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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Zhe rubbed at his wrist and squinted at the sun overhead. It was bright and hot, which was making him sweat, and the sweat was getting into the open sores on his wrists, neck, and ankles. He wore heavy iron manacles, which wouldn’t have been so bad but for the fact that the manacles were connected to a series of heavy chains. Those chains joined his neck, wrists, and ankles together and then extended a significant length behind him along the ground. 
 
    Ahead of him was the gate to Meder, sealed tight. Visible in their nooks, the guards peered out at him. He knew that the captain of the guard — and almost certainly the garrison commander himself — were watching them. 
 
    There was a painful yank on the chain connected to the manacles that caused Zhe to stumble backwards. His head snapped around to look behind him and scowl.  
 
    There, holding his chains in one hand was Queen Diarmuid, who ignored his glare. Beside him was Toro, also in chains and scowling at Diarmuid, who had yanked on both of them. 
 
    “Careful,” Toro said. “Just because we submitted to this humiliation doesn’t mean I’m powerless. Pain clouds my judgment.” 
 
    “Forward, swine,” Diarmuid replied and tugged again on the chains. 
 
    Toro and Zhe exchanged looks, then turned around and walked towards the massive double doors that led into the walled capital city. As they approached, there was a shout inside the walls, followed by the sound of wheels turning and rope stretching.  
 
    The door creaked open little by little. 
 
    They waited until it was open all the way. Diarmuid jerked the chains hard again and yelled for them to walk forward. Zhe and Toro stepped through the main gate of the city.  
 
    In front of them stood several lines of soldiers, nervously holding pikes and shuffling their feