled backward. 
 
    Zhe looked around for the cause. His crows had also disappeared into the night.  
 
    The captain of the ship had emerged from his cabin and onto the main deck. The enormous warrior controlled half a dozen giant eagles. They wore mail armor to protect them from arrows, and the tips of their beaks had been dipped in metal and sharpened. Likewise, their talons. They gleamed in the moonlight, and Zhe had no doubt that they would do immense damage in an attack. 
 
    “Move away from the edge of the ship,” Zhe said to Raquel as he drew his two curved blades and stepped closer to her.  
 
    Raquel drew her own short sword, but Zhe knew that if the eagles closed into sword range with her it would be all over. 
 
    Sensing the movement of air behind him, Zhe spun around. He swung his blades on instinct.  
 
    They made contact with the steel claws of the enormous eagle, sending off a shower of sparks. The bird screeched and lifted back into the air. 
 
    The screech had not been just a protest, it was also a call to the other birds to join in on the attack. As one of the birds swooped low across the deck to meet up with the other five, it passed by Toro.  
 
    Without even pausing from clubbing a sword-wielding sailor to the deck, Toro followed through with his swing, striking the bird. The eagle exploded into a cloud of blood and feathers that hit the deck in a smear. 
 
    “Mine!” he shouted, claiming the giant thing. He obviously had magical weapon plans in mind for it. 
 
    Zhe looked around him. The eagles were circling for an opening. He needed to put Raquel somewhere safe to relieve himself from protection duty so he could fight back. Their situation was a danger to both of them.  
 
    Nearby were several tenders. Most were already prepped to load up with sailors to attack the bone ship. A few still were covered by tarps. 
 
    “Move towards the boats,” Zhe said, “but keep your eyes up.” 
 
    They fought their way across the deck towards the tenders. As they did so, several sailors lunged at Zhe. He cut them down easily, sending them sprawling on the iron deck that was already slick with blood from the battle unfolding nearby. 
 
    It seemed like an eternity before they finally reached them. Raquel climbed under the tarp of one, while Zhe kept an eye on the birds. 
 
    “How long should I stay…” 
 
    “Till the birds are dead. Don’t even look out. They’ll come for your eyes.” 
 
    Raquel nodded and lowered the tarp to hide herself. 
 
    The captain emerged from the melee. He knew to look for Zhe, meaning he was some kind of mage in communication with the eagles. He also carried a large, two-handed sword but was of such a size that he could carry it in one hand.  
 
    Zhe sheathed one of his swords and took a bone dagger from his belt. He looked up towards the circling eagles.  
 
    He didn’t want to be battling the monster of a captain hand-to-hand with the eagles harassing him, under the captain’s direct control. He needed to do something about them. 
 
    But the captain was approaching and would be within striking distance in a few heartbeats. 
 
    Zhe saw his opportunity. One of the eagles was swooping low over the deck. It was diving at Zhe, trying to match its timing with the captain’s to divide Zhe’s attention.  
 
    Zhe unleashed the dagger, which spun through the air. It struck the eagle between the armor and its throat, killing it instantly.  
 
    The bird collapsed to the ground like a bag of sand and tumbled end over end, stopping in front of Zhe. In the same moment, the enormous captain swung his two-handed blade at Zhe. Leaping out of the way, Zhe rolled across the deck, snatching up the dead bird.  
 
    By the time Zhe rolled back up to his feet, he had used his blade to split open the bird and peeled off its skin. With one deft shake, the eagle’s internal organs were dispensed with onto the deck, and Zhe held a skeleton in his hand. 
 
    “Bone Mage,” the captain hissed at him. “I should have known. You’ll die the same as the others.” 
 
    Zhe stuffed the skeleton into a bag at his belt and cinched it. Then he snapped up the guts of the dead creature and smeared its blood on his face and neck, muttering an incantation.  
 
    He didn’t have time for the casting of a summoning wand, but he could perform an incantation to make himself repellant to the creatures.  
 
    The captain whistled and nodded towards Zhe. The eagles, however, kept their distance circling above. As long as Zhe maintained the incantation they would be unable to approach and attack.  
 
    But maintaining it while dueling such a monster of a man would be a challenge. 
 
    “I knew your kind and gutted more than my fair share,” the captain said as he moved crabwise, sword half-raised in a low guard. “But I'll be happy to send a few more to the fiery river.” 
 
    Zhe realized that the captain wasn’t from Malgent. He was from T’iru Midiri and had either fought with King Arwe during the Shade War or helped Najashi to assassinate the Bone Mages following the war. 
 
    “Yeah, I see your brain working while you keep up that incantation”—the captain laughed—“and I know what you’re thinking. Well, the demons of hell will answer your questions soon enough.” 
 
    The captain swung his sword again. Zhe raised his blade, angling it to deflect the swing downwards into the deck. Sparks flew from the collision, and the captain grunted in pain from the sword striking the metal deck with his full power.  
 
    Before the captain could again lift his sword, Zhe slid his blade down the length of the captain’s sword to the hilt, severing three of the captain’s fingers.  
 
    “Stop that blasted singing!” the captain demanded and took another swing. 
 
    Zhe stepped to the side and, drawing the other blade from its sheath on his back, hatcheted it into the captain’s collarbone and shoulder. He grunted, and his two-handed sword fell away, clattering on the deck.  
 
    The captain’s right arm was useless. He drew a rapier from his belt, unwilling to give up the fight. 
 
    “Last chance,” Zhe said, ending his incantation. 
 
    “That was your last mistake,” the captain laughed and raised his head to whistle for the eagles. 
 
    Zhe flung his blade through the air, striking the captain in the middle of his forehead and splitting his head down to his chin. In a daze, he continued to try to whistle, even as he sank to his knees and then fell over, onto his side. 
 
    The giant eagles, seeing their master dead and realizing that the incantation had ended, dove from several angles towards Zhe. 
 
    He could have stood his ground and put his back to the enormous main mast. Zhe felt certain that he could have fought them off, killing them one at a time until there were none left, but he had other ideas. 
 
    He snatched his blade from the captain’s head, turned, and ran. 
 
    Looking for a place where he could avoid their attacks, Zhe dodged through the fighters on the main deck. Behind him, the eagles flew with great speed and agility. More than once he had to knock one away using the flat of his blade.  
 
    He didn’t want to kill them, not anymore. 
 
    The largest of the remaining four eagles landed on his shoulder, digging in its metallic talons. Zhe threw himself to the ground, rolling several times so that the bird was thrown off his back. It flew into the air and continued to chase him. 
 
    Zhe was back on his feet and running again. He took the stairs of the ladder up to the poop deck three at a time and reached the door to the captain’s quarters. Flinging open the door, Zhe rushed inside but remained at the door, holding it wide. 
 
    The eagles burst into the quarters behind Zhe. They obviously knew it well by the half dozen large perches that were stationed around the room. This was where they lived when they weren’t hunting or battling alongside their now-dead owner. 
 
    When they were in the room, Zhe swung his body back around the door, pulling it shut behind him. He had trapped the birds in the captain’s quarters.  
 
    That gave Zhe some breathing room, but he still had to work fast to help his comrades in the battle above.  
 
    He took out the bag with the eagle skeleton. It was large and lacked the wings, which he’d had to slice off in order to strip the flesh and feathers away. He needed those wings. From where he was crouched, in front of the door to the captain’s quarters, he could see them on the deck below. 
 
    Zhe prepared all the materials for the wand casting. All the while, behind him he could hear the enraged shrieks of the eagles and the sound of them bashing their bodies against the door of the captain’s quarters.  
 
    A pair of metal-tipped beaks burst through the wood, splintering it. It wouldn’t last forever. 
 
    When everything was prepared, Zhe rushed to the ladder and back down to the main deck. As he made his way to the eagle wings, he passed the covered tender where Raquel had hidden from the birds and pounded twice on the side of it. He would need her to watch his back while he finished the wand casting. 
 
    Raquel leapt from the boat and followed behind Zhe, who arrived at one of the wings and dropped to his knees. He quickly sliced and tore off the skin from the wings cleanly. He then sliced the tendons to remove a pair of wing key bones before moving over to the other wing. 
 
    With Zhe occupied, Raquel stood guard over her master. She fired off an arrow at one sailor who thought that he saw an opportunity with Zhe crouched on the deck. The sailor grabbed at the arrow in his chest in surprise and then fell onto his back, dead. 
 
    With the second wing stripped, Zhe added its key bones to his mortar and crushed them. This powder was mixed with the bag of ingredients at his belt. He slit each of his arms below his tricep, near his armpit, and let the blood drip into the mortar.  
 
    Chanting the incantation for the summoning wand, Zhe formed it and carved the runes on it to harden it. Soon, and under fire, Zhe had created a summoning wand for the giant eagles. 
 
    “Take out the window in the captain’s quarters,” he said to Raquel. 
 
    Raquel turned and aimed upwards. She released the bow, and her arrow flew true, hitting the window in the captain’s quarters that overlooked the main deck.  
 
    It exploded inwards.  
 
    For a second there was no movement, and then, with a cacophony of screeches, the four giant eagles burst out of the broken window. They angled downwards for Zhe and Raquel, talons bared. 
 
    Zhe had already begun the incantation before Raquel had even released her shot. He felt the magical energy coursing through the wand and out into the ether of the world as his chant resonated.  
 
    Just as the giant eagles were upon Zhe and Raquel, who had dropped to her knees and covered her head to shield herself from their dagger talons, the birds swooped away. They divided into two pairs and angled to the side and up. 
 
    Zhe could now communicate with the birds and direct them. 
 
    Nearby, he saw that while Garotte and Freya had defeated a half-dozen sailors, they were in danger of being overwhelmed. Zhe directed the eagles to swoop down on the attacking mass. 
 
    Sailors screamed and tried to swat away the enormous birds but to no avail. Steel claws dug into the heads, necks, and shoulders of the men whom they attacked. Sharpened beaks plucked eyes and slashed arteries.  
 
    The eagles not only responded to Zhe’s magical commands but did so with great skill. The captain had trained them well as weapons of war. 
 
    That bought Freya and Garotte the breathing space that they needed. Freya, still fighting naked with chimera claws, gutted another sailor in front of her. Garotte snapped her bone whip and tore off the head of another before generating another whirlwind.  
 
    Sailors were pulled screaming into it, their heads and bodies bashing together until they were a bloody pulp and either unconscious or dead.  
 
    Nearby, Bone Claw was fighting with and sending to the underworld his own share of sailors. His great skill as a swordsman was all the more apparent now that he had the confidence that came from having created his own bone armor. 
 
    Razor seemed to have an endless supply of throwing weapons of every type, for different distances and for whether an opponent wore armor or not. They moved through a complex dance of backflips and cartwheels as they dealt out death to the sailors. It was elegant in its own deadly way. 
 
    Toro wasn’t elegant. He simply swung his mighty war hammer, crushing sailors two and three at a time. 
 
    With the eagles and Zhe now joined in the main battle, the sailors broke into a full panic.  
 
    They began leaping over the sides. Two sailors climbed into one of the tenders, intending to lower it for their escape, only for it to come free and tumble to the water below, shattering into bits. The sailors lay face down, floating downstream.  
 
    In just a few more minutes, the ship had been taken. The sailors were either dead, captured, or had fled, probably drowned, in the river. The deck was slick with blood and piled with bodies. 
 
    Zhe found the first officer, who had survived but lost a hand to Bone Claw. 
 
    “Where were you going?” Zhe demanded. 
 
    “Why should I…” 
 
    “Your life,” Zhe cut him off and drew his blade.  
 
    He didn’t intend to spend the night playing games. The iron ship had intended to kill them all, likely along with their passengers, which included his daughters. He wasn’t in the mood for games. 
 
    “We captured Behari last week,” the first officer told him. “Our ships began to arrive with supplies, instead of having to fly them inland using those cursed dragons of Doveny. We were delivering gold to pay our soldiers in the west of the country before they finished the storming of Meder.” 
 
    “The siege of Meder is broken,” Zhe informed him.  
 
    “You’ll never re-take Behari,” the first officer replied. “Once the Iron Boatmen of Mun take a city, there’s no getting them out.” 
 
    Zhe knew the stories of the Iron Boatmen, who were famous for their ability as raiders even as far away as T’iru Midiri. 
 
    “We’ll see,” Zhe told him. “Meanwhile, we are going to put your survivors ashore and sink your ship in the river.” 
 
    “Why don’t we take them as crew for our ship?” Freya asked.  
 
    Zhe turned to her. She was dripping blood and still wore her chimera claws. She looked frightening and dangerous. 
 
    “Because we can’t trust them,” Zhe replied. “They’d either betray us outright at the first opportunity or they’d abandon ship at the first attack. No, I prefer what we have and to not have to worry about my neck while I sleep.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Toro. “Let me smash their heads and toss them into the drink instead. It will win us favor with the fishes in this river.” 
 
    “No. They can return to Behari and tell their commanders that they were bested by the Bone Mages, who have returned. It’s time that they knew that the war has only just begun.” 
 
    The others agreed to Zhe’s plans. The surviving sailors onboard the ship were rounded up in preparation for their release.  
 
    “You said you were going to pay the army in the west. Where is the gold kept?” Zhe asked the men. 
 
    “We are sworn on our lives to not reveal that,” the first officer said. 
 
    “Then you shall die with your honor intact,” Razor replied with a small smile, “and we will work our way through your men one at a time. It has been said that I am an optimist, but I don’t believe that we’ll get past them seeing how I kill you before they decide to speak.” 
 
    “Captain’s quarters. There’s a walk-in vault behind his armor and weapon closet,” the first officer replied. 
 
    Zhe sent Toro, Razor, and several sailors to go and retrieve the gold. Soon there was a pile on the deck that was as high as Zhe’s waist of small wafers.  
 
    With the gold in hand, they put the sailors into a pair of large tenders and lowered them into the river below. It would take them at least a week to walk to the trading capital of T’iru Midiri, especially because they had taken their shoes. 
 
    As the sailors were being sent on their way, Zhe turned to Raquel. 
 
    “I was really impressed with you,” he said. “I know that I stuck you in that boat for a while but—” 
 
    “It was right that you did so,” she interrupted. “I have some developing to do when it comes to hand-to-hand combat, and those eagles…” 
 
    “Yes, I’m glad that we will have them on our side now,” he said. “But you should be proud of how you’ve advanced to Beast Gatherer with those bats. You used them not only to carry you into battle but as weapons as well.” 
 
    “Thank you, master.” 
 
    Garotte and Freya approached, having lowered the tender into the water and seen off the sailors. 
 
    “We’ll go below deck and start to scuttle the ship,” Freya said. “Shouldn’t take long. The first officer told us how to do it easily enough.” 
 
    “What are we going to do with all this gold?” Garotte asked. 
 
    “Give it away,” Zhe said. 
 
    “What?” Bone Claw said from nearby as he approached with the others. “That’s a lot of gold that could buy us an army.” 
 
    “It is going to do exactly that, in a sense,” Zhe said. 
 
    “I feel like you are saying those words, but their meaning is not what we think,” Razor replied. 
 
    “During the Shade War, we let Najashi be the face and voice of the struggle against King Arwe. When he turned on us, the people of T’iru Midiri saw him as the defender of a bold, new order and us as the renegades and a threat to their freedom. This time I intend for us to have our own direct relationship with the people.” 
 
    “Isn’t that like paying them to be our friends?” Toro said and laughed. “Not that I’m against that.” 
 
    “The well-loved army is an army that cannot be beaten,” Zhe said. “They will protect us, hide us, welcome us. And Najashi can’t complain because we’re giving away Malgent’s gold, not his.” 
 
    “Oh, he can still complain,” Garotte said. “And he will. He’s a coward, but he’s not a dummy. He’ll figure out soon enough what you’re up to.” 
 
    “Maybe. And maybe it will be too late by then,” Zhe replied. “But whatever he thinks or does, things will be different this time.” 
 
    “I’m all for undermining Najashi,” Bone Claw said. “I lived sixteen years without hands as the price of his betrayal and our naivety.” 
 
    “Then it’s decided,” Zhe said. “We sink the iron ship, and we stop in villages on our way to Behari to distribute the gold we took from Malgent.” 
 
    “And when we get to Behari?” Razor asked. “They won’t love us, and they’re occupied.” 
 
    “One problem at a time, my friend. One problem at a time.” Zhe laughed. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Zhe was right. Every town that they visited—and gave gold to—loved them.  
 
    They made sure that the people of the town understood that they needed to melt down the coin. If they tried to use military gold from Malgent in Najashi-aligned towns, they would be taken for traitors. If they tried to use it in Malgent-aligned towns, they would be taken for insurgents.  
 
    Either way, it would end badly. 
 
    For more than a week they traveled downstream towards Behari in this way, making frequent stops. It was a joyous time for Zhe, an opportunity for him to get reacquainted with his daughters Naiara and Lydia, as well as Naiara’s fiancé Wolf. They traveled together into the towns to deliver the gold and saw the conditions that many people lived in. 
 
    Najashi had made the economy more open after the defeat of Arwe, but it had only helped certain areas of the country.  
 
    In Seaview, where Zhe had lived in exile for sixteen long years, the changes had increased the wealth locally. People had gone from only fishing for their own food to carrying fish and other goods from the sea to market, especially in Ashtar. 
 
    But here in the heartland, people in the villages still lived like they had a hundred or more years before. There were no cobbled roads, only mud pounded by generations of feet and donkeys. There were no schools, and the only time that they saw the king’s men was when they came to collect taxes or rent.  
 
    Zhe felt like they weren’t merely creating a network of allies, they were arming people with the tools to make a better life for themselves. Knowing this added a further layer of happiness. 
 
    All things must come to an end, however. 
 
    After eight full days of traveling from Meder, they reached the branch in the Raised Arm River. This was their time to disembark in order to meet up with Najashi’s army in order to begin the battle to retake Behari.  
 
    Zhe and the Bone Mages said their farewells to their families and went ashore. They were two days’ march from Behari. Far enough that they wouldn’t be seen by Malgent city guards and close enough that they were still sure to reach the city long before the sailors whom they had released.  
 
    Zhe gave his daughters the longest hug and promised he would be with them again soon and then never be apart again.  
 
    The families of all the Bone Mages continued on with the bone ship, which Zhe’s daughters had named the Free Ship Ayana, in honor of Zhe’s dead wife and their mother.  
 
    They were to turn south at the branch in the river and take the F.S. Ayana all the way to Teardrop Lake. There they would make their way to the southeast corner of the lake, where there was a cove on the border of the Forest Between the Rivers. They could hide there without fear of discovery. 
 
    Zhe and the others watched as the F.S. Ayana got smaller in the distance. He hoped that the skeletal sailors, who continued to man the ship, wouldn’t suddenly return to the underworld.  
 
    Of course, if Zhe were killed during the attempt to take Behari, the skeletons would be immediately released from his spell and return. He had discussed this possibility with his daughters and told them—and Wolf, who as the son of a fishmonger in Meder, knew how to pilot sailed boats—what they would need to do were that to happen. 
 
    Once the ship had disappeared from view, they trekked inland towards Behari. On the way they passed one more village, at which they handed over almost all their remaining gold, and in return, they were given a meal and slept the night. 
 
    The next day they saw the walled seaside city of Behari in the distance. Most of the inland walls had fallen into disrepair. During the Shade War, Najashi had besieged Arwe within the city during his last stand.  
 
    Taking the city required much of the ancient wall to be dismantled, which had been done using bone magic. Since then, Najashi had never bothered to rebuild it.  
 
    It was meant to be a symbol of peace in the kingdom since his conquest of power. Unfortunately, it made Behari easier to storm. 
 
    The Bone Mages turned north, instead of continuing eastwards to one of the two western city gates. They had agreed to meet Najashi’s city guard, with which they would storm Behari, across the river from the small city of Midway, so-called because it lay midway between Meder and Behari. 
 
    They set up camp in a stand of trees at the edge of a farmer’s field and waited. While they did so, Zhe had Razor and Bone Claw give Raquel lessons in hand-to-hand combat techniques. Razor’s specialty was thrown weapons, and Bone Claw was a master with a rapier.  
 
    “My bone whip has more power than either of their weapons,” Garotte said. “A girl needs a woman’s touch to learn how to kill a man.” 
 
    Toro laughed loud and long at Garotte’s statement. 
 
    “She has not chosen to pursue the path of becoming a Dynamo Bone Mage,” Zhe replied. “Perhaps in the future she will. But for now, let us focus on her developing one magical skill and a fighting skill, shall we?” 
 
    Garotte grunted but let it go. 
 
    Toro, Razor, Raquel, and Freya also worked on their bone armor. All of them had three vanquished enemies’ worth of bones. It was enough to create full sets of armor, though Freya expressed her ambivalence. She was growing used to fighting naked and felt that its advantages in extra agility—and the psychological effect on the enemy—outweighed the negatives of having no body covering to protect her. 
 
    Bone Claw started to argue with her on the benefits of armor, but then she pointed at a large cut that he had received along the length of his face on the iron ship. She had no wounds. That silenced Bone Claw, though Zhe knew that the first time she suffered an injury in battle, Bone Claw would bring it up again. 
 
    They waited for more than two days in the fields near Midway, but Najashi’s army never arrived.  
 
    “He has betrayed us,” Bone Claw said on the morning of the third day as he prepared breakfast for them. 
 
    “Maybe we should go into Midway and ask around,” Garotte suggested. 
 
    “‘Excuse me, ma’am, have you seen an army come through here?’” Toro said, imitating Garotte. “‘They would be flying the colors of the defeated king and looking for some Bone Mages.’” 
 
    “I agree with Toro’s point if not his delivery,” Zhe said. “And Bone Claw. I’d be lying if I said I was surprised. Najashi is a coward and just wanted to be rid of us, so he agreed to our terms and then locked the gate behind us.” 
 
    “Well, that throws something of a kink in our plans, wouldn’t you say?” Freya replied. “You really want to take the city of Behari with a company of six and a half Bone Mages? This is turning into a fiasco.” 
 
    “I do believe that you’re starting to sound like Bone Claw,” Razor said with a smirk on their face.  
 
    “The city, no,” Zhe replied, ignoring Razor’s dig and Bone Claw’s scowl. “But I have been thinking on this since we left Meder.” 
 
    “And said nothing, Zhe?” Garotte replied, throwing her hands in the air. 
 
    “No, because there was nothing to be done, and we needed to come to Behari for my plan in any case.” 
 
    “I know that I’m going to regret this question, Zhe,” Bone Claw said as he handed out their breakfast, “but what is this blasted secret plan of yours?” 
 
    “We are going to take the city of Ashtar first.” 
 
    “What?” Bone Claw said. “Then why in A’tiniti’s bad breath did we come all the way to Behari?” 
 
    “We will take Ashtar because the garrison in Behari has recently won a great victory and will have high morale. The Malgent garrison in Ashtar, on the other hand, has recently suffered two terrible and demoralizing losses. The first when I sank their ships…” 
 
    “Without telling us first where you were going and thus putting everything at risk,” Garotte reminded him. 
 
    “It had to be done in an expeditious manner,” Zhe replied, then continued. “The second when we routed their siege army at Meder. They will be filled with doubt, especially when their pay doesn’t arrive from Behari.” 
 
    “Demoralized they may be, but they’re also surrounded by the highest city wall in all of the kingdom,” Toro replied, reminding Zhe of the obstacle they faced. 
 
    “That’s why we need our own army, one that is trustworthy, motivated, and has a high level of skill,” Zhe finished. 
 
    “Najashi’s army didn’t show up for Behari, they’re not going to show up for Ashtar,” Garotte replied. 
 
    “I’m not speaking of Najashi’s ragtag city guard. I’m speaking of the Relic of Goliyadi.” 
 
    All the Bone Mages looked from one to the other at the words. 
 
    “Are you serious? Tell me you’re not serious,” Garotte said. 
 
    “What’s the Relic of Goliyadi?” Raquel asked. 
 
    “It’s the jawbone of the founder and the greatest of the Bone Mages, Goliyadi,” Freya said. 
 
    “Her jawbone was all that was left after a battle against King Arwe’s great-grandfather,” Razor explained. “When Goliyadi agreed to meet with him, she was betrayed and assassinated, along with her armed cohort, and her body was burned to ash.” 
 
    Bone Claw snorted at the story that they were spinning. 
 
    “It’s all a story for children, to make them feel that good is never fully and finally defeated. Except that it is.” 
 
    “It is said that her jawbone was spared being turned to ash,” Zhe now jumped in, “because Goliyadi was able to concentrate her spirit and that of her soldiers into the teeth in her mouth, and her powers remain embedded there.” 
 
    “Shall we also enlist the shoe elves and the mushroom people of the northern forests into our army?” Toro asked. 
 
    “If I’m not mistaken, Zhe,” Razor said, “to reanimate those that may or may not be trapped in the relic would require a Bone Mage that has the powers of an Adept Spirit Conjurer as well as being able to either animate the dead or summon suitable beings for the spirits in the relic to inhabit.” 
 
    “Nobody ever said that they had to be in the same person,” Zhe countered. “That is how the story has evolved. If Antonio and I can form a magical unity, I believe that we can achieve our goal.” 
 
    “I’m liking the idea more, strangely enough,” Bone Claw said. “But there’s still the matter of the wall around Ashtar. How will we breach that?” 
 
    “Luckily, the Relic is kept deep underground, in a vault alongside a large cache of jewels in the city’s ancient mint,” Zhe said. 
 
    “The mint is the most guarded building in all of T’iru Midiri,” Razor said. “The probability of entering it is slim to none. Everyone knows that.” 
 
    “Which is why none have tried to rob it before and exactly why we will be able to do it now,” Zhe said. “Especially now that it will be guarded by Malgent soldiers and not those of the king, who would know it well.” 
 
    Toro laughed. 
 
    “That’s why you didn’t care about keeping the gold,” he said. “You knew that Najashi would betray us and that we would be stealing jewels worth far more than that gold.” 
 
    “Especially for those to whom I intend to give it,” Zhe said mysteriously. “But now, let us continue on our way to Behari. We have many preparations to make before we can get what we came for.” 
 
    Zhe would tell them no more about how his plan would unfold. There was no point in discussing tomorrow’s weather when they still had a storm to survive for today, he said. 
 
    They made their way back towards Behari. When they were close enough to the city walls, they veered into the necropolis that dominated a small rise just outside the city.  
 
    The people of Behari had been burying their dead in the Necropolis by the Sea for close on a thousand years, and there was barely room to move the stones for the dead were so close together. They needed a way to sneak past the guards at the city gate, and the necropolis held a solution. 
 
    Because they had long since run out of space, the tradition every fifty years was to exhume a section of the necropolis and carry the bodies to the peak of the hill that dominated the cemetery. At the peak of the hill was a palace of stone that had been built at the same time that a series of merge trees had been planted.  
 
    Merge trees were famous for two things, the first was how long-lived they were. The second was the way their wood merged with the other trees when they grew close enough. In this merging, they shared everything, and the young trees seemed to make the old trees younger and longer lived. 
 
    In the case of the Necropolis by the Sea, the palace above the catacombs had been built inside a large circle of merged trees. These had grown around the palace, becoming part of its very structure, creating a living building. 
 
    One entered through a hole in the trunk of the largest tree and found oneself inside the palace. Most of the palace, once a grand structure of gardens and patios, was now embedded inside the tree and had seen no sun for centuries. 
 
    The Bone Mages made their way into the tree palace and followed the winding path of the semi-enclosed hallways. There, a wide cascading staircase led deep into the hillside and the catacombs proper.  
 
    Here slept the bones of a hundred generations of Behari people. They were stacked in an orderly and respectful way, except for the oldest sections, which had fallen into disrepair. People were more concerned with the bones of the more recently dead. Or the bones of nobles, scientists, mages, and holy people.  
 
    Zhe was familiar with the catacombs, having grown up in Behari with his family. He had come to them during the annual celebrations of the ancestors, and he and his friends had played more than a few very scary games of hide and find during the darkest night of the year there. 
 
    The catacombs seemed chaotic, but Zhe knew that they were organized along simple principles. The first was that different areas were designated for the different professions or guilds in the city.  
 
    There was a section for fisherpeople or blacksmiths, for instance. There was another for mages and lords.  
 
    These vocation sections within the catacombs were then organized according to the status of the dead person and how long before they had been brought there from the necropolis outside. 
 
    They went to the oldest sections of three different professions—those who fished, those who made household objects out of metal, and those who made clothes. 
 
    “Why the oldest sections and not the newest?” Raquel asked. “Won’t the power of magical ether be stronger in the newer bones?” 
 
    “It is,” Zhe said. “But we want only bones whose connection to their former owners has grown weak over the decades and even centuries.” 
 
    He picked up the pieces of a hand that were strewn about on a shelf and showed them to Raquel. 
 
    “These bones no longer remember their owners,” he said and then put together the finger bones so that Raquel could see how they were misshapen. “But they retain the energy of the profession from which they come. These are the bones of those who hammered out pots and bowls from copper. All day long they hold the metal to be hammered. After a lifetime, their hands are shaped by the bowls and pots that they held and formed.” 
 
    He explained likewise about certain bones that belonged to other trades, which they gathered in their particular section. Once they had what they wanted, they made their way through the underground city of the dead, back to the one that lay on the hillside under the sun. 
 
    From the Necropolis by the Sea, they made their way to the northwest gate of Behari City. Zhe could tell that Raquel was curious about how they intended to use the bones. And he enjoyed teasing her a little bit by not telling her. She would just have to see. 
 
    The first thing that Zhe noticed when they approached Behari was that Malgent was rebuilding the city walls. But instead of using brick or rammed earth, they were using enormous plates of iron—the kind that they used to build their ships. Behari would be an iron city by the sea in short order.  
 
    Outside of the gate, there was, as Zhe remembered there had always been, a line of merchants and craftspeople who came to Behari to make a living. Ahead of them in the line was a man with a cart filled with animal skins and fabrics.  
 
    Using one of the last pieces of gold, Zhe purchased from the man several large animal skins. The Bone Mages then put their collected bones into the skins and tied them up like bags and slung them over their shoulders. 
 
    At the gate, the guards checked the merchandise of everyone arriving. They wrote down the quantity of materials and the name of the merchant bringing them. On their way out, they would be expected to pay tax on whatever goods they had sold, which were determined by weighing at the gate on the way in and the way out. 
 
    When their turn came, Zhe and Raquel went first, approaching the bored-looking Malgent guard. He had probably come to T’iru Midiri thinking that he would have an adventure and now was little more than a customs bureaucrat. 
 
    “Put the bag on the scale. Give me name, profession, and business here.” 
 
    “My name is Zhe, and I am from Behari, but I have lived elsewhere a long time…” 
 
    “Don’t want your bloody life story, just give me what I need.” 
 
    “I’m a tinker and metalsmith, and this is my apprentice, Raquel,” he said. “We’re here to sell our wares and offer our services to those who might have pots or cups that need fixing.” 
 
    The guard looked into the bag, which clanked like it was filled with metal objects. He made a few notes in a book, stamped a piece of paper, and handed it to Zhe. 
 
    “You’ll need this to get out again. Don’t try to sneak out another gate or taxes are doubled. Got it?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” 
 
    Zhe picked up his bag, and then he and Raquel passed through the gate and into the city. 
 
    “I…I don’t understand,” Raquel said. “What just happened? You handed him a bag of knuckle bones.” 
 
    “It’s a bit of a parlor trick,” Zhe laughed. “I amplified the energy in the old bones, and they appeared to him in the form of what had shaped them over a lifetime: pots, pans, and tin cups. I imagine that by now Toro and Razor are having their bag of fresh-caught fish weighed.” 
 
    A few moments later the Bone Mages were reunited inside the walls of the street. They moved quickly through the crowded and narrow streets that seemed to be one endless market.  
 
    Behari was the entry point for any goods that a merchant wanted to bring into T’iru Midiri. If you had something to sell, it began here. Much of it was transported to the other major cities, whether it was spices, precious metals, fabric, or exotic animals.  
 
    But some portion of the imported goods ended up on the streets of Behari for sale in street markets. And here you could find anything and a bit of everything. 
 
    Zhe hadn’t been home to Behari in over twenty years. He had forgotten the smells and sounds of Behari’s continuous lane of markets. Only in the temple quarter was hawking wares forbidden so that people could worship in peace. 
 
    It all came back to Zhe in a rush, and he gladly took it in, immediately slipping back into his Behari accent and constantly announcing “behind” to warn people he was approaching.  
 
    And while the others, besides Toro and Razor who were too frightening, were harassed nonstop by merchants and beggars, none approached Zhe. Just his demeanor made it clear he wasn’t interested. 
 
    The first thing that Zhe did was find a necropolis carrier. These were locals charged with bringing the dead to the necropolis, negotiating prices for cemetery plots and so on. They gave him the three bags of bones and a gold wafer to deliver them back to their original location and to light a candle of thanks. 
 
    “How do you know that he won’t just dump the bones in the sewer?” Bone Claw asked. “He looked dirty and untrustworthy.” 
 
    “When I found you slaughtering pigs you were a sight yourself,” Zhe replied. “Besides, a merchant’s word is his honor. The bones are such a light burden that he can bring them with him when he next carries a body. But if it were found out that he tossed away the bones, no one would ever again trust him with their dead.” 
 
    With the problem of the bones resolved, they continued on their way. 
 
    “Toro, are your friends still in Behari getting into trouble?” Zhe asked. 
 
    “Sylvan and Terronius?” Toro said and laughed. “I imagine so. Crime is most profitable in Behari, and the police are much fewer than in Ashtar where the bankers pay plenty to have their own private troop of guards. The brothers sometimes visited us in Mangrove City, usually after a big job when they needed to keep a low profile.” 
 
    “Toro has always been fond of those two,” Razor added. “But I think that they are best described as an endless supply of trouble with little in the way of positive attributes.” 
 
    “Said the cold-blooded assassin,” Toro laughed. “Anyway, I’m sure that I can find them. Much as they like to avoid detection, they also like to stay in the same neighborhood. There’s safety in familiarity, as they say.” 
 
    “Good, let’s get their help.” 
 
    “Ho, that’s what you’re thinking are you?” Toro guffawed. “Well, nobody likes a caper that’s almost certain to end in death, if not great reward, like those two.” 
 
    “Let’s hope that they can help us to earn the latter and not the former,” Zhe said as they moved deeper into the darker sections of Behari. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    “You want us to help you rob the ancient mint of Behari?” Terronius said in disbelief. Then he looked to his brother, Sylvan, and both men burst into laughter.  
 
    “In one thousand two hundred and forty-two years, no one has ever broken into the ancient mint. Certainly, no one who has survived to speak of it,” Sylvan said, when he and Terronius had managed to stop their laughter. 
 
    “That’s why it will work,” Zhe said. “Are you in?” 
 
    “Of course, we’re in,” Terronius said. “It’s totally insane, and the possible rewards are a king’s ransom. Who wouldn’t be in?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t if I had a better idea,” Bone Claw said. 
 
    “Ah, old Pierre. Still a miserable old man before you’ve even reached old age, eh?” Sylvan said. “And, yes, Zhe, what you say makes sense. It is madness, but we’re not fools. We’ve survived this long because we knew how to turn madness into a profit.” 
 
    “Not enough of a profit to get out of Behari,” Bone Claw said. 
 
    “Why would we want to get out of Behari?” Terronius asked. “Too many cops in Ashtar, and the food is crap in Meder. They use too much sugar or something. I like the lifestyle that Behari offers.” 
 
    “And the money,” Sylvan added. 
 
    “And the money,” Terronius agreed. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “Everything is in flux here,” Zhe said. “In the past, the only one who could open the inner doors was the keymaster. And the key had been in their family for over five hundred years. And the only person who could go in with others was the mint supervisor. And his family had been the supervisor for almost as long. But now…” 
 
    “Malgent is the authority,” Toro finished. “If Malgent wants to send in an arsonist or a pickpocket, they can do whatever they want.” 
 
    “Malgent killed the mint supervisor on day one. The general of the city garrison took over her role,” Terronius said. “There were riots afterwards. People think it’s a bad omen.” 
 
    “The riots were a great opportunity for us,” Sylvan added. “Very profitable. I’m still selling jewelry and animal skins out of a warehouse near the docks.” 
 
    “But this will be even better,” Terronius said, rubbing his hands together and licking his lips. “We can screw the occupiers and Najashi at the same time. Too delicious for words.” 
 
    “Once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. What do you need us to do?” Sylvan asked. “You want weapons? Some assassins?” 
 
    “We are the assassins,” Freya reminded him. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, of course,” Sylvan laughed. 
 
    “The hardest part is going to be getting out of town,” Zhe said. “They’ve put up new walls, and the gates are heavily guarded. We need a fast wagon and a team of fast horses. I don’t want to have to slow down until we reach the Raised Arm River.” 
 
    “No problem,” Terronius said. “When do you want to do this?” 
 
    “Tonight,” Zhe said. “We released some Malgent sailors after we seized their ship a while back, and they’ll be arriving in Behari any day. We don’t have the luxury of time.” 
 
    The two brothers looked at each other and nodded.  
 
    “Dolores the breeder,” they both said. 
 
    “Best horses in all of T’iru Midiri,” Sylvan added. 
 
    “Can you pay upfront?” Terronius asked. 
 
    Zhe dropped a bag of gold wafers on the table. Terronius picked it up and dumped it out. 
 
    “She’ll have to melt it, but she makes her own horseshoes, so that won’t be a problem. This is more than enough.” 
 
    “Good,” Zhe said. “Meet us outside the mint after midnight with the wagon and horses. Get us some crossbows while you’re at it. They will be useful if we are pursued.” 
 
    The brothers left to fulfill their tasks, leaving the Bone Mages to plot their next move. Zhe sent Raquel, Garotte, Bone Claw, and Freya to scout out the streets around the mint as well as the entry gate.  
 
    The mint itself was behind a high wall made of rammed earth that had stood for hundreds of years and was as thick as a man’s arm was long. On the top of the wall, a large number of wooden spikes were embedded to discourage anyone who got any ideas. There was only one way in or out from the mint to the street, and it was behind a heavy wood and iron gate. 
 
    Zhe wanted to know how heavily guarded it was and whether they were regular soldiers, dragon riders, or mages. And if there was a guard, he wanted to know if they rotated their watch. 
 
    That left Zhe, Razor, and Toro to implement their part of the plan. The mint had once been the center of the city’s economic life. All transactions passed through it before King Sandor’s reign. The mint had then become symbolic and a repository for the rare and uniquely valuable objects that were never seen and never entered circulation. 
 
    Like the Relic of Goliyadi.  
 
    It was a museum none were allowed to visit, except for the museum keepers. 
 
    In this case, the museum keepers were the keymaster and, previously, the mint supervisor. They had an annual series of rituals that they had to perform as part of their function, though no one was permitted to see these—like a mysterious cult.  
 
    As part of the rituals and mysteries, the keymaster and mint supervisor lived on opposite sides of the city by tradition. Entire neighborhoods had been built around them and were even named after them: Keymaster’s Quarters and the Supervisor’s Retreat. 
 
    Zhe and the others made their way to the Keymaster’s Quarters.  
 
    Malgent soldiers occupied every corner, and they habitually harassed and humiliated the locals, for no other reason than to make sure they knew who was now in charge. The locals bowed their heads and accepted the abuse and even beatings. Then they went on their way. 
 
    The Keymaster’s Quarters was an exclusive neighborhood and, as such, was traditionally protected from the riffraff of the city by its own guard. It was surrounded by a wall that was extensive but nowhere near as high as the original city wall. It had several entrances with gates that had always been guarded.  
 
    If you weren’t known as a servant, slave, or resident…well, you didn’t get in. 
 
    The arrival of Malgent had thrown this tradition up in the air. The city guards had been disarmed, dispersed, and sent home for the most part, though Zhe had seen some of them paired with Malgent guards throughout the city.  
 
    King Logaire III—or his underlings—understood the need to maintain some continuity of security. But they obviously didn’t trust Najashi’s city guard to perform their functions unsupervised. Now, either there weren’t enough Malgent soldiers to maintain a full complement of guards, or they simply didn’t care about protecting certain areas and certain buildings. 
 
    That was fine with Zhe. He was happy that they had left Keymaster’s Quarters undefended.  
 
    That was not only where the keymaster was located, but also where the Malgent general of the garrison had set up shop, according to Terronius and Sylvan. Apparently, he had been offered the villa of the mint supervisor, but he was too superstitious to sleep in the house of a woman whom he himself had killed. 
 
    They waited outside of the gate into the Keymaster’s Quarters until the sun had fully set. To avoid attracting attention, they wandered around the streets just outside the neighborhood’s walls.  
 
    When it was finally dark, they moved discreetly into the neighborhood, following the directions of the two brothers. 
 
    Zhe felt a little bad about what they were about to do to the general of the Malgent garrison. After all, his life was certainly going to end that night. But, on the other hand, he was certain that the general was responsible for more deaths than just that of the mint supervisor.  
 
    He had seen how the Malgentians had burned innocents, including his own son. They did anything they had to in order to cut off any signs of resistance or rebellion to their occupation. 
 
    No, the general was going to get nothing more or less than what was coming to him. 
 
    They arrived at the house that had previously belonged to the Lord Mayor of Behari and who had been kicked out by the general of the garrison. It seemed that the general wasn’t so superstitious as to have concerns about sleeping in the bed of someone whom he had made homeless. 
 
    They found his house, and for the first time in the neighborhood, they saw guards. They were positioned within sight of each other, all facing away from the house. The general wanted his privacy but didn’t want anyone getting close to the house either.  
 
    “Should have brought along Raquel,” Toro said. “She could have put that bat-summoning incantation to good use to throw off the guards.” 
 
    As he said it, Razor was calmly walking the perimeter and throwing bone stars at each guard in turn. They dropped in near silence.  
 
    The next one to die never knew what had happened to the last one before they, too, received the same treatment. As Razor passed each of their victims, they grabbed their star in order to re-use it on one of the next. 
 
    “It seems that the bats are unnecessary,” Zhe said and nodded towards Razor. 
 
    “I have to admit that Razor does frighten me sometimes,” Toro said.  
 
    When Razor was finished with the guards, whom they dragged into the shrubs next to the wall, they strode through the front gate unhindered.  
 
    The garden was stunning even in the darkness and smelled of the flowering vines and plants that grew everywhere. There were tended paths, all of them lit by ornate, golden lanterns inlaid with jewels that sparkled and hung on special posts made of wrought iron. Beautiful night birds in cages sang sad songs. 
 
    They made their way to the front door, and Zhe quickly unlocked it using a bone dagger, then they slipped inside. 
 
    Within the massive house, the darkness was almost complete. It took a moment for their eyes to adjust.  
 
    Zhe was worried that finding the general of the garrison in the dark in such a large building would be difficult. Worse, they could be discovered before finding the general. 
 
    As their eyes adjusted, Zhe realized that they were in a kitchen. They moved through it, careful not to disturb any of the multitudes of hanging pots or metal implements. They passed through a door that led into a hallway. 
 
    At the end of the hallway, a light was visible, and soft music from at least two lutes could be heard. Sneaking down the hallway, they heard a woman’s voice join in with the lutes to sing a song that was familiar to Zhe.  
 
    It was a nursery rhyme sung to children in Behari. 
 
    He became concerned that the general of the garrison had brought a family with him and that they would discover them all together in the salon at the end of the hall. Things could get very complicated if that were the case. 
 
    As they reached the end of the hall, Zhe peered into the salon. He was relieved to see that there were no family members and no children.  
 
    Instead, the generals had the servants push all the salon furniture against the walls. In the space left by moving these aside, they had placed a large bed. 
 
    Zhe remembered being told at some point that in some parts of Malgent the wealthy slept on the main floor and reserved the upper floors of the house for entertaining because the views were better. The general was recreating that in the lord mayor’s house by moving the bedroom furniture downstairs into the salon. 
 
    Standing around the canopied bed were two lute players, while sitting on the side of the bed was a young female singer in a robe. She sang the words of the lullaby and stroked someone’s head. 
 
    Silently, Zhe led the way into the room. At first, they were shrouded in darkness as the light from the candles and lanterns didn’t reach the corridor into the salon. Zhe was barely a full length away from the bed when the singer noticed the movement and looked up. 
 
    Her eyes widened as she held a note.  
 
    Zhe put a finger to her lips to warn her into silence. He didn’t want to hurt the singer or the musicians and was sure they were harmless. But if they were caught in the middle of a struggle, they could easily suffer a serious wound. Best that they continue and let them carry out their task without fuss. 
 
    The singer kept singing. 
 
    Zhe stepped around the bed, his blade drawn, and waved for Razor to move forward as well. If Razor was going to be able to use the bones of the general, they needed to strike a blow while the general was still alive.  
 
    The singer’s forehead and upper lip beaded with nervous sweat. Her voice wavered slightly, but she managed to maintain the song’s rhythm. The lute players were also anxious but had drawn the same conclusion as the singer.  
 
    The best course of action was to keep doing what they had been paid to do: perform. 
 
    As the general came into view on the bed, Zhe saw that it was actually a large, muscular woman of late middle age wearing leather armor, even though she was in bed for the night. She was grizzled and obviously had seen more than a few battles first-hand.  
 
    The general held a blade at the naked chest of the singer, the point just breaking the skin. A small rivulet of blood traced a winding path down the blade.  
 
    The general’s eyes were closed, but she was not asleep and was alert to the possibility of betrayal by the singer. If she made a wrong move, the general could kill her in an instant. 
 
    Razor pointed from the semi-naked singer and then to Zhe, then from the general to Razor themself.  
 
    Zhe nodded in understanding. 
 
    The challenge was the lack of clothing to grasp in order to pull the singer away from the general. Zhe considered the possibilities of how to save the girl from certain death without having to hurt her. 
 
    Deciding on what he would do, Zhe nodded a silent countdown that Razor could see. After a three count, he snatched the singer by her long ponytail and yanked her aside and to the ground.  
 
    Her sharp squeak and the movement of the bed caused the general’s eyes to pop open. 
 
    The general immediately saw the attackers, but it was too late to stop the first blow.  
 
    Razor swung their blade, meeting that of the general, who was arcing upwards towards Zhe. As Razor’s blade met the general’s hand, it severed enough fingers that the general dropped her own knife. Blood sprayed, and the general leapt out of bed and onto her feet. 
 
    “Filthy killers!” she hissed. 
 
    “Just invaders and tyrants,” Zhe replied. “Those are our targets.” 
 
    “You’ll die just the same,” the general replied. “Like the scum you are.” 
 
    Toro stepped out of the shadows with his bone war hammer. He brought it down at the general’s chest, but she dropped onto her knees and snatched her own sword off the bed where it had lain beside her.  
 
    She swung the blade and struck Toro. His armor protected him from more serious injury, but the impact knocked him backward. 
 
    Razor was already in motion, firing off a series of bone stars. They struck the general in the face and neck, rocking her backward. Still, she lunged forward with her sword and would have speared Razor with it except for the fact that Zhe stepped forward and knocked the sword to the ground. 
 
    Thus spared, Razor delivered the killing blow with a stiletto dagger so that the general ended up sprawled on her back, knees bent under her body and arms to her side. A pool of fresh blood spread on the rich carpet beneath her. 
 
    “I appreciate the assistance,” Razor said to Zhe as they snatched up the fingers from the bed. 
 
    “I believe it makes us even. However, that was a very near disaster,” Zhe commented and turned to the singer, who was still sprawled on the floor. “Do you need us to knock you out so that you aren’t blamed?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “We were supposed to be finished here after the dinner,” the singer said. “The general made us stay to sing her to sleep. Nobody knows except the guards outside, and I assume they’re...” 
 
    “Dead as a fish on feast day,” Toro finished. 
 
    “Good,” Zhe said to her, happy to not have to punch a trio of musicians in the face. “Then you best leave. There’s no one outside to hinder your departure.” 
 
    The girl nodded to Zhe and then to the two lute players. She got to her feet and grabbed her dress, which hung on a nearby chair, and slipped it over her head. A few seconds later, the three of them rushed out the front door of the house. 
 
    Razor, meanwhile, had extracted the general’s key bones and was crushing them in their own mortar and pestle. Soon they had a paste of the bone meal, along with other ingredients. Razor spread it on their face, neck, and the back of their hands, all the while chanting in an ancient tongue. 
 
    As Zhe watched, Razor’s face and body began to shift. They became bulkier, their face more feminine. There was the sound of cracking as the bones in Razor’s face and body shifted to take on the new form. Razor let out a slight groan of pain as the transformation progressed. Their eyes flickered and rolled back in their head. 
 
    After several minutes, Razor’s transformation was complete, and they now looked like the general who lay dead on the floor. They took a few moments to shake off the intensity of the transformation experience, reminding Zhe how hard it was each time a shapeshifter took on a new form. 
 
    Finally, Razor stood up and looked at the other two. 
 
    “I do wish that I’d had the chance to talk to the general more to imitate her voice and accent better,” Razor said. “Luckily, most people are terribly unobservant, and we should be fine.” 
 
    They left the house and went outside the wall of the garden. The neighborhood was still quiet, and nobody had raised any alarms.  
 
    Almost certainly, at some point in the following hours, there would be a change of guards, and the dead would be discovered.  
 
    That didn’t leave them much time to pull this off. 
 
    Toro found the largest soldier lying dead in the shrubbery along with another close to Zhe in size and dragged them into the garden. They stripped them down and put on the guard’s armor and uniforms. They put their own into a pair of large backpacks.  
 
    They did look a little strange, but, again, they would be reliant on the keymaster not considering the possibility that a shapeshifter would have killed the general and her guards. They would likely not have much knowledge of Malgent uniforms and standard kit to know if it was out of the ordinary. 
 
    Once they were prepared, they made their way to the keymaster’s house, which was not far from the general’s. It also had a wall and a guard at the front gate but only a pair of soldiers.  
 
    They immediately moved out of the “general’s” way with a salute.  
 
    Razor responded with incoherent grumbling, knowing that the soldiers likely would have heard the general speak and were more likely to notice the difference. 
 
    “Summon us a coach with four horses,” Zhe instructed the two guards. “Immediately.” 
 
    The soldiers looked one at the other, and then one of them ran off into the night. 
 
    The garden of the keymaster was almost as luxurious as that of the lord mayor, where the general had been staying. They followed the stone path through the trees that led to the front entrance and pounded on the door. 
 
    After what seemed an interminable wait, the door finally opened. Standing there in a dressing gown and holding a lantern in shaking hands was the aged keymaster.  
 
    Zhe had never met him but had seen his predecessor growing up during the annual ritual. While the ritual itself was secret, the procession of the keymaster and mint supervisor was celebrated with sweets and small gifts. 
 
    Whenever in public, the keymaster wore greens and reds, while the mint supervisor wore gowns of blue and yellow. The elderly man in the doorway wore a sweeping and luxurious robe of green and red with the distinctive patterns that were the seal of his position.  
 
    “General,” the old keymaster said. “Why are you here so late?” 
 
    “We have received word of an artifact in the vaults of the mint that we must secure and transport to Ashtar immediately,” Razor said. 
 
    Their voice sounded remarkably like the general, or what little of her that Zhe had heard. If it was convincing for him, he hoped it would be likewise for the keymaster, who would have had more contact. 
 
    “We secure many relics and riches, as you know,” the keymaster said. “To which one do you refer?” 
 
    “I will only discuss that once we are inside the mint,” Razor replied. “It is a matter of the greatest urgency. Get dressed right away. A coach has been summoned.” 
 
    “Oh, oh dear,” the old man said and turned all the way around, uncertain whether to return inside or just come along while in his robe. “Give me a few moments.” 
 
    They waited outside the house while the keymaster got dressed and the soldier recruited a horse-drawn coach. Each moment brought greater danger that they would be discovered, and Zhe was becoming more nervous by the second.  
 
    Everything was taking too long. 
 
    Finally, both their transportation and the old man were ready, and they climbed into the coach. The driver, a coachman of no military affiliation, pulled away from the keymaster’s house and towards the gate out of the neighborhood. 
 
    “Oh my, there seems to be some kerfuffle at the lord mayor’s… er, your house, General,” the keymaster said as he stared out of the window. 
 
    Zhe peered through the window of the coach. A half-dozen Malgent soldiers were at the house. They had discovered the bodies of the guards and were talking excitedly about what to do. Two of them rushed through the gate towards the general’s house. 
 
    “Just some important messages coming from elsewhere on the front lines,” Zhe said as he pulled closed the curtain on the window and threw a look at Razor and Toro. He pounded on the roof of the carriage. “Let’s pick up the pace, driver! It’s late, and we want to get this over with.” 
 
    The driver sped up, but they might not be fast enough. Time was now against them. Very soon, the Malgent would establish a connection between the dead body of the general and the empty house of the keymaster.  
 
    He hoped that they would have enough time. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    The town was surprisingly quiet as they traveled through the streets in the coach with the keymaster. After a while, Zhe realized that with the recent military occupation by Malgent, they had obviously declared a curfew after a certain hour of the night.  
 
    That would be both good and bad.  
 
    Zhe was happy that if anything went wrong and they had to fight their way out of the city, there would be no innocent civilians on the street. The last thing that he wanted, both from a moral point of view and a strategic one, was to kill a civilian.  
 
    They needed people to see them as heroes, not wanton killers. 
 
    On the other hand, it meant moving through the city was very obvious. While they were with the keymaster that wasn’t a problem. After the heist, it might well be. 
 
    They arrived in front of the mint. The coachman climbed down and opened the door for them. As they were stepping out into the street, the coachman hollered and drew his sword. 
 
    Zhe leapt out of the coach and looked to where the coachman was directing his concern. It was Bone Claw and Garotte, dragging away a pair of Malgent guards who had been guarding the mint.  
 
    The blood smear on the cobbles told him everything he needed to know. 
 
    As soon as Bone Claw saw the coachman draw his weapon, he drew his own and leapt towards him. His intention was obvious. 
 
    Zhe put himself between Bone Claw and the man. The coachman was being heroic in defending the keymaster, but Zhe could see his sword hand shaking. He was no soldier, just a good citizen trying to do what was right. 
 
    Putting his hand on the sword hand of the coachman, Zhe spoke to him quietly. 
 
    “We are friends of T’iru Midiri and her people. We mean no harm to the mint or the keymaster,” he said. 
 
    The coachman looked at him, confused.  
 
    “What is going on?” 
 
    “You will hear stories in the morning, probably untrue. We need something from the mint to liberate our people,” Zhe replied. 
 
    The coachman looked from Zhe to Bone Claw. He turned to run away.  
 
    Toro, who had dismounted from the coach in the meantime, punched the man once in the back of the head. He fell to the ground unconscious. 
 
    “I’ll tie him loosely,” Toro said, “but I don’t think he’ll be waking up again tonight.” 
 
    “Better that it looks like he resisted as best he could, in case they find him,” Zhe agreed. “But better still that they don’t find him. Once we’re inside, send his coach off into the city. If the city guard stop it, they will think he was just robbed. Hopefully, he is smart enough to play along.” 
 
    Turning around towards the coach, Zhe noticed the keymaster standing on the street next to the coach with his mouth hanging open in shock. Behind him stood Razor, hand on the dagger in their belt, expecting the worst. 
 
    “Who are you?” the keymaster asked and then turned to Razor, who appeared as the general of the garrison to him. “Have we been kidnapped by thieves?” 
 
    “I assure you that I am here of my own free will,” Razor said with a slight smile. “There is nothing to fear, but big things are afoot, and time is running out.” 
 
    “Then you will have to bring King Logaire from the Castle on the Sea,” the keymaster replied. “Otherwise, I shan’t open the gates to the mint. It is my sworn duty to protect the ages and memories of the great kingdoms of—” 
 
    “Yes, yes, blah, blah,” Razor interrupted. “We know what your assigned role is, and I can tell you that we haven’t time for this. The king won’t be coming, and you will open the gates.” 
 
    “I won’t. Even if you kill me,” the keymaster said. 
 
    “That can be arranged,” Razor replied. 
 
    “Without my presence, the gates to the mint and her vaults won’t open. I am the key.” 
 
    Zhe stepped in before the argument escalated out of control. They didn’t have time for this debate, and he didn’t want the keymaster to shout a warning that brought more guards. 
 
    “Your Honor, I am a son of Behari,” Zhe told him. “We are Bone Mages and have returned to free our people from the yoke of Malgent so that sovereignty may be returned to the rightful king of T’iru Midiri.” 
 
    The keymaster laughed and shook his head. 
 
    “Of course, you have no idea, why would you? Bandits that you are,” the keymaster replied. “King Najashi has agreed to surrender to Malgent.” 
 
    Zhe and the Bone Mages looked at each other in shock. 
 
     “What?” Zhe asked. “When?” 
 
    “He sent messengers to both Ashtar and Behari, agreeing to submit to terms in return for the right to remain ruler over his people. They are to meet in ten days to sign the capitulation. Queen Diarmuid will bring King Najashi’s representative to Behari tonight to begin negotiations on his behalf.” 
 
    “That explains why that filthy dog didn’t send his army to meet us at Midway,” Bone Claw said. 
 
    “And also why His Highness let us go so easily, after spending the night,” Razor added. 
 
    “Likely as soon as we arrived and he knew that the Bone Mages had returned he sent messengers on his fastest horses,” Zhe said. “He fears us more than Malgent. They will let him rule in return for a free hand pillaging the land and stealing from her people.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’s fine with that,” Garotte said. “That’s all that ever motivated him.” 
 
    “I disagree,” Freya cut in. “His actions are odious. That I don’t dispute. But we have to understand it from his point of view. He sees himself as the savior of the people of T’iru Midiri and us as a danger to him—and thus, to the people.” 
 
    “Are you seriously defending him?” Garotte snapped at her. “He chased you into a swamp where you spent sixteen years living as an animal.” 
 
    “That’s not quite true,” Freya said. “We were chased not by Najashi’s soldiers but by our own.” 
 
    “By the Bone Mages?” Toro said. “Why would they chase you?” 
 
    “Because Najashi had charged her and Ashkon with killing them, and they agreed. That was their mission,” Zhe interrupted.  
 
    He had suspected as much but had kept it to himself up till this moment. Things hadn’t fit together for him from the moment they freed her from her chimera. If they were only fighting regular T’iru Midiri soldiers and had already made their way into the swamps, there was no reason to risk combining powers as they had done.  
 
    But if they were being pursued by Bone Mages, it would have been worth the risk. 
 
    “You killed your comrades,” Zhe said. 
 
    “I honestly don’t remember,” Freya replied. 
 
    “Why?” Garotte asked. There was obvious hurt in her voice. After a rocky initial start, she and Freya had bonded, as warriors and mothers. 
 
    “Najashi had a vision for peace. The Bone Mages had only a vision for war. Our role was spent, and we were a danger to the future of T’iru Midiri and our people,” Freya replied. “At least, that’s what I believed then.” 
 
    “Did you meet with Najashi alone when we were in Meder?” Zhe asked. 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “You were with me the entire time,” Freya said. “He sent someone to me, but I refused. I know that I haven’t lived the last sixteen years as you have, but I can see what he’s done to our kingdom—where his vision has led us, especially now. I was wrong, and I am sorry for my role in it, believe me.” 
 
    “Well, that’s that then,” Toro said and reached for his bone hammer. “You can think on your mistakes in the river of fire for all I care.” 
 
    Freya pushed her hands into the claw gloves that hung at her belt and raised them defensively.  
 
    Zhe put himself between the two Bone Mages. 
 
    “We don’t have time for this reckoning of accounts,” Zhe said. “And it is irrelevant to the current struggle.” 
 
    “You trust her?” Bone Claw asked. “I never thought you stupid before this moment.” 
 
    Zhe’s eyes flashed in anger at Bone Claw’s comment, but he took a breath and brought himself under control. He needed to keep a cool head. 
 
    “Do any of you think that we—any of us, besides Raquel—are free of stains from the Shade War? We were warriors, and we made decisions that took lives, often with our own hands. Sometimes those decisions were based on wrong knowledge or poor judgment, but there was no time to weigh things as we might like,” Zhe said. “I won’t say that I trust Freya after this news, but it is her judgment under pressure that I don’t trust. Not her intentions. And that matters to me—as it should to all of us.” 
 
    Garotte walked over to Toro and took the war hammer out of his hand, sliding it back into its sheath. He didn’t resist, though it was obviously a small defeat for him, and he sighed. 
 
    “You are to make no independent decisions without consulting me,” Zhe said to Freya, then turned to the keymaster, who had been watching the conflict with amusement. “Open the mint, we’re out of time for any further debate.” 
 
    “I will not ever do such a…” 
 
    The keymaster fell to the ground in a heap. There was a bone star in the back of his head. 
 
    Razor was back in their usual form and no longer the general of the garrison. They bent over the dead keymaster with a bone dagger in hand. 
 
    “A’tiniti’s nuts, Razor,” Bone Claw cursed. “What have you done? Now, we can’t get in. We need both of those idiots to open the door.” 
 
    “It is a risk, I suppose,” Razor said. “But it is my belief that only the keymaster was necessary to open the mint and her vaults. The mint supervisor was just there to… supervise. Else why could they so easily be replaced by the general?” 
 
    “It would not have been my preferred course of action,” Zhe said. “But I think that Razor is probably right. Now make it fast, or I will impose the same condition on you as I have on Freya.” 
 
    Razor was already removing several fingers and stripping off the skin, with the expertise of a seasoned Bone Mage. 
 
    “It will be less than five minutes,” Razor said and tossed the keymaster’s key ring to Zhe. “In the meantime, we can put ourselves inside the courtyard out of sight of passing soldiers.” 
 
    Zhe snatched the keys. The largest one fit the door in the gate, and it opened easily.  
 
    They carried the dead guards through and put them behind the door. Once Razor had finished removing the key bones from the keymaster, they did the same with his body. Then they closed and locked the door once again. 
 
    Within ten minutes, Razor had shapeshifted into the form of the keymaster and stood in front of them holding the old man’s large ring of keys. 
 
    “Don’t suppose you thought through the fact that you have no idea which key fits which door, eh?” Bone Claw said. “Next time maybe don’t kill our guide.” 
 
    Razor held up another large key in front of them. 
 
    “He was fingering this key as we approached the mint,” Razor said. “I am willing to wager that is because he was about to use it to give us entry to the mint.” 
 
    “Well, I intend to stand back so that when the door trap sprays acid in your eyes, it won’t ruin my clothing,” Bone Claw said. 
 
    “Go on,” Zhe said to Razor. 
 
    Razor nodded and followed the path from the front gate to the door of the mint. It was a mosaic of small, polished stones, many of them semi-precious. It formed a story about the founding of the mint many centuries earlier and continued to shine in the moon, even after hundreds of years. 
 
    The door of the Mmint itself was made of heavy, polished marble with two large, gold rings in the center of each door. At the height of a person was a polished mirror and, beneath it, a large keyhole.  
 
    Razor stopped in front of the mirror, staring into it for several seconds, then inserted the key into the lock.  
 
    It clicked. 
 
    Razor took a breath of relief and stepped back with a sweep of their arms. They hadn’t sprung a deadly trap. 
 
    Zhe stepped forward and touched the door with just an index finger. It was so well balanced that, although it weighed a massive amount, it opened as easily as if it were a feather. 
 
    “I’m sure that you’ll die when you try the next door,” Bone Claw said, “but thanks for getting us in. I’m sure A’tiniti will let you wipe his arse for providing such service to his cause.” 
 
    “Enough,” Zhe said and walked through the door. 
 
    Beyond the door was a simple foyer. It was long and narrow, stretching in both directions like a hallway with several dozen doors. Each door had a mirror and a sizable keyhole. 
 
    “I have to admit that having the keymaster alive would have been useful at this juncture,” Razor commented from behind Zhe. 
 
    Zhe ignored them and tried to think which door would be the one that they needed to open to descend to the vaults. It was impossible to tell as they were identical and without any markings, numbers, or symbols of any kind on them. 
 
    Razor, in their guise as the keymaster, might be able to open several of them without being killed by a trap—if they were lucky. But each door could easily lead to a path that took them hours to travel.  
 
    They didn’t have time to explore every passage in the massive structure of the mint. 
 
    “Toro, the keymaster has been freshly killed,” Zhe said. “Is it possible that you could still bond sufficiently with him in death that you could raise his spirit? Unless there is a map or a guidebook, I see no other way to solve this particular mystery.” 
 
    Toro pursed his lips and took a deep breath, then scratched his chin. 
 
    “There is a way.” 
 
    He turned and went outside. After several minutes, he returned with a polished skull. 
 
    “Is that the keymaster?” Raquel asked. “How did you do that so…quickly?” 
 
    “I have been at this a long time, child,” he said, then turned to Zhe. “When a man dies, as you know, it is a process that can take some time. There was yet life in the keymaster’s brain, though it was weak and fading.” 
 
    “And you will be able to bond with him?” 
 
    “I have done so to the best of my ability, and in so doing, I have frozen his soul from passing over to the river of fire. However, the connection is weak,” Toro said. “My conjuring will be unlikely to last long or take us far from the place of his death.” 
 
    “Do what you can.” 
 
    Toro used a blade in his belt to carve a series of holes into the skull of the keymaster. He rubbed the bone with a mixture of his own blood along with herbs, blood from the keymaster himself, and oils. It lost its pure white color but still glistened from the oils. 
 
    Raising a hole in the back of the skull to his mouth, Toro blew softly until a tender sound came that sounded like the wind in a meadow. He began to manipulate the sound by placing his fingers over different holes in the skull. As he did so, Toro moved his body in a dance-like rhythm that seemed strange from someone so large and lumbering.  
 
    In front of him, Zhe saw the air shimmer as though there were a smokeless fire on the floor. The shimmer slowly took the form of the keymaster, though always remaining transparent. He looked confused at his state and location. 
 
    Zhe bowed to the spirit.  
 
    “Tell us, oh great Keymaster, what door we must open to descend into the vault with the Relic of Goliyadi?” 
 
    The keymaster’s ghost wagged a finger at Zhe, dismissing the suggestion. It was no surprise that he still held the last conscious thought that had passed through his mind. 
 
    Toro blew again on the keymaster’s skull and chanted a short incantation.  
 
    The keymaster’s attitude changed, and he was unable to resist Zhe’s request. He floated across the floor and along the length of doors a long way, almost to the far end of the passageway that made up the foyer. 
 
    The Bone Mages followed quickly behind him as he moved towards one of the dozens of non-descript doors, pointing at it. Zhe bowed again to the spirit out of respect, thinking to himself that they would have never in ten years of trying found the correct door that led to the Relic of Goliyadi. 
 
    Razor stepped through the keymaster’s ghost. The spirit furrowed its brow in confusion at the sight of himself in the flesh while he was little more than smoke. He reached out to touch the shapeshifter, but his hand passed through them, and the ghost’s eyes went wide in horror. 
 
    Toro blew again on the skull. It seemed to put the ghost in a state of calm meditation, his eyes half closed and arms hanging limply at his sides. 
 
    Razor stopped, realizing that they didn’t know which key they needed. 
 
    “Which one is it, Old Keymaster? How do I open the door to the vaults?” 
 
    Eyes still closed, the ghost raised a limp hand and pointed a finger at one of the many dozens of keys on the ring. 
 
    Razor rushed to the door and slid it into the lock. It turned easily, and there was a soft click. Turning the knob, Razor pushed open the door. 
 
    Beyond the door, a set of stairs disappeared into the darkness. Zhe grabbed a nearby candelabra whose candles were lit, as were the candles in all the candelabras.  
 
    It occurred to Zhe that meant there were attendants regularly checking them to ensure that none went out. That also meant the possibility that the bodies of the soldiers and the headless keymaster would be discovered. 
 
    He considered having someone stay behind, but the only person who could be spared was Freya. And, frankly, he didn’t trust her—not now. He had no intention of leaving her behind alone. 
 
    “Freya and Laura,” Zhe said, “go hide the bodies that we left by the gate. I’m worried that whoever attends to these candles will return on a patrol and find them.” 
 
    Garotte didn’t look happy to be assigned to a task with Freya. Things had gotten very chilly between the two of them again.  
 
    But, regardless of how they currently felt about her, they would have to work and fight alongside her—or kill her. And Zhe had no intention of doing that. 
 
    “We’ll leave the door open so you can find it again,” Zhe said. “But when you return to join us in the vaults, close it behind you.” 
 
    Garotte walked off with Freya, though she kept her distance from the other woman. 
 
    Zhe turned his attention back to the doorway to the vaults. He went first onto the stairs and descended.  
 
    It was narrow and steep, which was not surprising given how close each of the dozens of doors were to each other. A warm and dry breeze that smelled of dust in the summer sun rose to meet them. 
 
    Soon they were at the bottom and entered a small room, though it was wider than the stairs. Each stairwell likely ended at a room on a different level, giving other rooms more space. 
 
    At the other end of the room was a further door. The ghost of the keymaster approached Razor, glaring at them with its strange, faraway stare. He tried to snatch the key ring out of Razor’s hand, but his own passed right through it. He gave up and pointed to one of the keys on the ring. 
 
    Razor went to the door, which had another mirror, and stared into it as they slid the key into the lock and turned it. The door opened, leading into a large hall lined with columns. 
 
    Between the columns, against the wall, in the corners, and around the room were a series of golden statues. In fact, the entire room shone with gold on the floors, walls, and ceilings. The statues were strange grotesqueries of humans twisted in agony and fear or calling out in pain. Their features were blunted as though weathered by centuries of rain. 
 
    In the middle of the room was a large pool of liquid gold. At first, Zhe thought that it was just part of the floor until it undulated slightly as a result of some change.  
 
    Zhe didn’t like it. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here as quickly as we can,” he said. 
 
    The Bone Mages began searching for an exit but there didn’t seem to be one. No doors, no keyholes, nothing.  
 
    Many of the statues showed people who seemed to be searching for a way out of the room, too. Zhe walked up to one of the statues and placed a hand on it. It vibrated in a distinctive way. 
 
    “These aren’t statues,” he said. “They’re gold-covered bodies. I can sense bones inside these.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Raquel asked. 
 
    “I suspect it means that either we find the way out of here or we join those who came before us,” Razor said. 
 
    “Were these thieves who tried to break into the vaults?” Raquel asked. 
 
    “Who knows?” Zhe replied. “It’s irrelevant to us at the moment. Toro, ask the keymaster where the exit is.” 
 
    Toro did as Zhe asked, and the keymaster walked over to the pool of gold and pointed at it. 
 
    “That makes as much sense as A’tiniti marrying a goat,” Bone Claw said. “That gold is molten hot. If we walk into that, we’ll be as dead as these statues.” 
 
    “The keymaster is a mage,” Zhe said in realization. “To pass beyond this room requires his magic. Without the keymaster, none pass.” 
 
    “That’s not the answer I was looking for,” Bone Claw said. 
 
    “Nor I,” agreed Toro.  
 
    “Can his spirit still cast?” Zhe asked Toro. 
 
    “The connection is not strong enough with his spirit,” Toro said. 
 
    “Can you access any of his mage powers?” Zhe asked Razor, who shook their head in the negative. 
 
    “I’m out of ideas,” Bone Claw said. 
 
    “If I’m not mistaken, you haven’t offered any,” Razor replied. 
 
    Zhe had an idea. Though, if Garotte returned in time. But that quickly became in doubt as the gold pool’s undulation became more urgent, and its liquid spilled over the sides. Luckily, the door leading upwards was still open if they needed to escape. 
 
    Bone Claw took a coin from a pouch at his belt and tossed it into the molten gold. It burst into flame and melted. 
 
    At that moment, Garotte and Freya entered the room from the stairwell. The door shut tight behind them.  
 
    Everyone turned to stare at them.  
 
    The room had sensed the last of their party coming to join them. The pool was undulating more energetically because it was preparing to flood the room with molten gold to kill them. 
 
    “I feel like maybe we should have knocked before we came in,” Garotte said. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    In the middle of the room, the ghost of the keymaster laughed silently, his transparent body shaking.  
 
    Toro blew on the back of the keymaster’s skull, causing the ghost to disappear.  
 
    “Laura, I need you to create a whirlwind large enough to contain all of us,” Zhe said. “It needs to keep out that molten gold that’s spreading across the floor.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that I can do that,” she replied. 
 
    “Then we all die,” Zhe said, clarifying the stakes. 
 
    “OK, then I guess I’ll do that.” 
 
    She took out her bone whip and whirled it over her head as Zhe gathered everyone in an outward-facing circle around her. The air began to move, and any dust that was in the room was drawn into the mini-tornado.  
 
    Soon, the power of the cyclone drew drops of molten gold around them so that they were in a kind of gold, shining tube. Their images—and that of Razor as the keymaster—reflected back from the golden mirror. 
 
    “Move us towards the pool,” Zhe shouted over the screaming winds. 
 
    They moved as a unit towards the pool as the whirlwind became darker and darker with the liquid metal. Zhe reached the edge of the pool first and almost toppled into it. He reached beside him and grabbed Raquel to prevent her from doing the same. 
 
    Looking towards Garotte, Zhe caught her attention and nodded towards the pool. She nodded in response and angled her bone whip’s rotation slightly. The wind of its spin pushed away the water in the pool, allowing them to step down into it. 
 
    The wind revealed a series of steps that they took to descend into the pool, which was deeper than Zhe was tall. Soon they were in the bottom of the pool, and the liquid gold was pushed against the walls and then up into the air. 
 
    A door was visible in one of the walls. It had a mirror and a keyhole, like the other doors, though it was somewhat shorter and would require them to stoop. 
 
    Zhe signaled to Garotte to stop her whirlwind. She shook her head while pointing at the gold above them, but he insisted. Reluctantly, she obeyed.  
 
    The gold stayed in the air. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Garotte said as they all stared at the tube of gold that rose from floor to ceiling. 
 
    “Razor’s reflection, or rather, the reflection of the keymaster,” Zhe said. “The magic in here works primarily on the mirror principle and, in this case, has turned molten gold into a solid metal.” 
 
    “I imagine that the keymaster’s magic did something similar,” Razor said. 
 
    “Yes, but you aren’t the keymaster, and we didn’t use the keymaster’s magical system—whatever it is. So, we don’t know how long it will last in this state. We may have to figure another way out,” Zhe said. 
 
    Razor moved towards the door and unlocked it, and Bone Claw pushed ahead of the rest of them. 
 
    “I don’t like hot gold,” he said. 
 
    The rest of the Bone Mages followed him, and Zhe was the last. He looked back at the gold. It seemed to be holding. He saw no evidence of it melting back into a molten state. Nor did the floor of the pool feel hot like it was the source of the gold’s molten state.  
 
    It must be some kind of magic. 
 
    They descended another set of stairs and arrived at a wide hallway with more doors. 
 
    “Is this a mint or a bloody doormaker’s shop?” Bone Claw complained. “Doors, doors, everywhere doors.” 
 
    “These ones have signs,” Zhe said. “We are in the vaults.” 
 
    It was true. Each door had a sign that indicated what was inside. Some were so ancient that the language and even the symbols used were foreign to them. But most were comprehensible. 
 
    Besides the doors, however, there were also more of the agonized, suffering gold statues like they had seen in the molten gold room. 
 
    “When you run out of space, why not decorate your vault with the dead in the moment of their greatest agony?” Razor mused. 
 
    “We don’t have a lot of time,” Zhe said. “We should split up to find the two things that we’ve come for. I’ll take Antonio, Raquel, and Pierre with me.” 
 
    “Do you not think that you will need me to open the door to the Relic?” Razor asked. 
 
    Zhe pointed to the door next to him. 
 
    “No mirror, no keyhole,” he said. “If you made it this far, I suspect the original designers must have decided that you were probably the real deal.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Garotte said. 
 
    “Or they wanted to change the type of trap that they used to catch the really clever thieves off-guard,” Toro said. 
 
    “That also makes sense,” Garotte replied. “Stand to the side of the door when you open it so that you don’t get an ax in the head.” 
 
    “Yes. Everyone to stay on their toes and watch for traps,” Zhe said.  
 
    They continued down the hall together until they arrived at a T-junction. Each group then went their own way.  
 
    Zhe and his group walked for a long time, reading each sign to try to find either a vault with gems or the location of the Relic. As they walked, Zhe made it a point to touch all the golden statues, which were really encased bodies of unfortunate robbers from across the centuries. 
 
    “Why are you doing that?” Toro asked. “Making friends?” 
 
    “Connecting, you might say. I’m thinking of them as potential allies.” 
 
    “Don’t know how they’ll be useful, but they’re at least pretty,” Toro replied. 
 
    “Why don’t we try and open one of these doors and just see what’s inside?” Bone Claw asked. “Might be useful to have a test run.” 
 
    “Unless we choose the wrong door and whatever’s behind it kills us,” Toro replied.  
 
    “That would be less than useful,” Raquel said. “To be killed I mean.” 
 
    “I agree,” Zhe said. 
 
    They continued for another ten minutes, moving in a softly curving arc. Zhe suspected that if they kept going, sooner or later they would run into their comrades coming in the opposite direction. But given the size of the arc, it must have put them beyond the mint’s compound and out into the city proper.  
 
    He had never realized how massive the underground vaults were. And to think that there were dozens of doors in the entry foyer. 
 
    Finally, as they were about to stop and rest, they came across a door that had the ancient symbol for the Secret Order of Bone Mages. It was no longer in use by the time Zhe had joined the Order, in the footsteps of his mother, but it was recognized by all. 
 
    Prominently displayed on the door was also the symbol of the house of Goliyadi. This, too, was known by every Bone Mage. 
 
    “I think this is it,” Toro said. “They can’t possibly have put another stupid ruse for this one thing.” 
 
    “Does A’tiniti shit in the river of fire?” Bone Claw asked. “Of course, they could. It’s one trap and trick after another in this place.” 
 
    “I think that this time it’s worth a try to open the door,” Zhe said and slid one of his blades from his belt, then nodded towards the others’ weapons. “Best to be prepared.” 
 
    The others agreed and armed themselves accordingly. 
 
    Zhe stood to the side of the door, reached out, and turned the handle. It moved without any creaking of rust like it had just been lubricated. It pushed open just as easily and silently. 
 
    Inside was a large hall lit by an invisible light, likely magical in nature. In the center of the room, at the far side, was a large, marble pedestal, and sitting on the pedestal was a translucent crystal box. It was lit from below, and the form of a suspended object was visible. 
 
    The Relic of Goliyadi.  
 
    Zhe and the others stepped forward into the room. He leapt back at the last second as a massive iron club smashed into the ground.  
 
    Standing in front of them was an iron goliath. It was the shape of a man but without a head and held together by twisted wire and leather straps. 
 
    “All who enter die,” the goliath’s voice boomed from inside its hollow-sounding chest. “Your turn has come now, too, thieves.” 
 
    Zhe and the others had stumbled backward out of the room to avoid the blows of the goliath. He pulled the door closed behind him, intending to buy them some time to strategize. He hoped that the magical trap was confined to the room in which it had been left. 
 
    The goliath tore off the door and threw it behind him, back into the room.  
 
    Obviously, it wasn’t confined to the room. 
 
    It was, however, too big to fit through the doorway. That gave them a moment, as long as they stayed out of reach of its long arms.  
 
    Zhe withdrew an empty flask from his belt. He took a bone dagger and scraped underneath his fingernail. 
 
    “Not the time for personal hygiene, Zhe,” Bone Claw complained. 
 
    Zhe ignored him. Underneath his nails was gold. As he had touched each of the statues in the hallway, he had dragged a finger along it. The gold was pure and soft, and he accumulated a little from each of the statues. 
 
    As he scraped under each nail, Zhe tapped the dagger on the side of the flask, depositing the gold inside. When he’d done this for every finger, he added ingredients from different pouches, phials, and jars on his belt. To this, he added his own blood. 
 
    Then he drank the contents. 
 
    Immediately, Zhe doubled over in pain. The cramps were almost unbearable.  
 
    He heard Bone Claw curse beside him and saw out of the corner of his eyes that the goliath had smashed the door frame and was now squeezing through the entryway. Soon enough it would be out in the hallway alongside them. 
 
    Swords, clubs, and arrows against a possessed suit of armor would be of little use. Nor would Toro’s crocodile spirits.  
 
    Zhe saw him blowing on the skull, trying to raise the spirit of the keymaster, but to no avail. His distance from the site of death, along with his weak connection to the death of the man meant it was unlikely that he would be able to raise him down in the vaults. 
 
    The cramps subsided into a lightning-like tingling in his veins, crawling outwards towards the ends of his limbs and through the top of his head. He could hear dozens of voices–the voices of the people encased in gold. Their suffering was what coursed through his body. 
 
    As Zhe managed to force himself back upright, he saw them coming. They moved slow and stilted, their motions limited by the restrictions of the gold covering their skeletons. But the soft gold warmed with movement of the skeletons and of the magic passing through them, and their steps quickly became smoother and faster. 
 
    The goliath was out of the room, up to his waist just as the first gold statue arrived. The goliath smashed it aside with its arm. It became a smear of gold, rotted flesh, and decayed bones on the floor.  
 
    It did the same with the next. And the next. 
 
    But soon, like ants, a tide of gold-covered skeletons crawled on the iron goliath. It roared in a rage and pulled itself back inside the room, taking the gold golems along with it.  
 
    Zhe followed them, and the others followed Zhe. 
 
    The goliath staggered from one side of the hall to the other, trying to pull off and destroy the dozens of attackers that swarmed it. Zhe rushed forward and leapt through the air as he got close. He reached the goliath and grabbed hold of the wire that held the monster together and pulled himself up it like climbing a wall of tangled vines. 
 
    Soon, Zhe reached the headless creature’s shoulders. Here, he could see that its front and back were likewise held together by metal wire and leather lacing like you might find holding together the front and rear plates of body armor.  
 
    Zhe brought down his blade on these connecting threads. It frantically tried to reach Zhe with its arms, but the multitude of golden golems and Zhe’s speed prevented it from doing so.  
 
    A gap opened up between the front and rear plates of the iron goliath—enough for Zhe to almost fit between them. He used a foot to push the gap wider and leapt inside the monster. 
 
    He found himself tumbling for a long time—much longer than made sense. The goliath was larger on the inside than it was on the outside. As Zhe fell, he became entangled in leather straps that hung from one side to the other of the creature like vines in the jungle.  
 
    The first strap sent Zhe spinning, but he managed to grab hold of one and stop his own fall with a painful jerk of his arm, nearly tearing it out of his shoulder socket. He groaned in pain and then grabbed the strap with his other hand and pulled himself up until he sat across several straps as though they were a hammock. 
 
    Looking down, Zhe could see the bottom of the hole he was in. At the bottom lay an orange glowing sphere, and around it danced strange creatures with too many arms and legs and heads, each of which were the wrong size and shape to be human. Zhe swung from one strap to another until he was almost at the bottom, and then he dropped the last half-length. 
 
    His impact with the iron bottom of the inside the goliath’s chest made a booming noise that resonated like an iron barrel hit by a sledgehammer.  
 
    The dancing creatures froze where they were.  
 
    Zhe approached them, drawing both of his blades. 
 
    As Zhe reached the creatures, they cowered away from the glowing orb, whose light dimmed with the end of their dance. It was, he realized, the heart of the goliath’s power, and the creatures used the magic of their dance to power it and keep it alive—or to keep it trapped like the Dragon Builders of Doveny kept the souls of dead heroes trapped in their dragons. 
 
    Without analyzing it further, because his friends’ lives were in danger, Zhe swung his blade at the glowing orb. The first blow glanced off the orb, sending an arcing shower of sparks through the air, lighting the horrified faces of the strange creatures. 
 
    With the light on them, Zhe realized that they were Shimmers—mysterious magical creatures. They hid in caves, but when they came out into the world, they could move into and animate dead objects.  
 
    Barrels, pot belly stoves, even dead, half-rotted creatures—all were fair game for a Shimmer when it needed to go out to hunt or move from place to place. They used dead objects in the way that some crabs used the found shells of dead creatures as a form of protection. 
 
    But Zhe had never seen a grouping, like a whole village, moving a monster like the goliath through their cooperation. This was something new, at least to him. 
 
    No matter, he swung his blade again.  
 
    This time, the blade sunk into the flesh of the orb. That was how it felt to Zhe—like flesh and iron, bonded together. As he cut into the sphere, the goliath shivered and groaned, shaking the whole world inside where Zhe was. 
 
    Molten iron oozed from the interior of the goliath’s heart.  
 
    Zhe leapt up and climbed the straps to escape the rapidly spreading, molten blood of the creature. The Shimmers followed him up into the jungle of leather straps.  
 
    The world went sideways and then suddenly jolted.  
 
    Zhe barely held onto the straps and was only saved because the goliath’s tumble had caused him to become tied up in knots within the creature. Many of the Shimmers fell and burst into flames in the molten iron of the heart’s spilled interior or were dashed against the creature’s side. 
 
    Light spilled through a gap in the creature’s side above him, and Zhe climbed towards it. As he did so, a swarm of the golden statues poured in through the crack and went on the attack against the surviving Shimmers.  
 
    They seemed to be age-old enemies based on the ferocity of how they fought, though it made no sense.  
 
    Zhe climbed upwards until he reached the gap and then pulled himself to it. There was a brief moment of disorientation as the dimensions of the world changed back to normal. He slid down the side of the dead iron goliath and onto the floor.  
 
    His comrades stood in shock, staring at him. 
 
    “What in the name of…” Bone Claw began. 
 
    Zhe raised a hand to stop him from going any further. 
 
    “No blasphemies against A’tiniti right at this moment,” Zhe said. “I thank A’tiniti that I am even alive after that strange experience.” 
 
    The immobilized corpse of the goliath burst at the seams, and both Shimmers and golden statues poured out. They fought out of the room and out into the hallway. The battle sounds and shrieks could be heard fading into the distance from back the way that they had come.  
 
    Zhe and the others moved over to the translucent, crystal case in which the Relic of Goliyadi was stored. The magic energy of the case could be immediately felt in Zhe’s guts. 
 
    “It’s like a pressure,” Raquel commented. “The closer I get, the stronger the pressure.” 
 
    “And a point would be reached by any person or creature,” Zhe said. “Beyond which they could move no closer. The magic that protects this case permits no one and no magic to touch it.” 
 
    “That’s a problem,” Toro said, and just to be sure, he swung his war hammer at the case. It bounced away from it before ever making contact. “Yep, definitely a problem.” 
 
    “Yes,” Zhe said. “It would. Except that every charmed case has a small flaw. The better the mage, the smaller the flaw, but it can never be completely eliminated. Just like every child is born with a navel; it was the point of connection to the caster.” 
 
    “So, we have to look for a belly button in this thing?” Bone Claw asked. 
 
    “You will never find it,” Zhe said. 
 
    “Then it might as well not exist,” Bone Claw responded. 
 
    “No, I said that you would never find it. But there are things that can,” Zhe said. 
 
    Placing a hand on Raquel’s shoulder, Zhe pointed towards a dark corner of the room. 
 
    “You see those roaches there, sleeping in that corner?” 
 
    “Sure,” Raquel replied. “Why do you ask, master?” 
 
    “Go catch a pair of them in your mortar and bring them back here.” 
 
    Raquel did as Zhe requested, running over to the corner, trapping a pair of insects in the mortar and bringing them back, trapped under her hand.  
 
    “Look at them. What do you notice?” 
 
    “They’re large, and they appear to be made out of metal. Their shells anyway,” Raquel replied as she peered at the insects under her hand. 
 
    “I think that there must be a lot of metal down here, and they’ve learned to eat it. It’s in their shells now,” Zhe said. 
 
    “And that can help us with the case?” 
 
    “Crush them into a paste,” Zhe told her. 
 
    After she had done so, Zhe walked Raquel through a wand casting. It was a very small wand when she was done but perfectly formed. 
 
    “You are going to call to the roaches using your wand,” he told her. “When you do call them, send them the sense of food inside the case. Imagine a disgusting pile of old, rotting food. As you do so, sing the Summoners’ chant I taught you.” 
 
    Raquel again followed Zhe’s directions.  
 
    Soon cockroaches crawled out of the darkness. At first, it was in ones and twos, then in dozens, then hundreds. They crawled towards the case, swarming over it. 
 
    “A’tiniti save me, I’m going to throw up,” Bone Claw said and took a few steps back to ensure that none of the large insects got on him. 
 
    As they watched, something shifted in the light inside the glowing case. A cockroach had found an entrance. Then a second. And a third. More and more cockroaches made it into the case and crawled over it. Finally, the glow of the cube went out, and the case went dark.  
 
    Only a small amount of movement was visible as the cube seemed to shake and vibrate on the spot. 
 
    “Turn away,” Zhe said and turned his back. 
 
    After a moment, there was a loud crack, and Zhe felt the spray of tiny glass shards against the back of his neck. He brushed them lightly away as he turned around. 
 
    The glow had returned, but the case was gone.  
 
    The once dark blur was now visible as a fragment of a human jawbone with teeth. It floated in the air, and around it was spread a heap of mostly dead cockroaches. They had been crushed by so many pushing to enter the cube. 
 
    “But I thought the cube was magically protected from attack,” Raquel said. 
 
    “It is. From the outside. But the roaches were on the inside pushing outwards. Magic cannot push in two directions or towards two different goals at the same time. Ever. It is impossible.” 
 
    “I’m always saying to Razor that the roaches get a bad reputation because they’re so ugly, but it’s not fair,” Toro said. “And now we’ve got the Relic thanks to them.” 
 
    Zhe stepped forward and picked up the Relic. He could feel the energy of dozens of souls within it. They were dormant as though in a sleep, but their power hadn’t waned at all. It slumbered, waiting to be released to whomever knew how. 
 
    “That thing is your next step,” Bone Claw said. “You know that, right?” 
 
    Zhe nodded. 
 
    “Towards being a Threefold Bone Mage,” Zhe said. “Yes. To open the gate and reach that height, a candidate must commune with one of the ancient founders and receive their counsel. Goliyadi is a founder, and this could be an opportunity for our struggle.” 
 
    “You want us to leave so you can do that?” Toro asked. “Commune, I mean.” 
 
    “No, not yet,” Zhe replied, turning the jawbone over in his hand. It was warm to the touch, almost too hot to hold. “We have tasks to carry out before such a thing is possible. Do you remember the poem, the Threefold poem?” 
 
    “Sure,” Bone Claw said. “The Threefold’s tasks are one plus four. Defeat the beast of iron inside the door. Release a thousand spirits to the sea floor. Give that which is not yours to give, to win what was taken before.” 
 
    Zhe pointed to the remains of the iron goliath spread out on the floor. 
 
    “Defeat the beast of iron,” he repeated.  
 
    “The process is in motion,” Toro said. “But what of the second task? What are the thousand spirits?” 
 
    “They could be anything,” Zhe replied. “The rhyme stays the same, but its meaning changes, depending on the mage, the historical epoch, and even the season of the year. I trust that we will know when we see it.” 
 
    Gingerly, Zhe wrapped up the jaw and placed it in an iron box that he kept in a large pouch at his belt. He put the pouch in the bag that he wore on his back to be more secure. 
 
    “We should go and find the others,” Zhe said. “Hopefully, they have had as much luck as we have.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    They left the Relic of Goliyadi’s vault and returned to the long hallway. They marched quickly, back towards the way they had come. Along the way, they came across the remnants of the brutal battle between the golden statues and the Shimmers. 
 
    There were broken pieces of gold statues, and the bones of the people once encased lay scattered between them. But the Shimmers had suffered the worst. All of them had been destroyed.  
 
    Many lay on the floor or were held with their feet dangling in the air. Their heads had been covered by the oozing, soft metal of the gold statues, smothering them. 
 
    The statues that hadn’t been destroyed were back in their places on pedestals. 
 
    They stepped gingerly over the broken statues, and Zhe said prayers and homages to the destroyed, whose sacrifice had saved them. 
 
    “Why do you think that they hated each other so much?” Raquel asked. 
 
    “Maybe the Shimmers possess and use the bodies of the gold statues and they don’t like it. It’s often hard to know how magic works if you’re not around to see it unfold,” Zhe explained. 
 
    Finally, they reached the T-junction where they had split up with the others. In the distance, they could hear voices approaching them and some shouts.  
 
    After a few minutes, their comrades appeared. Each of them carried two small trunks under their arms, and they were running. 
 
    They were being chased by the same large, metallic cockroaches that Raquel had used to burst the Relic’s case. She took out her wand of summoning and said an incantation. The roaches stopped their pursuit. 
 
    But there were millions of them, and some poured past the front rows that had obeyed Raquel. She was unable to control so many creatures all at the same time. 
 
    “I can’t hold them back,” she said. 
 
    “Use those that you control to block the passage of those that you don’t,” Zhe told her. 
 
    Raquel nodded and focused her attention again on the army of roaches. The ones that she could control climbed on top of each other, forming a wall of bodies. Their legs and mandibles locked onto one another like the links in a suit of chainmail. In this way, they formed a strong barrier that was thousands of cockroaches thick.  
 
    It wouldn’t last forever but long enough. 
 
    “That was a very close call,” Garotte said. “The bugs arrived afterwards, but before them, there was a trap in the room that required all of us to overcome it.” 
 
    “Freya is a faithless traitor, but I must admit that her gymnastic fighting abilities are extremely useful,” Razor said. They had changed back to their true form and no longer resembled the keymaster. 
 
    “I suppose I should take that as a compliment, all things considered,” Freya said. “And it is better than the creature that tried to kill us in the jewel room.” 
 
    “I’m glad that you found your team spirit,” Zhe said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Not wanting to be around when the roach dam finally broke, nobody argued. They ran back towards the entry point.  
 
    In the gold room, the frozen tube of gold remained in place. Toro smashed through it with his war hammer, and they climbed back up onto the floor. 
 
    The fragments of gold that fell back into the pool quickly liquified as the pool refilled to cover the entry point to the vaults. The spell had been broken.  
 
    They continued upwards until they reached the hall of doors, in the entry foyer. Making their way out of the mint and into the garden, they found a half-dozen guards as well as several candle attendants.  
 
    They stood over the bodies of the guards whom the Bone Mages had killed and the headless body of the keymaster. They argued in frantic tones about what to do as the Bone Mages arrived.  
 
    Everyone froze, knowing that a confrontation was inevitable and not certain who would make the first move. 
 
    Zhe saw that the guards were city guards, not Malgent. He raised his hands and stepped forward. 
 
    “Brothers, sisters, we are citizens of T’iru Midiri like you and only want to liberate our people from…” 
 
    The guards charged at Zhe weapons drawn.  
 
    Zhe drew his blades and took down the two lead guards with the first swing of his dual blades. Several more were brought down by Raquel’s arrows and Razor’s bone stars. Toro killed two with a single throw of his war hammer.  
 
    The rest ran deeper into the forest garden that surrounded the mint. 
 
    “If the city guards of Najashi are back on patrol, then it must be true,” Zhe said. “The representative of Najashi must be in Behari now, and some sort of preliminary agreement has been reached.” 
 
    “Then we truly are on our own,” Freya said. 
 
    “With one more enemy and one less city,” Bone Claw replied. “In a word, the pig shit is now over our head.” 
 
    “Then we will have to use our wits and our swords to lift ourselves out of it,” Zhe said. 
 
    With no time to bury the body but wanting to treat the keymaster’s mutilated corpse with respect, Toro set his polished skull on the keymaster’s chest and then placed the dead man’s hands upon it.  
 
    “Safe journey to the other side, you old turd,” Toro said and made a rude gesture. 
 
    They rushed through the gate, which hung open, and out into the street.  
 
    As if out of nowhere, the brothers Terronius and Sylvan arrived in a large open wagon with six wheels and pulled by four large horses. When they saw the trunks in the arms of the Bone Mages their eyes lit up. 
 
    “Ho! You have broken a string of bad luck that has lasted for over a thousand years,” Terronius said. 
 
    “Bad luck for thieves, that is,” Sylvan clarified. 
 
    The Bone Mages climbed into the back of the wagon. Zhe was last aboard and had just climbed in when a half-dozen guards arrived on horseback from behind them and four more arrived in front. They were a mix of Malgent guards and Najashi’s city guard. 
 
    Zhe snatched up one of the crossbows on the floor of the wagon and tossed it to Freya. Another he took for himself. He rushed, along with Raquel and Freya, to the front of the wagon.  
 
    They needed to clear the soldiers out of the way who could block their escape. Already the soldiers had dismounted and were finding cover from which to fire. 
 
    In the first volley by the Bone Mages, three of the four guards were sent into the dust. The fourth fired a shot that struck Sylvan between the neck and collarbone. His brother Terronius threw a dagger, which eliminated the final guard.  
 
    Sylvan ignored the arrow in his upper chest and snapped the reins of the horses. They took off at a gallop. 
 
    With the way in front cleared, Zhe turned his attention to their pursuers. They were now approaching two dozen in number, including mounted archers.  
 
    When the guards in the mint had discovered the bodies, they had obviously sent up an alert, and the full guard had been mobilized. 
 
    Zhe tossed his crossbow to Bone Claw who snatched it out of the air and fired a bolt that struck a lead rider. The soldier slumped in her saddle and fell to the side, her body tangling in the feet of the next horse over, bringing them down in a heap. 
 
    That slowed the pack of guards somewhat, but they still came at them.  
 
    From a side street appeared a squad of Malgent guards on horseback. They were led by a dragonrider who rode the beast like a horse. She was none other than Queen Diarmuid. 
 
    “Blast it,” Bone Claw cursed.  
 
    Zhe stood up in the rumbling wagon and aimed the crossbow at Queen Diarmuid. She saw him, and a smirk passed over her face. As he fired, the queen yanked her dragon’s reins, and it swerved out of the way at an impossible speed.  
 
    The Malgent rider behind her was struck in the chest, puncturing the metal of his armor and sending him tumbling backward. 
 
    The other guards moved into an attack formation. They raised large shields to protect them from their crossbow bolts and Raquel’s arrows. Their horses were also armored and further protected by the shields. 
 
    Queen Diarmuid fought in light armor and her dragon had none, besides its scales which were almost impenetrable. In any case, the Doveny dragons were a special kind of golem, animated by the spirits of dead heroes. They could only be “killed” by killing their rider.  
 
    The queen’s dragon moved like a mix of cat and serpent, almost too fast to see when it switched directions. In a moment, it was beside their wagon. Zhe and the queen looked into each other’s eyes. 
 
    “You are going to be a problem for us, aren’t you?” Queen Diarmuid said to him, still smirking. 
 
    “That is my aim, Your Highness.” 
 
    “And, yet, it is already all over. Your king has abdicated and will be crowned again by King Logaire as our client regent. We are no longer enemies.” 
 
    “King Najashi is not my king and has never been.” 
 
    “Yes, that was an unfortunate and foolish decision on his part. But, in this instance, his cowardice has served us. Or, rather, Malgent. It can serve you, too. You can replace him on the throne. We’d prefer a man of courage who keeps his word,” Diarmuid said. 
 
    “I am no one’s client, and I give you my word that we will drive you from our land in a pine box or on an iron boat. Which one matters not to me,” Zhe said.  
 
    “That’s too bad,” Diarmuid replied and from behind her back she drew her own small crossbow, pulling the trigger.  
 
    Zhe threw himself back to avoid taking a bolt to the chest. He landed on his back in the bed of the wagon, knocking the wind out of himself. By the time he leapt back to his feet, Queen Diarmuid had disappeared with her dragon down a side street. 
 
    With the queen gone, the shield riders moved onto the attack. 
 
    Behind the shield-bearing riders were archers who rode on the back of the horse. When the shields were in place, the archers rose to a crouch on the back of the horses and fired a volley of arrows over the shields.  
 
    The wagon had sideboards all the way around, and the Bone Mages leapt for the ground. Raquel was struck in the leg before she could take cover. She hollered out in pain as she collapsed onto the wagon bed. 
 
    Zhe had begun an incantation at the departure of the queen. He now stopped it and rushed over to Raquel. With brutal speed, he removed the arrow from her wound and took a roll of clean fabric from his bag.  
 
    She had passed out from the pain of the arrow being pulled free and was bleeding heavily. Zhe rubbed an ointment of paste from a pouch at his belt, which slowed the bleeding. Then he wrapped the fabric tightly around the wound to staunch it completely. 
 
    “I need just a few moments!” Zhe shouted to the others. 
 
    Razor nodded, rose to their knees, and fired a dagger at the commander’s horse. It found a gap in the armor near the knee of the horse. The horse tumbled forward in a heap, likely killing the commander and causing a temporary blockage as two other horses went to ground along with it. 
 
    Zhe sat in a cross-legged position, exposed to potential arrow volleys, and took a wand out of his belt. It had been a long time since he had used it, but he had tended to it with regular oils and prayer. He hoped that this had kept its vitality intact.  
 
    He made the wand motions necessary to focus the magical energy and sang the incantation that sent that energy out into the world. 
 
    As arrows flew both ways, they continued to race at dangerously high speeds through the narrow streets of Behari. More than once they slammed into the side of a stone house, and Zhe was sure that the wagon would shatter. 
 
    Sylvan by then had slumped against Terronius, who had wrapped an arm around his injured brother and steered the wagon. He was doing an impressive job of driving them in the right direction and keeping them from crashing using only one hand. 
 
    Soon, the Malgent cavalry had regained the initiative and were back on their trail and catching up to them. Two pairs of armored horses made their way to the side of the wagon, and the swordsmen on the rear leapt out from behind the shields and into the wagon bed. 
 
    Immediately, fights broke out. Zhe threw himself into the thick of it with his blades. 
 
    “Don’t kill them,” he said to the other Bone Mages. “Their archers won’t fire while they’re on the wagon with us. We need to buy a little more time.” 
 
    “Define ‘a little more time’,” Bone Claw complained as he fenced with a soldier who wielded a larger sword and kept swinging with the intent to remove his head, “because there’s a fine line between buying time and buying a cemetery plot.” 
 
    They continued to hold them off with back-and-forth thrusts and parries. Zhe suffered a slice across his cheek but pushed the swordsman back to the edge of the wagon bed before backing off. 
 
    From nearby he heard the howl of a wolf and smiled to himself. 
 
    “Finish it,” he said to the others and kicked his opponent in the chest, sending the soldier over the railing and under the wheels of the wagon. 
 
    Bone Claw thrust his rapier under the armor of his opponent and into his heart. The man staggered backward, falling over the ledge as his life slipped away. Toro sent another flying, his helmet crushed by a blow from the war hammer.  
 
    Garotte, who had been holding the head of Raquel to try and keep her comfortable, snapped her whip from a seated position. It split open the head of a swordswoman who had pinned down Freya. Her eyes rolled back into her head as her brains oozed out of the deep wound. 
 
    The last of the guards had only just been disposed of when the packs of wolves converged on them from the side streets. They dove and snapped at the heels of the armored horses. Their attacks caused only minor injuries, but the mass attack of predators caused the horses to panic.  
 
    Soldiers were thrown from the backs of the horses to the ground. The wolves then finished the job. Soldiers screamed but were powerless to save themselves. Total panic took over the survivors, and the few soldiers who managed to escape the wolves were pursued by them back into the city. 
 
    Up ahead the southern gate was suddenly visible. A barricade of sandbags and wooden boxes had been set up and was guarded by archers.  
 
    Terronius pulled the wagon to a stop at a distance from the barricade. He turned to face the others.  
 
    Zhe could see that Sylvan had died in his brother’s arms, his head lolling and eyes still open. His face, neck, and shirt were soaked in dark blood. 
 
    “There’s no going through that. Not straight through anyway,” Terronius said. He stroked his dead brother’s face with love and then smiled at the Bone Mages. “But I’ve got another plan.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Zhe said. 
 
    “You’ll have to see it,” Terronius said. “But there’s not much time. Show me what you got in those trunks so that I know it was all worth it.” 
 
    Razor lifted one of the trunks and opened it. It was filled with gleaming gems. A king’s ransom worth. 
 
    “The plunder of Tyrian the Great,” Razor said. “Finest gems, cut with the blade of the ancient god Yekebere Dinigayi.” 
 
    “Beautiful,” Terronius said. “I want two of them. One for me and one for my brother.” 
 
    Razor bowed their head and passed Terronius two gems. He placed one of the gems in his own mouth and one in that of his dead brother. Then he turned back to the Bone Mages. 
 
    “Time to travel on foot, my friends,” he said. “At least till you reach the outside of the city.” 
 
    Everyone understood what was about to happen, and none argued with him. They embraced Terronius and climbed out of the wagon.  
 
    Toro, who had been friends with the brothers for decades, kissed them both on the forehead, his eyes streaming tears. 
 
    Terronius reached between his feet where he had a jar with a cube of metal in what looked like oil. Behind his seat was a wooden trunk with a lid. He lifted it and poured the cube of metal and oil into the trunk. When air hit the metal, it immediately began to glow and then shoot flames. 
 
    Seeing Toro’s tears, Terronius laughed and wagged a scolding finger at his old friend. 
 
    “Stop that now,” he said. “Did you really believe that we would live forever?” 
 
    Without another word, he snapped the reins of the horses. They took off at a full gallop towards the barricade of soldiers blocking their way to the southern gate.  
 
    The archers released a volley. Several struck Terronius, who laughed them off. 
 
    As the wagon almost reached the barricade, Terronius yanked hard on the reins so that the horses turned sharply. The wagon skidded a moment and then was launched sideways through the air. Terronius, embracing his brother, was launched along with it. The trunk with the burning metal also flew. 
 
    Then it exploded in a massive fireball with a concussion that knocked Zhe and the other Bone Mages to the ground. 
 
    “A’tiniti’s erection in spring,” Bone Claw exclaimed. 
 
    “That is very specific,” Razor noted. 
 
    Zhe rose to his feet. The barricade was gone. There was little left besides loose sand and fragments of wood.  
 
    The soldiers also were gone and the bodies of the two brothers. The ground where they had all been was now a blackened pit. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Zhe said.  
 
    Picking up the still-unconscious Raquel, he ran towards the gate. Nothing stood in their way now. Behind him he could hear the wolves still wreaking havoc on the city guard, keeping them occupied. 
 
    In moments, they were out of the city’s gate and into the cool night air of the open countryside. Nearby was another smaller wagon with only two horses. Zhe didn’t know who had left it, but it would be enough to get them away from Behari.  
 
    As they approached and climbed in, Zhe saw a note on the seat.  
 
    “Dolores the Breeder agreed to provide an extra wagon to replace the one that just got destroyed. Please leave payment under the rock next to the front left wheel. She’ll find it. To victory and adventure. Love from Terronius and Sylvan.” 
 
    Zhe looked on the ground, and there was, indeed, a rock next to the front left wheel. When he lifted it there was a hole underneath it and a small wooden box in the hole. He retrieved a pair of jewels from the others, placed them in the box, and then put the rock back. 
 
    Back at the wagon, he placed a hand on Raquel’s forehead. As long as the arrow wasn’t poisoned, she ought to be fine after a few days to recover.  
 
    The others were already in the back of the wagon, and Toro was sitting up front with the reins in his hand. Zhe climbed in beside him and nodded. 
 
    “You OK?” he asked the big man. 
 
    Toro nodded. 
 
    “I never believed we would live forever,” Toro said sadly. “I just hoped that I wouldn’t be cursed with being the last to die.” 
 
    He snapped the reins, and the horses took off at a trot along the road south towards Teardrop Lake. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    Zhe and the Bone Mages crossed the old, stone bridge that traversed the Raised Arm River and led into the wildlands between that river and the Reaching River that ran parallel farther south. This included the dark Forest Between the Rivers, Teardrop Lake, and even Crocodile Swamp, where they had found Freya and Ashkon weeks earlier.  
 
    Through the night they traveled in silence with Toro at the reins and Zhe beside him, both lost in thought.  
 
    Toro was deeply affected by the loss of his old friends, whom he had known since childhood. For his part, Zhe worried about the future now that it was confirmed that Najashi had utterly betrayed the people of T’iru Midiri.  
 
     In the back of the wagon, the others slept, or attempted to, while Raquel remained unconscious. Her skin was pale and covered with a thin layer of cold sweat. She shivered, and her breathing was shallow. 
 
    Zhe was growing worried that the arrow that struck her was poisoned and was the cause of her failure to regain consciousness. For the moment, he could only hope that the unguent that he had spread on the wound would draw it out. 
 
    Before morning they had reached the Forest Between the Rivers and found the half-hidden stone path of the old trading route that the forest people once used to carry animal pelts, forest berries, and herbs to market in Behari. Those days had long since passed, a result of old King Sandor’s war on the merchant class of T’iru Midiri generations earlier. The forest people retreated into isolation. 
 
    The paths were now hidden by vegetation and broken in many places. But they were still used enough that the underbrush was clear enough for a wagon to travel on it, if at a reduced pace.  
 
    More importantly, however, the path being overgrown helped them evade their pursuit. 
 
    Furthermore, the disappearance of the forest people had led to the rise of many superstitions and legends regarding them. There would be plenty of hesitation before anyone would be willing to cross the river to pursue them. By then it would be too late. 
 
    For two days they traveled in the near darkness of the dense forest, ever alert to predators like the short-haired standing bear and the gibbering wolf, whose bark sounded like the terrifying cackle of a madman and whose saliva caused horrifying swelling and paralysis. 
 
    They reached the river named Behari’s Rib, which connected the two arm rivers and fed Teardrop Lake. They crossed this river and followed the shoreline of Teardrop Lake until they saw the bone ship out on the still, glistening waters. 
 
    As they tied up the horses on the edge of the forest and plotted how to build a raft that could carry them out to the ship, they found themselves suddenly surrounded. 
 
    Up in the trees and rising out of camouflaged holes in the earth, the forest people emerged.  
 
    They had obviously been following them for some time and had prepared a trap. A quick glance around made it clear that they were covered by archers from every angle possible. 
 
    Zhe raised his hands to show that he was unarmed and told the others to do likewise. 
 
    “We are only passing through and want to speak with our families who are on the ship out there on the lake,” Zhe said. “We were going to build a raft and leave your land.” 
 
    The apparent chieftain of the forest people appeared from out of a hole. She was covered with twigs and leaves so that she was all but invisible, even standing close to Zhe. She was also ancient with deep crevices in her face. Leaves and branches were even woven into her braided hair, adding to her camouflage. 
 
    “I am Ch’aka, the elder of our village,” the woman said. “We have traveled out to the ship of the dead and met with your people. You are the Bone Mages of whom they spoke.” 
 
    “Yes,” Zhe replied. “We are, but we mean you no harm.” 
 
    “When Najashi betrayed the Bone Mages, after the Shade War, there were some who came to hide here.” 
 
    “Are they still here, living amongst you?” 
 
    The ancient woman shook her head sadly. 
 
    “We were afraid that Najashi would attack us if we let them stay. We treated their wounds and sent them on their way. They have not been seen since then,” she explained. “It is a stain on our people that we were so afraid.” 
 
    “All were afraid of Najashi in those days. There is no shame in that. He did a lot of harm, and few survived his purge,” Zhe said. “We may be the only ones from amongst the Bone Mages.” 
 
    “We owe a debt, nonetheless, and will help you,” she said. “But you must not cut down the trees of our forest to make your raft. It is not permitted. We will carry you in our boats.” 
 
    “That is very kind and generous of you. Is there anything we can do for you in return?” 
 
    “Someday perhaps. Today, no.” 
 
    Ch’aka nodded to a man who stood next to her who appeared almost as ancient. He was surprisingly spry and rushed over to the side of Raquel, who had been laid out on the ground. 
 
    The man examined Raquel and then said a few words in a strange language to the woman. 
 
    “Toad poison,” Ch’aka said. “We can help. Otherwise, she dies. Unless you want her to cross over to reunite with someone.” 
 
    “No, we want her here in our world,” Zhe said. 
 
    The woman nodded and spoke some words back to the old man. He called over some younger assistants who brought flasks of liquid and began mixing it. 
 
    “I must ask you a difficult favor,” Zhe said to Ch’aka. 
 
    “We will decide if it is difficult. Ask.” 
 
    “Our plan was to reunite with our families and sail to Meder and then on to Ashtar to free the city from the Malgent invaders,” Zhe explained. “But things have changed. Behari has fallen to Malgent, and Najashi intends to surrender Meder and the entire kingdom. It is no longer safe to travel by water with them.” 
 
    Ch’aka nodded, understanding where Zhe was going with the request. 
 
    “Your families are welcome to make their home with us until you can do whatever it is that you need to do. They will be expected to contribute to the community and to respect our ways.” 
 
    “Of course. And thank you,” Zhe said and bowed his head. “We will bring our families to shore then and ask no more of you.” 
 
    The chief whistled and made a series of forest noises.  
 
    From deep in the forest, several groups of previously camouflaged people appeared. They carried long boats with both a sail and paddles. They rushed past Zhe and the others down to the water’s edge and began rowing towards the bone ship. 
 
    A short while later, their families were returned to shore. 
 
    Zhe explained to them how the situation had changed and become more dire than he expected. For their own safety, they needed to stay with the forest people until they could return for them. 
 
    “How long, Papa?” Lydia asked.  
 
    “Until at least our cities are free,” he replied. “I wish that I could tell you more. A war is about to begin, and anything beyond that is just speculation.” 
 
    They spent their last night together feasting and then said their farewells. It was decided they would leave in the darkness, just in case Malgent had sent any ships down Behari’s Rib to Teardrop Lake. 
 
    As Zhe gave another farewell hug to his daughters, remembering the last time that he had done so, sixteen years earlier, he felt his heart breaking. But what could he do? 
 
    As they climbed aboard the F.S. Ayana, Zhe directed the skeleton crew to hoist anchor and take them towards the far south shore. Bone Claw asked Zhe the question that Zhe was sure was on everyone’s mind. 
 
    “What in the name of A’tiniti’s tits are we doing, Zhe?” he asked. “We threw our families off the ship because it wasn’t safe to travel on the water, and now, we’re back on the ship. On water. And you haven’t even told us yet what your plan is, besides taking Ashtar with an army of dead Bone Mages who’ve been hiding in a set of false teeth for three centuries.” 
 
    “We’re not taking the water,” Zhe said. “Not much, anyway. We’re going to the Liji Desert.” 
 
    When Toro heard these words, he burst out into laughter, gripping his stomach. 
 
    “Now, I understand,” he said. “That’s why you needed those gems. We’re going to recruit the Mud Men of Liji. You’re off your tree.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be the first time that I have been thought of as mad,” Zhe replied. “But I think this could work. Unless someone has a better idea.” 
 
    “The Mud Men of Liji could be formidable allies, that’s for certain. But they only appear when there is rain in the desert,” said Razor. “That only happens once every one hundred years, and there are thirty or more years until the next rain. Are we intending to wait there?” 
 
    “That’s not quite true,” Zhe said. “The legend says that the Mud Men will appear when the sands are wet, not when it rains. It’s just that rain is the easiest way to wet the sands.” 
 
    “Unless you have another plan to wet the desert, I don’t see how that distinction matters,” Razor countered. 
 
    “Do you have a plan?” Garotte asked.  
 
    “Sandfish,” Freya said, interrupting Garotte. “The ghosts of Sandfish.” 
 
    “You’re saying words, but they make no sense,” Bone Claw said. 
 
    Zhe nodded. 
 
    “‘Release a thousand spirits to the sea floor. Give that which is not yours to give, to win what was taken before…’” Zhe said. 
 
    “What has that rhyme got to do with anything?” Bone Claw asked. “You’re now just convincing me that you are, in fact, mad.” 
 
    “Zhe is taking us on a path to fulfill the tasks of the threefold Bone Mage,” Freya said. “Sandfish is on the way to the Liji Desert. It is haunted by a thousand spirits. The Mud Men love jewels, and that’s why Zhe had us steal them from the mint.” 
 
    “Give that which is not yours to give,” Garotte repeated. 
 
    “To win back Ashtar, which was taken before,” Razor finished. “You hope that in return for the gift of jewels, the Mud Men will help us storm Ashtar.” 
 
    “That is my plan, but I don’t yet have all the details worked out,” Zhe said. “I’m counting on the wisdom of A’tiniti to help solve those.” 
 
    “We’re doomed,” Bone Claw said and stomped off to sulk below deck. 
 
    The next morning, as the sun was beginning to appear over the trees of the forest, they reached the southeast shore of Teardrop Lake, where the forest faded into scrubland, and the blue horizon of the Flat Sea was visible off in the distance. 
 
    Zhe had spent most of the night meditating on the main deck of the ship, marshaling his powers for the next phase of their journey. To do what he intended, he had to let his mind wander over the very organization of bones that made up the hull of the ship. They had to be restructured for new ends, and if he did it wrong, it would cost them their means of transport and possibly their lives. 
 
    Over and over, he rolled the possibilities around in his head, working out and then discarding various patterns. Finally, he determined the best form for the ship’s hull and felt satisfied it provided their best opportunity. 
 
    He opened his eyes. 
 
    Raquel was sitting across from him, also meditating. Even in the semi-darkness, Zhe could see how pale she was. She had lost a lot of blood, and the toxins in the arrow had taken their toll.  
 
    But she was alive and awake. 
 
    He felt a well of gratitude for the aid of the forest people. And that made him realize that he loved this young woman like a father loves a daughter. 
 
    “Good morning,” he said to her, and Raquel opened her eyes and smiled. 
 
    “Hi,” she croaked. Her voice was weak and broke when she spoke. 
 
    “Have you been with me long on the deck?” 
 
    “A short while,” she said. “I hope that you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Not at all. I didn’t even know that you were there,” Zhe said and laughed. “I should be more alert, or it will give me trouble later. But perhaps your presence helped me solve the problem that I was working on.” 
 
    “What problem was that?” 
 
    Zhe smiled and stood, offering her his hand. She took it, and he led her to the bow of the ship. 
 
    “This problem.” 
 
    Zhe raised his arms in the air and loudly sang a short incantation. It echoed off the trees on the shoreline, coming back to them. Zhe had prepared the incantation in his head, and it only required a short completion out loud. But the effect that it had was immediate. 
 
    The F.S. Ayana was close to shore, where the water was shallow. Almost too shallow for a ship of her size. Now, it rose into the air until only the bottom of the keel remained in the water. 
 
    Raquel stumbled and squealed a little as the ship rocked unsteadily for a moment.  
 
    It began to advance, but not like a ship floating. Instead, it moved like a gargantuan creature walking on four legs. Like a massive camel made of bone. 
 
    The other Bone Mages sensed the change and rushed up to the main deck where Zhe and Raquel stood.  
 
    The ship had already reached the beach and was climbing onto land. 
 
    “Your power grows,” Garotte whispered as she stepped up and joined Zhe at the railing. “It makes me a little afraid.” 
 
    “It does me as well,” he replied. 
 
    “Is it the Relic of Goliyadi? Even though you haven’t yet communed with her spirit?” 
 
    “I believe so. In a strange way, it is like a living thing. It doesn’t emanate like other bones, but I feel its connection to me.” 
 
    “Have you tried to commune with it?” 
 
    Zhe shook his head. 
 
    “I get the feeling it doesn’t want me to. Not yet.” 
 
    “Until you’ve completed the tasks of the threefold mage,” Garotte said. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Toro walked over and put an arm around Zhe and Garotte. 
 
    “And to think of all those years I spent walking like a fool,” Toro said and laughed. “I could have just taken a boat home from the pub when I got drunk like a man sprawled over the back of a donkey.” 
 
    “Not many pubs would let you tie up your three-masted ship out front,” Freya replied. 
 
    As the ship left the lake behind, the sound of its massive bone legs and feet pounding on the earth resonated. They rocked back and forth with each step.  
 
    In short order they were traveling inland, leaving the forest and lake behind them.  
 
    For more than a day they crossed the scrubland until they arrived at the Three Fingers River. Wide and shallow, it was easy for the F.S. Ayana to cross it without the hull even touching the water.  
 
    The town of Sandfish was located between the Three Fingers and another river to the south that had the same name as the town. As they approached from the north, Zhe raised a hand.  
 
    The ship came to a halt and then settled onto the ground in a crouch. 
 
    “There’s a garrison in the town,” Zhe explained to the others. “I can see the fires and heard the voices.” 
 
    “Why?” Raquel asked. 
 
    “The Iron Boatmen of Mun have a fear of magic and ghosts,” he replied. “Science is their magic, and it accepts the existence of no other.” 
 
    “But aren’t they in alliance with the Dragon Builders, who use magic and spirits to animate the built dragons?” Freya asked. 
 
    “Yes, but not only have they been allies for centuries, their kingdoms are separated by the Hero’s Belt Desert,” Zhe said. 
 
    “Good deserts make good neighbors,” Toro joked. 
 
    “Good desserts as well,” Bone Claw said and both men laughed. 
 
    “In any case, we will have to deal with that garrison and drive them away from the town,” Zhe said. 
 
    “Why not just go in there with our bone ship?” Freya asked. “If they hate magic, they will definitely hate a walking ship made of bone with a crew of skeletons.” 
 
    “Hate it they will. But if they are sailors and have an iron ship off the coast, we may face catapults of flaming boulders,” Zhe said. “I don’t want to risk our ship when it’s not necessary. We can handle them on foot.” 
 
    They were agreed on the plan and disembarked from the Ayana on rope ladders. As they trekked towards the abandoned town, the ship behind them crouch-walked into the trees at the edge of the forest, to hide itself. 
 
    When they reached the hill overlooking the town, they took a moment to assess the state of the garrison. It consisted of a few dozen tents well outside of the borders of the town, in a meadow. 
 
    “None of them are inside the town,” Bone Claw noted. “They’re scared of it.” 
 
    “Seems so,” Zhe agreed. “I suspect that they are only forming a barrier to the north of the town to stop any spirits from making their way towards Behari.” 
 
    “Such nonsense,” Bone Claw scoffed.  
 
    “To the south is another river and beyond that the Liji Desert and then Mangrove City. The only interest that they have there are the pirates who have temporarily allied with Malgent,” Freya said. “They won’t care if evil spirits go and kill them. And to the west is very thick forest. I can’t imagine that they would want to spend the night there.” 
 
    “Do you know that because you brought your troops here to betray and kill them?” Razor asked in an innocent tone. 
 
    Freya shot him a look. 
 
    “Not now, Razor,” Zhe scolded them. 
 
    “Our mission was ostensibly to assess whether the town could be saved and made a sea fortress to provide defense between the pirates to the south and Behari in the north,” Freya said. “We entered the town from the forest. There’s no human path, but it’s passable.” 
 
    “Is the town truly haunted?” Raquel asked. 
 
    “It is like nothing that you have ever seen, child.” 
 
    Zhe led them back to the west, into the forest, and then to the south. The sun was already setting in the east when they had arrived on the hillside, and by the time they were next to the town, inside the forest, night had fallen. 
 
    From where they stood in the forest, they could see a partially blocked view of the town. It was silent and dark but otherwise seemed like any other typical seaside town. It had a main street, some kind of docks at the shore, and two dozen hovels.  
 
    Zhe remembered the town from when he was a child. His father had brought him there to avoid a fast-approaching storm while they were out at sea.  
 
    The people had been friendly enough but spoke little and had a kind of empty look in their eyes that had stayed with Zhe. Perhaps even then the town was haunted, but the people were too stubborn to leave until it was impossible to stay. 
 
    “Looks empty,” Toro said. “Let’s just go in, wait till those soldiers go to bed, and fire some flaming arrows into their tents. If they’re already afraid of ghosts, that’ll send them running.” 
 
    “None can enter the town who don't have bone armor,” Freya said. “We will be unprotected from the spirits.” 
 
    The Bone Mages suited up in their bone armor and prepared to enter the town. Zhe smiled as he watched Raquel putting hers on for the first time, other than to try it out when she had forged it during their travels. 
 
    “It suits you,” he said, and she smiled. 
 
    The moon was still high overhead when they left the forest and entered the town. While they were certain that the Malgent soldiers weren’t within the town, they kept their weapons drawn just in case. Soldiers could be heard from the north, talking loudly and singing songs, perhaps to keep the spirits—or the fear of them—at bay. 
 
    As they moved along the edges of the main street in the town, Zhe saw a flicker of light out of the corner of his eye. He spun to face it with his blade in hand, but there was nothing there.  
 
    Then another flicker.  
 
    And another. 
 
    “Are you seeing those lights?” Toro asked. 
 
    “The hour has come,” Freya said. “Every night when the moon is at apex until it falls behind the Flat Sea.” 
 
    “By the looks of it, the moon is just reaching apex now,” Razor noted. 
 
    More lights flashed in Zhe’s peripheral vision like sheet lightning. Finally, he turned at the brightest flash thus far and saw them clearly.  
 
    Ghostly flying fish in schools of thousands poured out of the side streets and the blackened windows of houses. They were the size that Zhe remembered them, as long and as thick as his upper thigh. They had strong wings for gliding out of the ocean waves to catch their food or escape from predators.  
 
    But these were spirits, glowing and transparent in the moonlight. 
 
    “Put on your helmets,” Freya said. “If they find bare skin free of bone armor they will pass through you and steal bits of your soul for their food.” 
 
    Everyone obeyed her command and then watched the incredible sight. It was like being underwater at a reef filled with sea life, only they were on land, and the town around them was a barren memory of life. 
 
    As Zhe watched the fish flying past, they reminded him of his days on the fishing boat with his father as a child. The people of Sandfish were famously cursed with living in a flying fish fishery. They came to breed offshore every year and infested their nets, crowding out useful fish. 
 
    But, for Zhe, the strange, flying fish were a wondrous sight. He could recall clearly leaning over the side of his father’s boat and watching them leap from the Flat Sea and spit streams of water at insects and even small birds.  
 
    If they hit them, the streams of water were strong enough and large enough to knock their prey into the sea. Once there, the flying fish would land on them and eat them in one gulp. 
 
    Remembering that moment and watching it repeat itself in such a strange way in this cursed town jarred something in Zhe’s mind. 
 
    “Do you know why these fish haunt this town?” Zhe asked Freya. 
 
    “We were told that the people were being punished for something, but I don’t know what.” 
 
    “My father told me that the people of Sandfish were in a kind of war with the flying fish off their coast. They caught them in their nets by the thousand but couldn’t use them. They’re beautiful but terrible to eat,” Zhe explained. “Instead of letting them return to the sea, they would bring them back to shore and bury them outside the town by the river.” 
 
    “They were haunted by the fish that they killed?” Bone Claw whistled. “I shall be cursed by glowing pigs before my life is up then for all the ones I slaughtered.” 
 
    “They weren’t just killed. They were buried alive and wasted in the sands,” Zhe said. “I don’t think they haunt the town out of vengeance. They’re trying to find their way back to the sea.” 
 
    “Release a thousand spirits to the sea floor,” Garotte said. 
 
    “Exactly,” Zhe replied. “But there’s something else. The flying fish of this region are famous for how much water they can carry and shoot from their mouths to capture their prey.” 
 
    “That is an interesting fact about these fish, but what does it matter, the spitting skills of these flying fish?” Razor asked. 
 
    “The Mud Men of Liji will only emerge when the desert is made wet,” Zhe reminded them. “I have been scratching my head for days, wondering how we would bring water to the desert. This is how: we will free the souls of the fish to return to the sea and in return ask them to carry water for us.” 
 
    “That’s all well and good, Zhe,” Toro said. “But if we lead the fish away from this town, the soldiers of Malgent will follow us.” 
 
    “With an army of ghostly fish to their south and a glowing ship of bone, piloted by skeletons coming towards them from the north, I believe that they will scatter and not fight at all.” 
 
    “Ho!” Toro laughed. “This I look forward to seeing.” 
 
    Zhe sat cross-legged and closed his eyes. He reached out with his mind to the ship and drew it towards them. He felt the ship responding, and it seemed like no time at all passed before he heard the pounding of the giant feet of bone on the ship. 
 
    “Zhe,” Bone Claw’s voice said with a strange note to it. 
 
    Zhe opened his eyes.  
 
    He was levitating above the ground. In fact, he was floating some distance above their heads. 
 
    “What spell is this?” Bone Claw asked. “I’ve known Bone Mages who could shapeshift or channel powers that allowed them to fly. But I’ve never known a Bone Mage to float by the power of incantation alone.” 
 
    Zhe drifted back to the ground lightly.  
 
    He looked out beyond the town and could see the glowing ship approaching. Sounds of shouting and panic came from the Malgent soldiers’ camp on the outskirts of town. 
 
    The choices available to them aren’t the greatest, Zhe thought.  
 
    In the town, the spirits of the fish would tear them to bits. The ghostly skeletal ship seemed to be bearing down upon them, intent on crushing them. There was only the dark, foreboding forest, known to be inhabited by the dangerous, half-human forest peoples—as superstition had made them out to be. 
 
    They ran for the woods.  
 
    Zhe turned towards Bone Claw, remembering that he had spoken to him. His brain felt strangely foggy.  
 
    “I’m not sure how it happened,” Zhe said. “I began to chant in my mind, and time disappeared. Then there I was. In the air.” 
 
    “You have entered the cocoon,” Razor said. “Your transformation is beginning.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Zhe said, “or perhaps it’s something else entirely. In any case, let’s find the fish graveyard.” 
 
    They ran south through the town with the sound of the bone ship’s heavy, enormous feet pounding the earth behind them. There was the crunch and crash of the ship hitting and destroying several buildings in the town. 
 
    Zhe knew when they had reached the fish graveyard because the ground looked different, even in the dark. And, as if to confirm this belief, they were soon joined by the glowing spirits of the fish.  
 
    They reached them and drifted in the air in a circle above the strangely green ground. Last of all, arrived the bone ship, which crouched down once again. 
 
    “Outside of the forest, this is the most fertile land that I’ve seen in days,” Toro said. “There must be a lot of fish buried here.” 
 
    “We will have to work together, Antonio,” Zhe said. “I will raise the bones of the dead, and you will have to infuse them with their spirits in order to animate them. Then we can direct them south to Bladder Lake and onward to the Liji Desert.” 
 
    “It will be good practice,” Toro replied. “For when the time comes to raise the cohort of Goliyadi and embody them in other creatures. That will also require the two of us.” 
 
    “Let us begin,” Zhe said. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    To raise the spirits of the dead, Toro needed to first make his way to the nearby coast. He needed a live flying fish or preferably several if he was going to create an instrument to raise the spirits.  
 
    Bone Claw and Razor both entered the waters of the Flat Sea. Razor transformed themself into a fish; Bone Claw channeled the powers of one while retaining his own form. Bone Claw was naked and carried a small hemp bag for the fish. They disappeared beneath the dark waves of the ocean while the others waited.  
 
    As Garotte taught Raquel some basics in the use of a bone whip, Zhe went over to Freya, who sat by herself. Toro stood at the seaside, staring at the moon, lost in thought. 
 
    “You haven’t even tried to use your summoning since you joined us,” Zhe said. 
 
    “I have no bones from which to summon.” 
 
    “You could have, we both know that,” Zhe replied. 
 
    Freya shrugged and stared out at the ocean. 
 
    “You are afraid after what happened before in the swamps with the chimerae.” 
 
    Freya turned towards him, her brow furrowed. 
 
    “Yes, I suppose I am. Do you blame me? I betrayed my own people for a fraud. I used my powers in a forbidden way and was transformed into a monster for sixteen years,” she said. “You suffered, I know that you did, but your soul is unsoiled by betrayals and sin.” 
 
    “No soul is entirely clean, except that of a newborn. Because we must make choices with imperfect knowledge,” Zhe said. “You are lucky to have woken up in a world where you can undo the mistakes of your past by freeing your people from Malgent and from the fraud Najashi.” 
 
    “I killed my comrades, Zhe. For the fraud Najashi. I cannot undo that.” 
 
    “Maybe you did, and maybe you didn’t. We all killed during the Shade War those whom we saw as enemies to the freedom and peace of our people. We all believed that Najashi was on our side. Don’t let the mistakes of the past cause you to make new, terrible mistakes in the future.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” she sighed. “To use my powers again after such a long time of not paying obeisance to A’tiniti, I must go to Stemlack to renew my oaths. I am in a state of apostasy.” 
 
    Without thinking, Zhe stepped in front of where Freya sat. He crouched down on his knees, and there was a puzzled look on her face. He reached out and placed a hand on her forehead and another on her calf.  
 
    His hands glowed, and she grunted in pain at the heat that came off them. 
 
    Words came out of Zhe’s mouth that he had never said before and whose meaning he only dimly understood. Yet they were his words, and the incantation was his own.  
 
    Freya’s whole body began to shake, and her eyes rolled back in her head. Still singing, Zhe laid her back on the sand gently as the seizure took over her whole body. 
 
    Zhe could hear the voice of Raquel and saw her out of the corner of his eye rushing over to help. Garotte grabbed Raquel and held her back, having some understanding of what was happening.  
 
    The body of Freya was glowing from the heat that passed through her from Zhe’s hands. She was so hot that the sand around her melted into a glass. The molten glass oozed around her, searing her skin and the hair on her body as she sank into it.  
 
    As Zhe lifted his hands, it covered her completely like a glass cocoon. Cooling rapidly in the night air, the sarcophagus made loud cracking sounds.  
 
    He continued his chanting, the same verse over and over. Then he raised his hands above his head and brought them down together on top of the sarcophagus. 
 
    The glass case split and fell open like the pod of a bean. Inside was Freya, her skin red from the burning heat and completely free of hair. Even her closed eyes lacked eyelashes and eyebrows.  
 
    Zhe slid her body out of the glass, the interior of which still radiated heat, and lay her on the cool sand.  By then Toro had also joined them and watched in silence as Zhe completed the ritual.  
 
    Freya’s skin was slowly returning to a normal color, though steam rose from the damp sand all around her and off her body. 
 
    “Bring a blanket,” Zhe said to Garotte, who rushed over to her nearby rucksack and pulled out a thin sheet made of wool. She returned and laid it across the naked body of Freya. 
 
    “Is she…alive?” Raquel asked. 
 
    “Reborn into her role as a servant of A’tiniti,” Toro said.  
 
    “Zhe, your skin…” Garotte said and pointed at him. 
 
    Zhe looked at her and realized that she looked strangely cloudy. He looked down at his hands and arms and saw that the skin was hanging loosely on him. He pulled on it and it tore and came free.  
 
    As it fell from him onto the sand, more came free as well. Soon the outer layer of skin on his entire body had fallen onto the sand like a snake. 
 
    The skin underneath the old shimmered softly in the light, reflecting the moon’s glow.  
 
    As he pondered the meaning of what had just happened, a shout from the seaside pulled everyone’s attention.  
 
    Bone Claw and Razor were returning. Razor held a pair of wriggling fish, one in each hand. Bone Claw held his bag up, which also wriggled with the fish inside it.  
 
    Toro rushed down to the beach to meet them before the fish died in the air. He took the fish from them one at a time and snapped their necks. Then he dropped the dead fish on the sand and moved on to the next until they were all dead but one. Toro scooped up the dead and held tight to the last, wriggling fish. The three Bone Mages walked up the beach to join the others. 
 
    “A’tiniti’s arse, Zhe,” Bone Claw said. “Can’t we leave you alone for ten minutes without you performing some miracle or sacrilege or whatever blasted thing it is that you’ve done to Freya?” 
 
    “He has acted as A’tiniti’s emissary,” Razor said and then repeated Toro’s assessment. “Freya has been reborn.” 
 
    “She’s still a traitor,” Bone Claw muttered. “Naked and hairless as a newborn pup or wearing armor and as hairy as an ape.” 
 
    “Not in the eyes of A’tiniti,” Zhe said. “Her sins towards him and the Bone Mages have been burned away. Just as were ours.” 
 
    “Ours? We never betrayed…” 
 
    “Did we die battling to preserve A’tiniti’s honor and that of our Order? No, we surrendered to save our families, renounced our fealty to A’tiniti, and even let ourselves be maimed,” Zhe said.  
 
    “I have no shame for the choices we made, but A’tiniti doesn’t view the universe through the same lens as a human. To him, we were traitors, and we had to be reborn in the fires of the underworld. If you’re a servant of A’tiniti, then you must treat Freya as cleansed. There will be no more talk of traitors.” 
 
    The Bone Mages all looked from one to another and down at their feet. Bone Claw finally spoke up. 
 
    “Lord of bones, you’re going to be an unbearable messiah or whatever it is you’re turning into,” he complained and then stomped off to find his clothes. 
 
    “For the record, I believe that your transformation is an important and historic process,” Razor said. “And yet I agree with Bone Claw’s assessment.” 
 
    “I believe that you should all shut up so that we can get this done,” Toro said and tossed the last living fish to Zhe. “Zhe has led us this far, and his judgment has been right on the money every time, even when we doubted him. Well, my doubting is done, as is my patience with you lot.” 
 
    “What about me?” Garotte asked. 
 
    “You’re a pain in the ass as well. But not right at this moment, so just stop talking while you’re ahead,” Toro said and walked away to go and complete his magical tasks.  
 
    Toro had finished skinning and deboning the flying fish as he spoke. With the skins tucked into his belt, Zhe could see him weaving the bones of each fish into a series of tubes. Zhe knew from the past that Toro would soon stretch the skin of the fish across these tubes. Then he would cover them with a kind of curing paste that would rapidly dry both skin and bones so that they would generate the sounds that he needed. 
 
    They waited while Toro finished his work.  
 
    Zhe, meanwhile, killed the last fish and focused on turning its bones into a wand of animation. Raquel attended to Freya, who was still red and barely breathing.  
 
    In her Forest Mage kit, she had her own unguents, herbs, and creams. She spread some of these on Freya’s angry flesh. 
 
    “I don’t think that she’ll be able to walk back to the fish graveyard, Master,” Raquel said. “She’s calmer now that I’ve eased the pain of her skin, but I think that she’ll sleep for a while.” 
 
    “That’s fine. We can carry her in the glass case.” 
 
    Toro finished creating a series of small, drum-like instruments and returned to the group. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he said. 
 
    They gently laid Freya into one half of the glass sarcophagus and carried her back towards the flying fish graveyard. Once there, they took a moment to prepare and practice what would be a joint magical effort, then Toro and Zhe began to chant.  
 
    Toro’s instruments turned out to be strange wind instruments. With the skin stretched tightly across the tubes of woven bone, they sounded like woodland flutes. There was something both merry and melancholy about the melody they produced. Zhe sang his incantation in harmony with the tune that Toro played. 
 
    Toro had once told Zhe that he never knew what instruments he was going to make as part of his casting process. As he extracted the bones of a creature, he claimed, it told him the right kind of instruments needed to be cast from their bones and skin. 
 
    Very quickly, small balls of light zoomed towards them from the town, drawn by Toro’s magic. They zoomed around them, and many tried to pass through the Bone Mages, hungry for a piece of their soul, but they were protected by their bone armor. 
 
    Zhe’s magic sought to raise the bones of a thousand generations of flying fish buried beneath the soil. Bones that had been compacted by decades of rain and wind.  
 
    The ground vibrated like a tremor after an earthquake, which then grew more powerful.  
 
    The top layer of soil shook and loosened, and then bones migrated to the surface like gold in a pan of sand. Millions upon millions of bones of all sizes, from the tiniest, almost invisible ones to full skulls.  
 
    The bones that reached the surface floated into the air above the soil. As they did so, they found their way to other bones that were once part of the same fish. They reconnected, uniting to form whole or partial fish, depending on if all of the original bones remained and hadn’t been eaten by scavengers or dissolved by time in the dirt and rain. 
 
    As whole skeletal fish appeared amongst the undifferentiated mass of levitating bones, the ghosts of fish would break off from the glowing schools. They would swim amongst the skeletons and bones until they found what they sought. The spirits of the fish were reuniting with, if not their flesh, their skeletal remains.  
 
    Zhe couldn’t say if the same spirit joined with the same skeleton that it had in life or even if it mattered. Like all magic, bone magic contained an element of the unknowable, and the master mage learned to flow with the current of the power and not obsess over the details of how an incantation unfolded. 
 
    For hours this went on as more and more bones rose from the earth. The ground actually sank in front of their eyes as so many bones rose from beneath it like a massive sinkhole. 
 
    Finally, the frenetic movement of spirits and reassembling bones receded as everything found the place it needed to be. 
 
    Now, before them spread out the strange sight of flying skeletons wrapped in the glowing transparent fabric of their souls. It was like the sheerest silk wrapped around white gleaming goblets.  
 
    “It’s a long walk to the Liji Desert,” Garotte said, nodding towards the massive swarm of ghostly fish. 
 
    “Not if you can fly,” Zhe said.  
 
    They made their way back to the F.S. Ayana and climbed aboard. Then Zhe and Toro continued their magical tune, and the fish swarmed the bone ship, lifting it into the air.  
 
    They sailed away from the town, across the river, and over the trees towards Bladder Lake that lay to the south, between Sandfish and the Liji Desert.  
 
    As the lake became visible beneath them, the fish dove towards the water, skimming across its surface. The keel of the ship also barely touched the water, just enough to create a thin wake behind it. 
 
    “How will they carry enough water for our purposes?” Raquel asked. 
 
    “Flying fish of this kind have a special reservoir in the base of their jaws. When they have flesh and muscle, it is connected to the reservoir, and it allows them to hunt insects and small birds.” 
 
    “And to water the desert,” Raquel added. 
 
    “And to water the desert,” Zhe agreed. 
 
    Zhe walked to the bow of the ship and looked out over the lake and beyond. The sight was an incredible one with the sky teeming with millions of flying fish—or so it seemed. And the glow of their spirits, reflecting off the water gathered in their skulls, shone on the deck and hull of the ship as though they were sitting on ocean swells lit from beneath on a calm day. 
 
    Trees gave way to scrub, which faded into dunes of sand. They had reached the Liji Desert.  
 
    The Mud Men of Liji lived in the middle of the desert, beneath the deepest dunes, so deep that the soil in their kingdom stayed moist and cool. Or so the legend said. 
 
    From above, the desert seemed monotonous in its regularity. But then they spotted something amongst the dunes. It wasn’t exactly an oasis, but there was a patch of scrub in the middle of nowhere where nothing should have grown. What’s more, the scrub grew in a series of regular shapes like hidden walls and streets.  
 
    Moisture was rising from somewhere far beneath the dunes, allowing life to take hold even in the center of T’iru Midiri’s greatest desert. 
 
    “It’s here,” Zhe said and pointed. 
 
    At the movement of his hand, the fish responded. They spiraled and dove towards the ground where the markings of life were located. As they did so, they spun and released the small half cup of water that each of them had.  
 
    One after another, the flying fish made their way to the desert sand and dropped their precious cargo. To have been beneath them would have seemed like a hallucination and a miracle. Great thudding raindrops hit the sand and lifted tiny mushroom-shaped clouds of sand and dust by the tens of thousands. 
 
    Alone, one of these mega drops of rain would have gone unheard and unnoticed. But by sheer number, they resonated like the largest herd of camels that could be imagined. Even Zhe, who commanded the fish along with Toro, felt the overwhelming power of their numbers. 
 
    After each fish dropped their load of water on the sand, it turned sharply and rose back above the ground. Then they headed to the east, towards the Flat Sea and what would be their final resting place. Their numbers were so great that it appeared as if a huge carpet of light was flying across the sky. 
 
    The ship itself was slowly sinking as the fish spirits that kept them in the air left it one after another to begin their own final journey.  
 
    And beneath them, the sand of the desert was soaked so that it became mud and then a small lake that would dry out by the end of the next day. But for the moment, it was a sizable and growing body of water. 
 
    This new lake, which Bone Claw sarcastically named Lake Zhe, was large enough that when the last of the fish had lowered their ship, their ship could float on the water. 
 
    After hours of this incredible, unfolding process, they found themselves sailing in a ship of bone with a crew of skeletons, upon a desert lake created by the souls of fish journeying to the afterlife, which then formed a carpet of light in the sky. 
 
    As the ship set down on the water and bobbed slightly, Freya finally awoke. Zhe helped her to her feet, along with Raquel. They took her to the side of the ship so she could watch the glowing carpet of fish and the moon above them.  
 
    Freya’s eyes filled with tears. 
 
    “It’s so beautiful,” she said. 
 
    “They are free,” Zhe said and then more quietly, “and so are you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. 
 
    Zhe nodded and then turned to walk away. He felt strange like nausea or dizziness. It became a powerful pressure inside his chest and in his head, and he instinctively rubbed the ribs over his heart. 
 
    “Are you OK?” Raquel asked him. 
 
    Zhe turned to respond to her and saw the concerned faces of all the Bone Mages. He thought one last time how beautiful the night was with the souls of the fish returning home and the moon in the desert. 
 
    Then he fell to his knees, and blackness swallowed him. 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Sometime in the middle of the night, the ship began to spin. It was slow and gentle at first but then picked up speed. Zhe sensed it and woke with a start, sitting up in the hammock where he slept. 
 
    “Something’s happening,” he said, half to himself. 
 
    Razor, perhaps the most sensitive to change of all of them, was also on their feet. The two of them rushed up the ladder. The others, in their own hammocks on the lower decks, continued to sleep, with Toro and Freya snoring loudly. 
 
    Up on the main deck, the moon had sunk in the sky and had almost disappeared behind the eastern sand dunes. But the stars in the sky were enough for them to see what was happening. The ship was indeed spinning in the middle of the lake. Looking over the side rail, out into the waters, they could see that it was moving in a circular flow. 
 
    “I’ve not had much experience with temporary lakes in deserts over top of ancient non-human civilizations,” Razor said. “Do you have any idea what we are seeing?” 
 
    “The opening of the entry to the world of the Mud Men,” Zhe replied. “I’ve never seen it before, but I’ve read of it. When the hundred-year rains come, lakes form in the Liji. The Mud Men draw the water to them and horde it until the next century’s rains.” 
 
    “My greater interest in the subject, to be honest, is whether we will be pulled under and to our death.” 
 
    Zhe shrugged. 
 
    “We will see soon enough,” he replied. 
 
    “Not comforting,” Razor said. “I will go and let the others know. They should prepare in case we need to take emergency measures.” 
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
    Razor left, and Zhe took a moment to enjoy the spectacle of the massive whirlpool that was developing around them. But not too long. He had a strong sense that if they didn’t react to the swirling waters, the ship would indeed be smashed to bits as they were dragged across the sand at the bottom of the shallow lake. 
 
    Closing his eyes, Zhe used the wand that he had created back on Stemlack Island and sang the incantation that he had used then to create the bone ship from the destroyed remains of the Ferryman.  
 
    As it had before, in Teardrop Lake, the ship responded to his call. The bone legs beneath the ship extended themselves. Reaching the bottom, they pushed the ship out of the center of the whirlpool and towards the side of the lake. 
 
    The power of the whirlpool had grown by the second, and it created a noise like the roar of a waterfall when standing at its base. Zhe could feel the boat struggling against this power. It moved in the direction that he had commanded but was then pulled backward towards the eye of the whirlpool. It stumbled and couldn’t break free. 
 
    Garotte, returning with the rest of the Bone Mages, approached Zhe. 
 
    “Razor explained. It feels like the ship is slipping against the bottom,” she said. 
 
    “It could fight against a force pulling it forwards, backward, or sideways,” Zhe said. “But the spinning force of the whirlpool is too great, and it keeps losing its footing.” 
 
    “I will counter the spin of the ship and that might help,” she replied and ran off to the main mast, scaling it up towards the crow’s nest at the very top. 
 
    Zhe watched her growing smaller as she climbed higher and higher. When she reached the crow’s nest, she took out her bone whip and span it above her head. Faster and faster it span until a whirling disc was visible that seemed to grow in diameter as it accelerated.  
 
    Above the swirling disc, the air formed into a funnel, drawing in the moisture from the lake and becoming a kind of mirror image to the whirlpool—except in the opposite direction.  
 
    The spinning of the ship slowed until it had come to a complete stop. Zhe knew that he didn’t have long before Garotte tired from such great effort. He commanded the bone ship once again to rise and make its way towards the side of the lake.  
 
    The ship obviously struggled with the force of the water. But with Garotte’s bone whip relieving it of having to fight the spinning forces of the whirlpool, it was able to move forward. One step and then two.  
 
    The ship’s movements grew more confident until, finally, the bone legs of the ship were able to lift it from the water entirely. With the pressure on the ship’s hull relieved, it was able to climb out of the indentation in the sands where the water had gathered to form “Lake Zhe”. 
 
    As the ship rose out of the water and then settled into a crouch on the sand, Garotte climbed down from the crow’s nest. She rubbed a sore shoulder; she was soaked with sweat. Freya offered her a flask of water. Garotte hesitated, glanced at Zhe, and then took it. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said and took a big drink. “That was hard.” 
 
    With the danger of being torn apart by the whirlpool passed, they gathered at the railing on the port side of the ship. The swirling waters were falling rapidly, and the roaring maw at the center of the whirlpool had grown in size. 
 
    “You’re going to make a lotta Mud Men happy,” Toro joked. 
 
    “I doubt it,” Zhe replied. “They’re going to feel tricked, which is true. We are tricking them. But we don’t have thirty years.” 
 
    Knowing that their day had almost certainly begun and that they would have to head out soon enough, they gathered their things and suited up. Then they sat on the main deck eating breakfast in silence and watching the water disappear into the desert sands. 
 
    By the time they finished eating, the water had completely disappeared, with the last of it making a sucking sound as it disappeared beneath the desert sands.  
 
    Knowing that the sand would be loose in the indent, they lowered the tender from the ship and tied it off with a rope to the ship. Then they climbed into the boat and pushed it over the brink of the now-dried lake and let it slide downwards.  
 
    Wind and sand whipped at their skin as they picked up speed. It was probably dangerous, but it was also joyful, and the Bone Mages laughed at the rapid trip downwards. Finally, the rope went taut near the edge of a wide, black hole. They were jerked to a halt. 
 
    It was the bottom of the lake bed and the entry point into the world of the Mud Men. The whirlpool had cleared away the sand from around the edges of the hole at the base of the deep pit. They were able to stand on it without sinking into loose sand. It was, in fact, hard mud. 
 
    As they moved closer, Zhe could see that the large hole was actually a kind of massive, trap door in the floor of the desert. It was round and made of stone with hinges of some type of ancient metal.  
 
    Beneath the trap door was a winding staircase that was designed to accelerate the water entering into the ground like a kind of corkscrew. There were some small piles of sand on the stairs, but it had mostly been swept downwards by the velocity of the spiraling water.  
 
    Drawing his bone swords, Zhe led the way down the stairs with the others following behind. It grew darker and darker until it was almost impossible to see at all. Zhe sheathed one of his swords so that he could place his free hand on the wall as a guide. 
 
    Raquel dug in her bag as they descended and assembled a simple Forest Mage spell for creating light using a mix of a special kind of moss, fungus, and a dried creature from deep in the lakes of T’iru Midiri’s forests.  
 
    She put the ingredients together into a jar with a wide mouth, poured in some water, and then hammered the cork back into place before shaking it. Instantly, the jar glowed a soft yellow. It wasn’t as bright as a torch, but it was enough to allow them to see where they were walking. 
 
    Raquel passed it to Zhe. 
 
    “Your resourcefulness never ceases to amaze me,” Zhe said.  
 
    For a long time, they continued downwards with the light from above long since disappeared. Occasionally, Zhe would shake the liquid lantern in order to generate more light. 
 
    They reached the bottom of the stairwell and stepped out onto a landing. It was a large balcony carved in the dirt beneath the desert sand. It was damp and cool to the touch.  
 
    More impressive was the view. 
 
    Although they were deep underground, a city was spread out below and in front of them. There were lights on the twisting streets and in the strangely curved houses and buildings. The whole city was built with streets that wound around and branched like a river but with a general pattern like a radiating circle.  
 
    In the center of the circle was an enormous domed building.  
 
    Everything was deep brown, the color of packed soil. And the streets were filled with creatures that were the same color as the soil around them, giving everything a monotone look. That there was movement was clear, but the shapes of whatever was moving could not be discerned from a distance; whether they had arms, legs, or heads was unknown. 
 
    In the air was also a distinctive odor that was not exactly musty but definitely damp. Like water, soil, and mushrooms.  
 
    There was a shriek from behind Zhe, and he turned to see Raquel being pulled into the wall of mud by roots that had burst out from within the wall. Bone Claw had already been snatched, and before he could react, he was swallowed by the wall. Only his struggling feet could be seen. 
 
    The other Bone Mages grabbed hold of their comrades by the legs and tried to save them. They, too, were soon tangled in the roots and being pulled into the wall. 
 
    Zhe looked around for a weapon and tried to think of a spell that would work in the city of the Mud Men. He certainly couldn’t summon wolves, crows, or even the battle eagles that they had left up on the bone ship. Even if he could, how could they help? 
 
    On the ground near his feet, Zhe saw several ants crawling. He crouched down and swept a dozen of them into his palm, then rubbed his palms together, crushing and smearing them on his hand.  
 
    A ropy root wrapped itself around his waist and yanked him hard backward. Zhe was flung onto his back but managed to twist himself and roll over, digging in his heels. His movement towards the hungry wall was slowed but not stopped. 
 
    Skidding across the dirt floor, as more roots grabbed at his ankles and feet, Zhe pulled out a bone sword and slashed them away, buying himself more time. He sheathed the sword once again and dug through the pouches one after another, grabbing some of the contents within. 
 
    There was no time to carefully measure, he had to go by feel and experience. Neither did he have time to dig the pestle and mortar from his bag. He had to use the cupped palm of his hand as he mixed powders, herbs, and liquids into a paste, adding his own blood by slicing the palm of his hand. 
 
    More roots emerged to take the place of those that he had sliced away. Zhe was once again being dragged towards the wall. But there was no time or space to fight them any further. He needed to finish the wand casting.  
 
    Rubbing his hands together, Zhe formed the mass between his palms into a wand shape. He reached into a bag and found the hardener, rubbing this into the wand as well.  
 
    He was now up to his knees in the wall. The mud seemed to move aside so that he could be pulled into it. There was no pressure or resistance from the wall to his passing through it.  
 
    Finally, the wand was cast and hardened. Zhe began the incantation to summon the ants of the Liji Desert.  
 
    Then the dirt swallowed him. 
 
    All around Zhe was darkness and the growing pressure of the dirt on every part of his body. The mud wall had opened to let him be pulled inside it, but it then closed ever tighter upon every inch of his body.  
 
    Zhe finished the incantation in his head for fear of the dirt filling his mouth. Then there was silence other than the noise of his thoughts.  
 
    Fighting against panic, Zhe focused on slowing his heart rate so that he could last longer until he once again had air to breathe. Meanwhile the pressure on his chest—and every part of his body—grew more and more powerful.  
 
    He felt something on his hand. A tickle. Then on his other hand. Soon there were many tickles on all parts of his body. It was the ants that he had summoned. 
 
    More and more of them arrived from their colonies built beneath the desert sand, no doubt drawn to and nurtured by the Mud Men’s city. There was liquid, cool temperatures, and plenty of fungi for the ants to feed upon. It was Zhe’s good luck. 
 
    He felt the soil around his hands loosening, then his wrists. There were ants crawling over his entire body. It was unsettling to have the creatures, large for ants, on every bit of his skin and then crawling in and out of his nose and ears. But it was better than being smothered by earth that had been transformed into a boa constrictor to squeeze the life out of them. 
 
    Soon, Zhe could move his forearms up and down and little by little he was able to push himself up into a sitting position. He carefully brushed away the ants in his hair, on his face and crawling over his eyelids. 
 
    There was a small amount of light in his space, and Zhe realized Raquel’s lantern was near him, half buried in the dirt as well. He freed it and used it to see his situation.  The first thing he saw was the size of the ants. They were indeed larger than normal ants, each one as large as his thumb. And they were a moving, writhing mass, almost nauseating to look at. Yet they were also his savior. 
 
    Holding up the lantern, he could see parts of his comrades sprawled and still half-buried. They were all moving, trying to free themselves, which was a good sign. Toro was the first to sit up, shaking off the ants. 
 
    “Ugh, I hate ants!” 
 
    “You’re alive thanks to the ants, my friend. Go easy on them,” Zhe said. 
 
    “I can be thankful and still hate them crawling all over me.” 
 
    As more of the Bone Mages were freed by the swarm of ants, Zhe noticed there were others who had come there before them, both human and animal. This wall of dirt had obviously been a trap for anyone who dared to venture into the city of the Mud Men. It was packed with bones of all types. 
 
    Zhe grabbed several nearby bones and then found his bag and took out the mortar and pestle. He began to crush the bones, preparing them for another wand casting. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Bone Claw asked.  
 
    He had managed to free himself and was now coughing up dirt and catching his breath near Zhe. 
 
    “Tell me you’re animating some skeletal monster that will kill these Mud Men bastards,” Bone Claw said. 
 
    “Not exactly. But I am preparing for the possibility of confrontation,” Zhe replied. 
 
    “That’s an interesting way to describe the future when one considers the context of the present,” Razor added. 
 
    “By A’tiniti’s tits, what does that mean?” 
 
    “It means that the possibility of confrontation is more than just a possibility, given that we were pulled into this mud trap in order to kill us and leave us to turn into bones like these other poor, unfortunate souls.” 
 
    “Oh, well, then yeah, I agree with you,” Bone Claw said. 
 
    As the ants continued to swarm over everything as they removed the dirt, one grain at a time, Zhe worked on the animation wand. By the time it was finally completed, the ants had cleared a remarkably large space. It was big enough for them to rise to their knees and crawl a considerable distance. 
 
    Zhe led the way down the tunnel left by the ants, who had disappeared ahead of them. They were digging a tunnel for Zhe and the Bone Mages on the path to returning to their own colonies. After several minutes of crawling on a downward slope, they reached a chamber at the bottom that had hundreds of small holes that led away from it. These were presumably trails leading to the ant colonies. 
 
    Along the way to the chamber and in the chamber itself, the bones of past victims of the Mud Men jutted from the walls at every point. It seemed like many had come and failed to leave. 
 
    “Why so many dead here?” Garotte asked. “I mean, why would anyone come to this place?” 
 
    “Treasure,” Zhe said. “All the wealth that is lost in T’iru Midiri. All that is shiny and falls into the muck at some point, ends up here. That’s the legend anyway. They say that the crown of Plinth is here and the crystal wings of Dendri the Wise.” 
 
    “Not so bloody wise if he let these creatures steal his wings,” Bone Claw grumbled. 
 
    “This is perhaps a badly timed question,” Freya said, “but has anyone ever returned from the city of the Mud Men?” 
 
    “No one that I’m aware of,” Zhe replied. “However, we haven’t come to steal from them but to bring them a gift. I’m hopeful.” 
 
    “I’m hopeful that these new powers you’re developing will save our skins,” Toro said. “From the looks of these walls, we’re walking into a fat man’s banquet dressed as sandwiches.” 
 
    They reached the final wall, and Zhe pressed on it. It was solid.  
 
    “Laura,” he said. “Can you put your bone whip to work on this? I’d rather we didn’t spend the next day and a half digging with our swords and dulling them.” 
 
    “I have to sharpen the bones in my whip as well,” she protested but took out her whip anyway. 
 
    She cracked the whip once against the wall ahead of them and created a hole through which light spilled. Repeating the action, she opened a space large enough for a head to fit through. A third time and a section of the wall collapsed, opening the way for them to exit the ant tunnel. 
 
    “I promise that I’ll sharpen your whip as soon as we get out of here,” Zhe said. “As a gesture of thanks.” 
 
    “If you think I’d trust you with my whip, you’re sorely mistaken,” Garotte replied and laughed. 
 
    Zhe stepped through the hole and found himself inside a kind of antechamber with high walls and a door. There were no windows, but the room was lit by torches that hung on the walls. 
 
    Making his way across the floor of the room, Zhe reached the door opposite. He waited until the others were next to him and had all drawn their weapons. Then he pushed open the door and stepped through it. 
 
    He was inside a large round room with thick columns decorated with shiny bric-a-brac from diamonds and gold jewelry to broken glass bottles, old spoons, and more than a few glass eyes.  
 
    The Mud Men truly loved shiny things. And this was a fine collection. It was no surprise that it was decorated wall to wall and floor to ceiling. They were in the king’s council chamber. In fact, they had stepped into the middle of a semi-circular table. Around the table were the king’s nobles. In the center, across from them, was King Nigusi himself. 
 
    The Mud Men were strange to see. They looked like humans in parts but were constantly shifting and changing shape like mud. Instead of lifting their arms with muscles and bones, it was more like they flowed into a new position.  
 
    There was obviously no turning back, and this was, after all, why they had come. Zhe pressed forward to the middle of the table and bent the knee before King Nigusi. Nigusi rose from his chair, his whole body flowing like a strange drunken blob. 
 
    “Most honorable and legendary king of the Mud Men,” Zhe said. The others also bent the knee in front of the strange mud creature. 
 
    “Spare me the boot-licking, Bone Mage,” Nigusi replied and stepped through the table, his semi-solid body oozing around it until he was in the center with Zhe and the others. 
 
    Zhe looked up in surprise at the king. 
 
    “Yes, I know what you are,” King Nigusi replied. “Our allies the ants have been here to tell us about you and your magic. You thought that they were helping you, and I suppose they were since you aren’t dead. But they were also leading you to me.” 
 
    “Which is exactly where we wanted to be, Your Highness,” Zhe said. He turned to face the other Bone Mages, who stepped forward with the small chests of jewels that they had stolen from the mint in Behari and set them in front of Zhe. 
 
    “What’s this then?” he asked. 
 
    “A gift,” Zhe said and flipped open the lids on the trunks, revealing the sparkling gems within.  
 
    There was an audible gasp from the mud nobles around the room. Even the king moved unconsciously towards them, a hand outstretched towards one of the chests. 
 
    Zhe smiled and closed the chest, preventing the king from reaching any gems. That led to anxious mumbling amongst the lords. 
 
    “Is this meant to make up for the fact that you tricked your way into our world by using some infernal magic to wet the desert?” 
 
    “There was no other way to get an audience with you, Your Highness,” Zhe said. 
 
    “Fine, apology accepted. Give me the jewels and we will call it even.” 
 
    That chest is, of course, yours as a gift for your warm welcome to us travelers,” Zhe said. “However, for the other five chests, we would ask a favor in return.” 
 
    The king stared at the chests spread out on the floor like a glorious buffet of riches. He licked his lips with a muddy tongue.” 
 
    “What…would that be?” 
 
    “The land of T’iru Midiri has been invaded by the armies of Malgent,” Zhe said and explained the general situation. “We want the Mud Men to help us win back, not all of T’iru Midiri, just the city of Ashtar.” 
 
    The king raised an eyebrow and looked back at his nobles. They nodded enthusiastically, some of them pointing at the chests of jewels.  
 
    “Well…alright,” the king said. “My people love to fight for justice. Now give the gems.” 
 
    Zhe rose to his feet, bowed, and spread his hands out to welcome the king to the gem chests. King Nigusi rushed to them, snatching them into the air, opening them, and pouring the gems into his mouth. As he did so, his mouth stretched wide to catch every one of them, which landed with a series of plops in the wet mud of his body. 
 
    By the time King Nigusi was on his third chest of gems, the others were oozing out of his skin from the inside. They appeared, inset in his muddy flesh. His flesh changed its shape and texture, appearing like a suit of armor with the gems that he had swallowed decorating it. It was both hideous and beautiful somehow. 
 
    Zhe glanced towards the nobles who now also sported gems in their flesh, which had likewise changed into suits of armor. It seemed that whatever the king consumed was shared magically with his court.  
 
    Finally, the king finished consuming all the gems and pounded his chest twice, then belched. It was an act that was repeated back to him by the nobles. Then all of them roared with laughter and joy at the great treasure that they had gained. 
 
    “Now, be gone,” the king said and nodded to his nearby guards who stepped forward, pikes in hand.  
 
    “We had an agreement, oh great King of the Mud Men.” 
 
    “Again, with the bootlicking. Bah, I never agreed to any deal,” the king replied. “But I’ll offer you one now. You may leave with your heads still on your bodies if not a single further sound emanates from that great, hideous gob of yours.” 
 
    Zhe didn’t speak further to the king, but he instead withdrew from his belt the new wand that he had just cast while they were encased in the walls of the Mud Men’s city. With it in hand, Zhe moved it in the air and began to sing the incantation. 
 
    “What? What is this? I told you… guards, kill them all!” the king shouted.  
 
    The guards moved towards the Bone Mages, who drew their weapons. It seemed a battle was about to ensue. 
 
    But the guards had barely moved forward when the ground beneath their feet split open. They stumbled backward in shock, including the king.  
 
    From out of the dark mud there emerged hundreds of bones of all sizes and shapes, from who knew how many different types of creatures. They rose to the surface like dead fish float to the surface of the sea.  
 
    As the bones reached the surface, they rolled and floated towards each other, sticking together like lodestones. They knew the form that they wanted and crawled over each other to achieve it.  
 
    Little by little, to the horror of the king and his nobles, the bones took on the shape of a creature with many limbs, jaws, teeth, and claws. And though it made no vocal sound, the clacking and scraping of its bones only added to the horror of the thing.  
 
    Zhe smiled as the creature picked up a noble in one hand and part of the table in the other, tearing the stone and wood to bits, and tossing both against the wall. The noble hit the wall with a sickening splat and then slid down to the ground. After a moment, the noble leapt again to its feet and ran screaming from the room.  
 
    “We came in peace with an offering for you,” Zhe scolded the king. “We honored you even after you attempted to kill us. And now you want to steal from us and betray your word? Are you aware of the power of a Bone Mage, Your Highness?” 
 
    “Well, to do magic like…like this horrible thing,” the king said, pointing at the golem that Zhe had raised from the earth. 
 
    “The Mud Men have been in this desert for a long time. I imagine that there are millions upon millions of creatures in the floors and streets and walls of your city. Bones of those whom you have yet to digest in the stomach of the earth. I have to do little more than raise this wand, and they will rise again, seeking vengeance against their killers.” 
 
    “We didn’t kill all of them, of course. We collect all things that end up in the earth. If it is buried in the mud, it is ours and is carried here by the movements of Mother Earth herself. It is our right, granted to us…” 
 
    “Your history is unimportant,” Zhe interrupted. “All that matters is that I can turn all of your precious buryings into your tormentors. Or, you can keep our gift to you, let us go freely, and aid us in our attack upon the city of Ashtar.” 
 
    “Well, you know, of course I’d love to help,” the king said. “We all would. Didn’t I say that we would, after all? But we are sworn to take no part in human wars. We are the keepers of the lost and the dead and must remain neutral.” 
 
    “You will not fight,” Zhe said. “You will never enter combat, and your role will be short but necessary. You just have to lie there, so to speak, never breaking your oath, which I swear to respect.” 
 
    The king listened and nodded, agreeing with the plan as Zhe laid it out.  
 
    “We can accept this,” the king said and handed Zhe a gold-dipped goat’s horn. “In return for the jewels, I give you this horn. When you need us to fulfill this embarrassingly easy task, blow the horn, and we will come. But don’t blow on it for anything else because it will only work once.” 
 
    Zhe put the horn around his neck and bowed again to the king. With their business completed, the Bone Mages politely declined the offer of decaying garbage and fungus dredged from the earth and departed the king’s council chamber. Zhe left behind the monster that he had conjured. It stood silently and still on the edge of the room as a reminder and a threat. 
 
    “Could that thing…” Raquel whispered as they made their way back along the ant trail towards the platform by which they had arrived. 
 
    “It can do nothing. The spirit has already left it,” Zhe replied with a smile. “But it can do one useful thing: sit in the corner as a warning. They don’t know that it is immobile.” 
 
    “And could you have raised all the bones in the city of the Mud Men?” 
 
    “No,” Zhe said and shook his head. “Not even a fraction of them. But it was a good story, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Raquel stifled a giggle as they continued in the cramped tunnel until they arrived at the plateau that overlooked the city of the Mud Men.  
 
    She looked back down at the city of strange creatures. Who knew if the ordinary Mud Men were honorable beings. The king’s character didn’t reflect well on his subjects, but then, neither did Najashi’s. People rarely got to choose those who ruled over them. 
 
    In any case, Zhe had learned a valuable lesson in getting a king to do one’s bidding through a judicious combination of greed and fear. He had joked with Raquel about it, but he felt certain that the jewels and the silent sentinel of the bone golem would ensure that King Nigusi would show up at the appointed hour. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 22 
 
    The F.S. Ayana traveled through the night, its enormous bone legs pounding into the desert sand and raising clouds of dust. The farther they moved away from the city of the Mud Men, the more speed the ship seemed to pick up. Finally, they were moving so quickly that the wind whipped across the deck, and the skeleton sailors had to furl the sails. 
 
    The eagles that Zhe had inherited from the captain of the iron ship flew overhead, hunting for lizards in the sand below and other birds in the sky.  
 
    Even with the speed of the Ayana’s legs, it was a long distance to travel to reach Ashtar. For four nights and days, their ship trotted across T’iru Midiri, through forests and past farmer’s fields. They crossed the river that connected the Sea of Liji with Turbid Lake and settled for a full day in the Forked River, using their sails to travel upstream. 
 
    To pass the time, the Bone Mages sharpened their weapons and practiced with them. Zhe and Bone Claw taught Raquel more techniques with her sword. With little else to do on the ship, Freya affected a kind of reconciliation with Garotte.  
 
    On the edge of the Liji Desert, Zhe agreed to let Freya disembark for a short while to hunt some small animals so that she could practice her summoning skills. She was becoming comfortable with being a Bone Mage again, little by little. 
 
    It was a time of pause, rest, and reconnection before the coming battle. Up till then, their battles had been skirmishes. It was certain, especially with Najashi’s betrayal and Zhe’s confrontations with Queen Diarmuid, that Malgent was aware of the Bone Mage campaign. But it would only be with the attack on Ashtar that they would come to know the shape of the war they faced. 
 
    On the bank of the Forked River, just south of a large agricultural town called Nook, the Ayana went ashore. The ship walked through the cultivated fields of sunflowers and corn until they reached a small stand of trees that bordered the main highway that led to Ashtar. 
 
    “Ho, I wish I could be in a pub in Nook tonight,” Toro joked. “Imagine the stories the drunken peasants will tell about the giant ship of bone strolling through their fields.” 
 
    There was no traffic moving to and from Ashtar on the roads, which Zhe surmised was because it was an occupied city, and the status of merchants was uncertain. No one wanted to be the first to find the new tax rate or military tithes to support Malgent’s invasion. So, they stayed away, which was better for the Bone Mages as far as Zhe was concerned. 
 
    They set down the ship and waited for nightfall.  
 
    When the sun had set behind the trees and rivers of T’iru Midiri, they began their preparations. By Zhe’s calculations, it would take them two hours to get to Ashtar from their location. It was more than enough time.  
 
    Setting themselves up in the shadow of the bone ship, Zhe and Toro began their preparations. From his belt, Zhe took out the gray bear wand that he had only used once before very early in their journey. It was to fight the snow spider in the mountains near the Birth Monastery. He began his incantation to summon them from the nearby forests. 
 
    As Zhe began his summoning, Toro very carefully carved the jawbone of Goliyadi, turning it into a strange and ominous whistle that he played with great skill. Once again, the incantations of Toro and Zhe mixed and blended together. The other Bone Mages sat nearby and added to the power of the incantation with special rhythmic clapping. 
 
    After a long period, there appeared the first gray bear on the fringes of the shadow of the bone ship. It arrived and sat down with a grunt some distance away. It was soon joined by more until there were more than three dozen of the massive creatures lolling about like enormous puppies, which belied their ferocity. 
 
    Between Zhe and Toro the air shimmered as though looking across hot desert sand. From the shimmering air, the outlines of figures took shape, but their apparition never solidified further. It was as though they were half-formed. They moved from place to place but seemingly without a sense of direction like they were wandering lost.  
 
    Toro stopped playing the whistle and looked to Zhe. 
 
    “They’re not bonding with the gray bears,” Toro said. “I don’t understand. It worked with the flying fish.” 
 
    Zhe thought about it for a long moment, looking from the bears to the slowly fading spirits nearby. 
 
    “The flying fish spirits were bonded with flying fish skeletons, probably many of them were even their own skeletons,” Zhe said. “But Goliyadi’s cohort were humans, not bears. And the bears are alive, not skeletons.” 
 
    “Should we try to raise skeletons?” Toro asked. 
 
    “We don’t have time. And we don’t know if we’ll be able to raise the spirits again if they fade away. It’s possible that now that we have released the spirits from the Relic, they will pass over to the underworld.” 
 
    “You’re not offering a lot of options,” Toro said. 
 
    “Razor,” Zhe called. “I believe that your skills could help us.” 
 
    “I am not sure that I fully comprehend how that could be so.” 
 
    Zhe explained the challenge that they faced. 
 
    “I need you to project a shapeshifting incantation onto the souls of the cohort of Goliyadi,” Zhe said. “I know that it’s above the level of a Skinwearer, but it’s worth a try.” 
 
    “The spirits are powerful mages in their own right,” Razor replied. “That might make it possible to elevate my powers to those of a keysmith, which is technically what is required.” 
 
    Razor took the Relic of Goliyadi out of Toro’s hand and used a tool from their belt to file off fragments from the jawbone itself and from each of the teeth into their mortar and pestle. Toro began to protest, but Zhe silenced him. Razor then took Zhe’s wand and snapped off the tip of it. After that night, it would never work again. 
 
    Razor crushed the wand fragment in their mortar and pestle, mixing it with other elements from their supplies, along with the bone and tooth powder, to create a paste. Normally, at that point, Razor would spread the paste on their own skin. Instead, they walked towards the nearby bears. 
 
    There were grunts and some popping of jaws from the gray bears, but they didn’t attempt to attack Razor. To calm the bears, Razor ate some of the paste to show that it was safe. The bears watched them quizzically and didn’t protest when Razor then approached them and smeared a small amount on the bridges of their noses. 
 
    Having done so, Razor sat in the grass in front of the bears and sang an incantation. The bears copied Razor and likewise sat on their haunches. After a few minutes of singing, Razor suddenly stopped. Simultaneously, the entire group of bears fell backward, as though performing a circus trick. 
 
    Razor stood and walked back to Zhe.  
 
    “Either the cohort is possessing the bears or I have killed them,” they said. “We will know soon enough.” 
 
    Razor was correct that they would know soon enough for barely had they finished speaking than the bears began to stir. One by one they sat up and then rose onto their hind legs. They looked down upon themselves, their bodies and their claws, puzzled by what they had become. 
 
    The largest of the bears came forward with a distinctly human gait and stood in front of Zhe. 
 
    “You are the threefold mage,” a woman’s voice said in a strange and antiquated accent. 
 
    “I am only a candidate,” Zhe said and bowed his head. “My name is Zhe.” 
 
    “You have completed three of the four labors to achieve full status,” she said. 
 
    “Yes. And you are the spirit of Goliyadi?” 
 
    “I am,” the bear replied. 
 
    Zhe and the other Bone Mages took a knee and bowed before her.  
 
    “Rise Bone Mages, we have no time for such formalities,” she said. “If you have summoned me this way, then there must be great cause for it.” 
 
    Zhe explained to her their intentions and why they were needed. 
 
    “Your people need you once again—as they need us,” Zhe said. 
 
    Goliyadi turned to the other bears and roared in communication. They roared in return. 
 
    “We are ready,” she said. “Let us begin the attack to free our people.” 
 
    A lengthy plank was lowered from the ship to the ground, allowing the bears to board the ship. Then it rose again into the air and began the final leg of the journey to the city of Ashtar. 
 
    As the city became visible to them in the distance, underneath the full moon, Zhe blew the horn given to him by King Nigusi to summon the Mud Men.  
 
    Ahead of them, the ground bulged and then burst asunder as the Mud Men pushed up from beneath it. There were many of them and they ran ahead of the bone ship, merging with one another and then separating again like a mudslide across flat ground. In the moonlight, the jewels embedded in their mud flesh sparkled and glimmered. 
 
    When they were just outside the city wall, the F.S. Ayana set down in the fields once again, and the bears disembarked, along with most of the Bone Mages. Zhe stayed onboard the bone ship as he had an idea to address a lingering concern about the dragon riders garrisoned at Ashtar. 
 
    He asked Raquel and Bone Claw to stay behind with him. Bone Claw had constructed part of his armor out of a dragon skull that he captured during the battle for Meder. He also had some bone ground up that he could use for channeling dragon powers but had been nervous to try. Channeling supernatural beings had potential grave dangers. 
 
    With everyone where they needed to be, the Mud Men were already piling themself up into a long siege ramp of dirt at the walls of the city. This was the compromise that Zhe had agreed with the king of the Mud Men that would allow them to help without directly involving themselves.  
 
    Once the ramps were in place, the Mud Men disappeared back into the earth. Their souls moved freely through the soil, taking form as they desired or leaving forms behind. 
 
    Zhe blew the horn once again, giving leave to the Mud Men and signaling that the attack was to begin. The cohort of Goliyadi, in the form of three dozen, massive gray bears roared up the siege ramp first and leapt over the wall.  
 
    The Bone Mages were close behind them. Garotte had her bone whip in hand, freshly sharpened and throwing off sparks. Razor had throwing stars and daggers between every finger and rows of them on their person. Toro had out their war hammer.  
 
    Even Freya had been convinced by Zhe to construct bone armor while they were on the way to Ashtar. It was made in part with the bones of her lover’s chimera, as well as his own. She carried a long sword that she wielded as a master. Her armor was skillfully crafted with runes and twisted bones that were terrifying and effective protection.  
 
    Freya had even caught a rat onboard the ship and used it to create a summoning wand. As she ran up the siege ramp, sword in the air, she was surrounded by hundreds of rats. 
 
    As they stormed the city from the ground, Zhe began his own incantation on the main deck of the ship. The bone ship shook and groaned but didn’t move. Zhe increased the intensity of his focus and his incantation.  
 
    He heard a voice in his head. 
 
    “Less, not more. Let the intention flow through you in the channels that already exist. No need to create new ones.” 
 
    It was the voice of Goliyadi. 
 
    Zhe took a breath and did as Goliyadi instructed. He felt a calm descend over him, and the sounds of shouting and battle beyond the walls of Ashtar faded away. There was only the movement of magical energy through him and through the wand, traveling into the bone ship.  
 
    There was a change in air pressure around him and a shift in the direction of the wind. 
 
    Opening his eyes, Zhe looked around and saw that the scenery had changed. To his right, he could no longer see the city walls over which the Bone Mages and Goliyadi’s cohort had stormed. He looked farther along the ship’s railing where Bone Claw and Raquel stood. They had moved back from the railing and were looking upwards.  
 
    Zhe followed their gaze and saw what caused them to move back. And he understood why the scene had changed around him. 
 
    There was an enormous wing of bone. The ship was flying. 
 
    Rising to his feet and moving towards his comrades, Zhe saw that there were two principal wings near the midsection of the ship. But there were dozens more small wings along the length of the ship.  
 
    The skeleton crew seemed to have adapted without difficulty to this strange, new situation. They had hoisted sails and were angling the ship towards Ashtar. 
 
    “You did it, Master!” Raquel said to him. 
 
    “It was not me. It was the magic in the world.” 
 
    “Oh, for the love of A’tiniti’s arse, Zhe, enough with the false modesty,” Bone Claw told him. “You transformed this ship into a weapon of the air!” 
 
    Zhe looked over the railing and down into Ashtar below. 
 
    The Bone Mages had moved into the city and were engaged in fierce fighting with the Malgent guards there. It seemed like there were less of them than he had expected. The defeat at Meder had perhaps been greater than they realized. It was possible that many had deserted on the flight back to Ashtar after that defeat. 
 
    Whatever it was, in the face of the fighting skills of his comrades and the ferocity of Goliyadi’s cohort in the form of gray bears, their defenses were crumbling.  
 
    He saw Goliyadi herself, distinctive by her size and coloring, rise on her hind legs and perform a spell. Seconds earlier she had killed a squad of soldiers and used her claws to strip their key bones from their bodies.  
 
    Goliyadi shapeshifted into a soldier and rushed amongst another group of Malgent guards. They didn’t see her coming, and when they realized what was happening, it was too late, and she tore them to pieces.  
 
    Goliyadi then stripped the bones from these new victims, and within moments, she raised their spirits and sent them flying amongst their still-living comrades. They caused terror and mayhem among the living.  
 
    Back in the form of a gray bear, Goliyadi threw herself onto the horse of a soldier, killing it and the rider. She tore out the horse’s bones and transformed herself into a horse. Then she summoned the horses of the city and led them in a stampede at an attempt by the garrison to counter-attack. 
 
    Soldiers fled in panic as dozens were crushed beneath the hooves of the horses. 
 
    “She is a powerful mage,” Raquel said quietly. 
 
    “The first and only fivefold Bone Mage,” Zhe said.  
 
    “By the balls of A’tiniti, I swear I always believed it just a myth,” Bone Claw whispered. “How did Sandor kill her?” 
 
    “He lost half his army in the ambush,” Zhe said. “And, yet, here she is while Sandor is but dust.” 
 
    From deep inside the city there rose into the air the reason that Zhe had given the ship wings: Queen Diarmuid leading a large force of dragon riders. He pointed at them and turned to Bone Claw. 
 
    “It is now our turn, my friend. You must channel the dragon skull you captured.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that…” 
 
    “Do it or almost certainly our attack will fail,” he said. 
 
    Seeing the size of the dragon swarm, Zhe realized that the true reason for the sparsity of infantry on the ground was the dragon riders. They were the key to the protection of the city from attack. To take the city, they had to be destroyed. 
 
    Bone Claw took a deep breath and went off to perform the channeling spell so that he would have the powers of a dragon. Zhe turned to Raquel. She looked pale and scared in the moonlight and probably sensed what might be her own responsibility. 
 
    “I need to free myself to take on the dragon riders in the air,” Zhe said. “You must command the Ayana.” 
 
    Her eyes went wide at this. 
 
    “I cannot,” she insisted. “The skeleton crew serve you. The ship serves you as well.” 
 
    “I know that it is soon, and in normal times you would not be ready. But war is a test for all, and none are ready for its demands. Not even me,” Zhe said. “I will channel to you the power to control the ship and her crew. She doesn’t maneuver as well as the dragons, but it gives you an armored place from which to fire arrows. Use the sailors as well, they can help.” 
 
    As he spoke, he set aside part of his mind to invoke the animation spell that he needed to draw upon more of the ship’s stock of bones. He felt the first bones striking and piercing the flesh of the muscles around his shoulder blades. More bones arrived and fused themselves with those that were already there.  
 
    From his back, wings of bone assembled and extended that looked like smaller versions of the ones that flew the ship. As he stretched to test them, they reached twice his length in both directions. 
 
    “Master. Zhe…I…” 
 
    Zhe placed a hand on her forehead. Instead of trying to reassure her, he gave to her the power so that she could feel the truth of what he said. She gasped as the power of the bone magic moved through her, and she became connected to the ship and her crew. Raquel stumbled backward. 
 
    “That’s…something,” she said. “It’s like I have extra limbs.” 
 
    “Protect my flanks and those of Pierre,” Zhe said, nodding towards Bone Claw. 
 
    Bone Claw had just completed his own incantation and was rising into the air, his eyes still closed. When he opened them, they glowed red. He threw his arms wide and exhaled a column of flame that extended the length of the ship. Then he laughed. 
 
    “Don’t kill us before we go into battle, old friend,” Zhe said and flapped his bone wings, lifting himself into the air. 
 
    Looking back one last time to the ship, Zhe raised an arm to salute Raquel. But she was already moving into action, her bow in hand. The skeleton sailors were bringing the ship around under her silent control. Others rushed behind her carrying their own longbows and handfuls of arrows made of bone. 
 
    Zhe called to the battle eagles onboard the ship and they joined him in the air, their metal-tipped claws and beaks gleaming in the moon. In the middle distance, the dragon riders were fast approaching. They looked like a colony of bats except that intermittently one of them would exhale a column of flame, illuminating the rest of the group. 
 
    Looking beside him, Zhe saw Bone Claw. 
 
    “We have one task!” Zhe shouted to him. “Protect our people on the ground! Those dragons' only task will be to stop our people so that their soldiers can regroup and force them back!” 
 
    “It will be my pleasure!” Bone Claw replied. “I hate dragons more than I hate bloody pigs!” 
 
    The two of them moved through the air towards the dragon swarm at speed. Zhe assumed that while the dragons would see the bone ship gleaming in the moon, because it was so large, they wouldn’t see them until it was too late. 
 
    The swarm of dragons divided into two groupings. The larger group dove towards the city below, intent on raining terror upon the heads of the Bone Mages. A smaller but still substantial group angled towards the bone ship. Zhe had expected that they would do that, and it was what he wanted: to divide their forces. 
 
    Bone Claw and Zhe turned downwards and dove at the first group, picking up speed as they did so. Zhe felt the wind whipping across his face and through his hair, and he felt the hunger for battle and vengeance rising in his blood. 
 
    The dragon riders didn’t see them coming. They struck them from above, first with a blast of flame from Bone Claw and then struck at several points by Zhe and the battle eagles. The talons of the creatures made fast work of the first group of dragon riders that they fell upon.  
 
    They had been unexpected, and the riders’ throats were unprotected, which is exactly the point that the eagles targeted. Four riders slipped from their saddles, grabbing at their torn throats as the eagles took off again for more prey. The dragons of those who died quickest, exploded into percussive fireballs that took out yet more dragon riders. 
 
    A heap of flame tumbled towards the ground, landing on a barracks building with Malgent guards, causing it to explode into flames. There were screams as soldiers rushed to escape the flames and heat. 
 
    Zhe swerved and banked amongst the dragon riders, even more agile than they were. He had the bone swords in his hands, weapons of vengeance forged from his murdered son’s own body. With efficiency of movement, Zhe swiped and slashed the blades at the riders as he passed. They barely saw the man who brought them death with his speed in the darkness.  
 
    Behind Zhe, the built dragons of Doveny exploded in a line of fire and tumbled to the earth.  
 
    He reached the end of the dragon swarm and turned sharply to come around for another attack on them. He felt the pang of something in his ribs as he did so and turned to look. One of the battle eagles had been too slow and was struck by the arrow of a dragon rider. It tumbled dead or dying towards the earth far below. 
 
    The dragon rider had no time to celebrate as Bone Claw was upon them and roasted them alive with his own dragon breath. His powers were causing confusion and panic amongst the dragon riders as a whole. How could a man without wings fly and breathe fire? 
 
    Then Zhe saw Queen Diarmuid. She rode the largest dragon, with glowing golden eyes and a body covered by a shimmering armor. She had been in the middle of the swarm but now broke free to lead them, which meant that the squad commander had been killed in their first assault. 
 
    Zhe immediately steered towards her, brandishing his blades with obvious intent. When she saw him, she laughed in recognition and turned her dragon with a tug on its reins. The dragon banked away from Zhe and struck out with a clawed foot, striking Zhe in the chest and sending him tumbling backward before he righted himself and came back around. 
 
    “You don’t give up, do you, Bone Mage?” Diarmuid shouted at him.  
 
    The two of them circled each other at close range.  
 
    “I admired your devotion to your people and to your oath when we first met, Bone Mage,” she said, “but it’s now become little more than a bother. Time to end this silly game. This is your last chance to join the winning side.” 
 
    “If you’re winning, then why are we taking back our city?” Zhe replied. 
 
    “You haven’t taken anything. We control all the cities of T’iru Midiri. You’re just bandits, especially now that we have signed the treaty of alliance with your king. It’s over. There could still be a place for you. For the next three or four seconds.” 
 
    “I’ll save you counting,” Zhe said and dove at Diarmuid. 
 
    Four other dragon riders put themselves between Zhe and the Queen as she dove away. Zhe landed on the saddle behind one of the riders and speared both of his hands to his thighs, then seized the reins from the wounded warrior.  
 
    Zhe pulled the dragon around hard so that it was briefly disoriented and flew it into another dragon that was in pursuit. As the two dragons collided, Zhe yanked his blades free. He let himself slide out of the saddle and into the open air before spreading his wings again. 
 
    The two dragons crumpled with the impact, their necks breaking and tearing. There was an explosion of flames that consumed them both and the riders. Pieces were flung in every direction. 
 
    Glancing over towards the bone ship, Zhe saw that they were handling the dragons that buzzed around them. One of them was collapsing in flames towards the ground, and the dragon rider on another dangled by their safety rope. They probably weren’t long for the world.  
 
    Down below, the Bone Mages and gray bears of Goliyadi’s cohort were holding their own as well, making steady advances into the city. But Toro had become cornered alone in an alley. Around him were spread the bodies of dead soldiers who tried to fight Toro up close.  
 
    But the soldiers had learned. 
 
    At least two squads of archers were taking up positions at the only exit from the alley and were preparing to open fire. Zhe reared back and prepared to dive down into the city to take the pressure off Toro. From behind him he heard a loud screech and turned again towards the bone ship. 
 
    The dragon riders had decided that the ship was an important target and reinforcements had been sent to overwhelm its defenses. Zhe called to Bone Claw and pointed towards the Ayana. 
 
    Bone Claw had just defeated another dragon and angled back towards the ship to help Raquel.  
 
    Zhe dove down behind the walls of Ashtar City to help Toro. 
 
    With his wings spread, Zhe used the speed of his descent to glide at high speed just above the cobbles in the narrow streets. Soldiers that had the misfortune of getting in his way were cut down. Others, seeing Zhe coming, fled into nearby buildings or tossed aside their weapons and fell to their knees, hands on their heads. 
 
    Zhe maneuvered around the curves and corners of Ashtar’s tight-packed market district, finally reaching the alley in which Toro had become trapped. The archers were preparing to unleash a volley of arrows on the big man. His armor would protect him, but Toro would need to cover his head, which would leave him vulnerable to an infantry charge. 
 
    Colliding with the archers, Zhe sent them flying. His broad wings were as sharp as daggers, and several of the soldiers were sent to the ground with mortal wounds or killed instantly. Toro leapt forward at the opportunity and helped Zhe to finish off the rest of those who remained. Others ran off. 
 
    From above there came a loud explosion, and both Bone Mages looked to the sky. From somewhere, flaming boulders were being fired at the Ayana. One had struck the hull on the port side near the mid-ship and painted it with fire along its length. 
 
    “The river,” Zhe said and took off, leaving Toro to run back into the fray. 
 
    Rising over the city wall of Ashtar, Zhe saw that one of the iron ships of Mun had navigated into the Forked River, probably from Sword Lake to the west of the city. They had already lobbed one volley at the bone ship and were preparing another. 
 
    From his belt, Zhe dug out the summoning wand that he had created in the bottom of Squid Lake, when he’d stopped the bombardment of Meder. He raised the wand and began the incantation. Just as he finished, another volley of three iron fire boulders was fired from the ship towards the Ayana. 
 
    Zhe dove towards the first iron boulder, colliding hard with it as he flapped his wings with all his strength. The boulder was sent off course by the impact, and he released it to fly harmlessly past the Ayana and into the fields of the Plains of Ashtar. It dug a flaming furrow like a meteor fallen from the sky. 
 
    Turning to the second boulder, Zhe hit it from beneath, pushing it upwards so that it would arc over the Ayana. 
 
    The third boulder was too far for him to reach it in time. As he watched, it struck the bone ship and tore off the stern of the ship almost the entire way to one of the masts. The oil-filled interior of the boulder broke open and spread fire even wider than before. The ship was sent into a spin by the impact. 
 
    The dragon riders were taking advantage of the situation and were attempting to storm the mortally wounded ship. Zhe could see Raquel and the skeletal sailors, surrounded by fire, shooting volley after volley towards the dragons. Bone Claw flew amongst them as well, harassing them with his weapons and his own dragon fire. 
 
    Zhe turned back towards the ship in the river. They were arming another volley and had changed the angle of the catapults towards the city. They were intending to destroy the Bone Mages’ ground attack—or the city itself if necessary. It wasn’t a Malgent city, after all. What did they care if they had to destroy it to prevent the Bone Mages from liberating it? 
 
    While Zhe had summoned the giant squids, there was a possibility that they were too far away to do any good in time. Sometimes they traveled down the Dangling Arm River to Sword Lake, but usually, they lived in Squid Lake, more than a day’s ride to the north. He couldn’t risk leaving the iron ship to the possibility that there was a squid close enough to stop the destruction of Ashtar. 
 
    With a roar of frustration and rage, Zhe swooped down from his position above the city and angled towards the ship in the river. As he rushed towards the iron ship, Zhe called again to the battle eagles, three of which still survived and had been fighting amongst the Bone Mages in the city. 
 
    Together, they arrived at the iron ship as they were lighting the fuses on the iron boulders before firing them over the city wall. The eagles and Zhe screeched amongst them, terrorizing the sailors. The talons and beaks tore the sailor’s flesh, and Zhe’s swords cut men down in large numbers, causing panic.  
 
    With the crew in disarray, Zhe and the eagles took off again. The lit fuses on the boulders reached the end of their wicks, and the boulders exploded in the catapult cradles, spreading liquid fire in every direction. 
 
    The surviving sailors rushed about trying to extinguish the flames and regain control of the situation. Zhe turned about to swoop down again when the whiplike tentacles of a giant squid emerged from the black river. They wrapped around the ship and squeezed, yanking it downwards towards the hungry beak of the monster.  
 
    Under pressure of the tentacles and with the fires of the boulders still burning, the ship broke into pieces and was pulled under by the squid. The screams of the sailors were soon extinguished. 
 
    Zhe turned back towards the Ayana. It was nose down and descending in flames, pieces breaking off, the masts collapsing.  
 
    Pumping his wings, Zhe drove himself towards the ship as fast as his strength would allow. He couldn’t see Bone Claw or Raquel anywhere, but there were the burning ruins of several dragons on the ground beneath the collapsing wreckage of the Ayana. 
 
    In the distance, moving away from the Ayana, Zhe could see the remaining dragons of Doveny that had survived the battle. There seemed to be about a dozen of them. They were giving up the fight for Ashtar and fleeing, likely to Meder. 
 
    Zhe dove towards the collapsing bone ship, frantically searching for his comrades. But he couldn’t see them anywhere. The whole ship was in flames, and even the skeleton crew was gone, probably destroyed.  
 
    The ship struck the ground in a spectacular explosion of fire and destruction. In seconds, it was nothing but a heap of flames and ruined bones. If anything had still been alive in that ship, it no longer was. That much was certain. 
 
    Zhe felt a change inside his chest that spread outwards. It was more than just horror and sadness. The fall of Ashtar to the Bone Mages was on the brink of happening. When it did, Zhe would have completed the four tasks of the threefold mage.  
 
    Tradition said that a newly elevated threefold mage would be taken away for a year and a day to fulfill the training required for his new role. But if that were to happen, Diarmuid would escape, and he would lose this opportunity for revenge. A year and a day would also be plenty of time for her to rebuild her forces and retake Ashtar.  
 
    She had to be stopped, and there wasn’t much time. 
 
    Zhe turned towards the fleeing dragon swarm and flew after them. The feeling that had begun in his chest was spreading through his body. He felt himself being pulled away. He heard a woman’s voice in his head. 
 
    “It is time, Zhe. Leave this world to fulfill your destiny.” 
 
    “No!” Zhe shouted, resisting the powerful magic that was taking hold of him. “Not yet!” 
 
    As he rushed towards the dragon riders, Zhe withdrew two wands from his belt, summoning once again his friends the crows and the brethren of the battle eagles that flew by his side. 
 
    Without the arrival of the birds, it was almost certain that the dragons would escape his grasp, including Queen Diarmuid. He had no intention of letting that happen. 
 
    From out of the dark forests and hills beyond the Plains of Ashtar, the birds arrived in great murders of crows and individual eagles. They swarmed and dove at the dragons, harassing them ceaselessly and forcing them to maneuver to defend themselves. 
 
    That was all that Zhe needed to catch up to the swarm. He swooped in and destroyed two riders within seconds. Up ahead he saw Queen Diarmuid’s great beast in the middle of the swarm. She was his intended target. 
 
    Zhe landed behind her and wrapped an arm around her throat. She shouted in surprise and stabbed him in the thigh with a dagger. His rage kept the pain away, and he tightened his grip. 
 
    The Dragon Builders of Doveny had now taken from him not only his son, Isaac, but also his apprentice and surrogate daughter, Raquel. There was no vengeance cruel or harsh enough that would satisfy his thirst for it. He squeezed tighter on her throat, and she went limp, her hand slipping off the handle of the dagger.  
 
    Zhe cut the safety rope connected to Diarmuid’s leg so that he could take her from the back of her dragon. As he did so he saw that his hand was becoming translucent. He was being taken away. Time was running short.  
 
    Wrapping the arm that had been around her throat around her waist instead, Zhe spread his wings, lifting both of them off the back of her dragon.  
 
    Feeling the loss of her weight, the queen’s dragon spun on Zhe. Seeing him holding the queen, the dragon hesitated. If it destroyed Zhe, Diarmuid would be destroyed as well, and thus, the dragon itself.  
 
    Zhe didn’t hesitate. He swung his blade with all his strength at the head of the dragon, sinking it deep into the dragon’s skull. The eyes of the dragon rolled back into its head, and the dragon dove towards the ground, striking several others on the way down and taking them with it. 
 
    It exploded in a heap as Zhe watched. Around him, the world was shimmering. Zhe could feel the pull of the call to complete the threefold mage journey becoming irresistible. He was in danger of dropping Diarmuid and killing her, but she was more use to them alive.  
 
    Zhe dove to the ground and set her down, drawing a rope from his bag to tie her so that she couldn’t escape. They would come looking for Zhe and see the burning pyre of her dragon and find Diarmuid there. He would be free to accept the call. 
 
    As he finished tying the queen, Zhe glanced towards the burning heap of dragons behind him. Something caught his eye. Movement amongst the flames. 
 
    The enormous heap of fire exploded upwards in a column, the force of the concussion wave knocked Zhe to the ground. His armored body shielded the unconscious queen from the power and heat of the flames that poured over him. 
 
    Zhe pushed himself back to his feet and turned to face the column of fire.  
 
    It burned white and blue and rose almost to the sky like an iridescent tube of hot light. As he watched, a dark shadow took shape inside the enormous pillar of fire like a moth inside a cocoon. It had the wings of a bat and the body of a serpent with several heads. The glow of its many eyes was visible through the tube of fire. 
 
    A crack formed in the tube, and the creature inside burst it wide open, sending fragments and swirling currents of fire in every direction. 
 
    It was Stoorworm. 
 
      
 
    The dragons of Doveny were animated using the souls of the great heroes of antiquity, which were gathered from the underworld with the help of the patron demon of Doveny, Stoorworm. Zhe hadn’t considered that the queen’s dragon would be animated by Stoorworm itself. Yet, there it was. 
 
      
 
    Stoorworm, filled with the rage of its defeat and the fall of Ashtar, turned its multitude of eyes towards Zhe with a fury. 
 
    “You shall join your pathetic patron in the underworld, human,” the flaming monster bellowed from hundreds of mouths. It was a horrific thing, and a stench came off the monster like that of a field of the dead after a summer battle. 
 
    Zhe raised his blades, knowing full well that he had not the ability to fight a demon of Stoorworm’s power. As he stood staring at his fate, Zhe took comfort in the possibility that he would be once again reunited with Ayana in the underworld. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    The world had stopped. Flames hung in the air. Birds were frozen as they swirled around him in a strange dance. And Stoorworm loomed over Zhe, ready to turn him to ash. It, too, was frozen in a tableau. 
 
    Zhe looked around in confusion, uncertain what had just taken place. Was it the intervention of A’tiniti? Osun, who lived outside of time and had saved him in the past? 
 
    There, behind him stood Goliyadi in her form as a human, no longer a gray bear. She wore a long, dark blue cape and a suit of bone armor of exquisite craftsmanship. The legends told how she had fashioned her armor from the bones of gods and demons. 
 
    He knew it was her though there were no paintings of her face, no descriptions of how she appeared at the end of her life. He didn’t know how, he just knew. 
 
    “Ashtar has fallen,” she said simply. 
 
    “I know,” Zhe said. “I felt it.” 
 
    “You are resisting the call,” she said. “Your elevation to threefold mage awaits you.” 
 
    Zhe glanced back towards the frozen monstrosity of Stoorworm, its many mouths open and ready to bellow fire at Zhe. He was moments from death. 
 
    “The time is not right,” he told her. “I cannot leave this world for a year and a day to train. Not while Stoorworm has been unleashed in T’iru Midiri. If it isn’t stopped, the Great Dragon will destroy Ashtar and then the rest of our lands.” 
 
    “Destroy, it will,” Goliyadi agreed. “The training of a threefold Bone Mage always takes place in a moment of crisis. And the training is always on how to overcome that crisis. To become a threefold Bone Mage, Zhe you must destroy Stoorworm. To learn to destroy Stoorworm requires all the powers of a threefold Bone Mage. If you are to succeed at all, it will require a year and a day to do so.” 
 
    “And we will fight here on the Plains of Ashtar for a year?” Zhe asked. He was confused. 
 
    “You are inside a bubble of bent time. The time that passes here does not pass outside of the bubble. Outside of this bubble, not even a second will pass.” 
 
    “Then how will I train?” 
 
    “You will train by fighting Stoorworm. You will die and then be recreated. Over and over until you defeat the Great Dragon.” 
 
    “And if I don’t defeat it?” 
 
    “You will fight and die and die and fight until the end of time,” she said. “To be a threefold mage isn’t a gift, Zhe. It is a responsibility and a challenge. There is only success or damnation. Are you ready to begin?” 
 
    “Wait. What happens outside of this bent time if I fail? With Stoorworm, I mean.” 
 
    “Stoorworm will destroy Ashtar and the Bone Mages, clearing the way for Queen Diarmuid and the Iron Boatmen under King Logaire III to reign, with Najashi as quisling.” 
 
    The stakes were clear, and Zhe understood his task. He nodded. 
 
    “Then, let us begin.”  
 
    Goliyadi clapped her hands, and Stoorworm’s shrieking filled the air. Zhe spun to face the monstrous thing as it reared back and blasted a hundred columns of flame towards him. Zhe raised his bone blades to stop the flame as he had done before.  
 
    But this was no normal fire, nor even dragon fire. It was the fire of the Great Dragon, and its heat was incomprehensible. In his hands, Zhe saw the bone blades blacken and turn to ash in the moment before the fire reached him, peeling away the skin on his face and melting his bone armor. 
 
    There was blackness. 
 
    “Again,” Goliyadi’s voice said in the darkness. 
 
    Zhe dove and rolled across the ground, avoiding the multitude of flames that scorched the earth, melting the very soil. He ran at the great beast, leaping into the air and severing the head of the creature. Green blood sprayed everywhere, destroying everything that it touched, including Stoorworm itself. 
 
    But this only enraged the Great Dragon further, and it snapped at Zhe, taking him in its mouth and shaking him till his limbs were torn asunder. 
 
    Blackness. 
 
    “Again,” came the voice. 
 
    Over and over Zhe fought the creature, each time learning another lesson in its abilities and in its weaknesses. His first big breakthrough was reaching the burning skull of the built dragon that had once housed the soul of Stoorworm.  
 
    The bones of Isaac, forged into dragon fire-hardened blades, weren’t strong enough to resist Stoorworm’s fires. But the dragon skull was, and Zhe was able to use it as a shield. Later, he managed to forge it into a weapon while dodging the beast. 
 
    Days turned into weeks, turned into months. Defeat after defeat. It was an endless procession of pain and humiliation, punctuated by occasional breakthroughs. He barely noticed that his skill levels were rising.  
 
    As a Bone Mage armorer, he learned to forge, under fire, the bones of demons into weapons that contained their powers. His two-handed dragon sword not only resisted fire but could blast it back at Stoorworm, putting the demon on the defensive. 
 
    From the earth, Zhe caused the creatures and men from all the centuries of T’iru Midiri’s history to rise and be clothed in flesh of mud and grass. He had achieved the level of Master of Death, the highest level of an Animator. These animated golems threw themselves on Stoorworm and, though defeated, for a time fought it to a standstill. 
 
    More than once he lost faith and was ready to give up and accept damnation. It was only his memory of his children, whose lives would be ruined and almost certainly stolen from them, that kept him going.  
 
    His motivation became freedom and justice, and his desire for revenge slipped away. What was the point of vengeance, whose pleasure was dark and fleeting, when justice was something that could last a lifetime and beyond to one’s children? 
 
    Finally, one day, Zhe woke where he always did, on the cold hard ground of the Plains of Ashtar. The same watery light of early dawn, which never changed, greeted him. Nearby lay Queen Diarmuid, still unconscious with her eyes closed, as they had been for a year. Not far off was Stoorworm, always in the same position, ready to attack. 
 
    “Do you know what day it is today, Zhe?” Goliyadi asked and Zhe turned to look at her. 
 
    He was surprised because she had only said one word to him the entire year: “Again.” He himself had not spoken at all, other than his occasional, desperate demands that she tell him how to defeat the Great Dragon. 
 
    Zhe tried to speak, and his voice croaked. He thought about it. What day was it? Why would she ask that question?  
 
    Then he remembered. 
 
    “One year plus one day,” Zhe said. His last chance. 
 
    “Again,” Goliyadi said. 
 
    Zhe rolled on instinct, knowing what was coming. He raised the great, two-handed blade that he had forged in the thick of battle, blocking a stream of fire. Then he threw the blade, which flew like a dragon and severed the head of Stoorworm.  
 
    Normally at this moment, Zhe would summon the dead who were buried in the Plains of Ashtar. They would fight Stoorworm until they were destroyed. Then Stoorworm would destroy Zhe.  
 
    He summoned the dead bones, but this time, instead of clothing them in the flesh of the earth, he turned them into a spinning whirlwind of ivory. It lifted him up in the air, higher and higher until he was above Stoorworm.  
 
    Clapping his hands, Zhe caused the whirlwind of bones to divide into two. Most became an enormous, spiked club, but some separated from the tunnel of bones to form wings.  
 
    The tunnel smashed down onto the Great Dragon, knocking it backward. In the past, when Stoorworm was knocked off balance, Zhe would try to sever the Great Dragon’s heads. They always grew back, and even when he tried to turn the spurting stump of neck onto the Great Dragon, it failed to finish it off. Zhe was destroyed. 
 
    Something about the monster in that moment, with its thrashing heads on the ends of long necks, reminded Zhe of the giant squids that he had summoned to destroy the iron ships. He dove at Stoorworm, at the point where the hundreds of necks of the creature fused together. 
 
    As the spinning bone funnel smashed into Stoorworm over and over, at Zhe’s command, he pushed himself between the base of the forest of necks. At the center of the multitude of necks was a hideous beak of a mouth like that of a squid. It gasped at the air, and the beak snapped at Zhe’s feet. 
 
    He plunged his long blade into the beak, deep inside the creature’s maw and into the cavity of its body. The heads shrieked and bent around to try and reach Zhe but were unable. Stoorworm stumbled around in blind agony, trying to shake him off but with no success. 
 
    Over and over, Zhe plunged his blade into the maw. Black and green bile and blood bubbled upwards. Where it touched Zhe’s armor and boots, it sizzled, and smoke rose.   
 
    The flailing of the beast slowed, and finally, it fell forward. Zhe was caught in the thick forest of necks and pinned as it collapsed to the ground dead. The weight of it on Zhe made it difficult to breathe, but he dared not try to cut his way out, knowing that the creature’s blood would kill him in an instant. 
 
    Inch by inch over the course of an entire day, Zhe squeezed himself between the gaps of the hundred necks. Finally, he pushed aside the uppermost necks and found himself in the open air.  
 
    The world was moving again, and crickets could be heard chirping, along with the singing of nightbirds. He had returned to normal time. Even Diarmuid, who had slept for a year and a day, was beginning to stir.  
 
    “Do you feel ready?” Goliyadi asked.  
 
    Zhe turned and saw her standing nearby, watching him. 
 
    “No,” Zhe replied. “There is so much work to do. I don’t know that I can carry the burden.” 
 
    “Good. That is how you should feel. Only a fool faces great tasks with an overabundance of confidence. It leads to one not leaning on comrades to fill in for our own weaknesses. It can turn allies into enemies and enemies into victors. Nurture that uncertainty without letting it paralyze you.” 
 
    Then Goliyadi was gone, and the night was quiet once again. No time had passed. The other dragons had managed to escape back towards Meder, but Zhe had Diarmuid, and that would be of great value for the next phase of their war against the invaders—and the traitors. 
 
    But it wouldn’t bring back Raquel, nor Bone Claw. He felt the weight of that sadness and sighed. It had been a year, and there had been moments when he had forgotten that they were dead. But the weight of the memory, knowing that in this world no time had passed, was heavy upon him.  
 
    Picking up the queen, Zhe launched himself once again into the air, flying back towards Ashtar. As he looked down upon her face, twitching with the slow return of consciousness, he noticed that he no longer had the urge to drop her to her death. To Diarmuid, it had only been a few minutes, but Zhe had an entire year to mourn and find peace.  
 
    They were soon over the city itself, and he could see some of the sights of the battles below. There were bodies in the streets and a few fires, but nothing compared to what would have happened if the iron ship hadn’t been sunk. 
 
    He had seen the devastation that the Iron Boatmen of Mun could rain down on a city from the tour that they’d had after defeating Malgent outside the city walls. He was glad to have stopped that. His doubts at the time and self-blame afterwards for the deaths of Bone Claw and Raquel, were gone, if not the sadness. 
 
    He descended inside the city walls when he saw his comrades. They stood amidst the wreckage of a fierce street fight, along with the gray bears. 
 
    “Raquel? Bone Claw?” Garotte asked. “I saw the ship going down.” 
 
    Zhe shook his head, and Garotte gasped out a cry of sorrow. She pointed at Queen Diarmuid. 
 
    “Let’s throw that witch off the highest wall,” Garotte hissed. 
 
    “No,” Zhe shook his head. “She’s more useful alive as leverage.” 
 
    “Leverage for what?” Freya asked. “They’re not going to leave T’iru Midiri, even for her.” 
 
    “For your two friends for one thing,” Queen Diarmuid said. 
 
    Zhe looked down. Her eyes were still closed, but she was awake. He set her in the back of a nearby wagon. She took a breath, opened her eyes, and looked at them. 
 
    “Don’t look like such stupid sheep,” Diarmuid said. “Of course, they’re alive. We were doing with them what you’re now doing with me: taking them hostage to use as bargaining chips.” 
 
    “Didn’t work out quite like you planned, did it?” Toro said. “You look like a bit of an ass, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Where is her dragon?” Razor asked. “Should we be worried about an attack from the air?” 
 
    “I destroyed it. And Stoorworm,” Zhe said.  
 
    “You can’t destroy a god, you fool,” Diarmuid said. 
 
    “Everything can be destroyed, even gods and demons,” Zhe replied. “But even if I just sent it back to the underworld for now, it won’t be coming to rescue you in any case.” 
 
    “I suppose not,” Diarmuid replied. “In any case, you shan’t have me long, and I imagine that your horizons are so low that you’ll settle for those two peasants in return for me.” 
 
    “Two capable fighters for one useless queen without her dragon seems like a bargain for our side, to be honest,” Razor said. 
 
    Zhe smiled. 
 
    “I think that I know a way to get the two of them back without having to give up our top prize at all,” he said. “For the moment, we send them a squad of their own soldiers to inform Najashi and the king of Mun, whatever his name is, that we have her so that they don’t harm ours.” 
 
    “We have enough prisoners that we can spare a few,” Toro laughed. “The rest can do city cleaning duty to clean up this mess.” 
 
    Zhe turned to the bears, who had been watching the scene unfold in silence. Amongst them was the large bear that had contained Goliyadi’s soul. It was licking the blood on its paw. 
 
    “The cohort of Goliyadi have left, haven’t they?” he asked. 
 
    “As soon as the battle ended,” Razor replied. “They have waited hundreds of years to get their well-deserved banquet with A’tiniti. They were anxious to begin.” 
 
    “Go on, my friends,” Zhe said to the bears. “Your service tonight leaves us with an unpayable debt. Glory to the gray bears of T’iru Midiri!” 
 
    “Glory to the gray bears of T’iru Midiri!” the other Bone Mages repeated. 
 
    The gray bears groaned and pawed at the air. Then, with much huffing and puffing, they trundled back up the ladders to the walkway along the wall before disappearing over it onto the siege ramp. They were returning to the forest. 
 
    Zhe turned back to his comrades and smiled at the queen, who looked sullen and bruised on the back of a cart of straw and manure. 
 
    “It has been a good night,” he said. 
 
    “And are you…?” Garotte began. 
 
    “A threefold Bone Mage? Yes, I am,” he replied.  
 
    “What was it like?” Toro asked. “Was it like a big flash of light or like a lightning bolt hit you in the nuts and turned your eyes to fire?” 
 
    “Stranger even than that,” Zhe laughed. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” 
 
    Had he really been gone a year and a day and come back at the same moment that he left? It seemed impossible even for him to believe, and he had lived it. Just thinking about it made him exhausted. 
 
    “Let’s get things cleaned up here and put the prisoners in a safe place,” Zhe said.  
 
    “What’s next?” Freya asked. “I mean, what’s the plan?” 
 
    “A good night’s sleep.” Zhe laughed. “We deserve it, don’t you think?” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “Total war,” he said and looked towards Diarmuid. “T’iru Midiri needs purifying. We’ve got our work cut out for us.” 
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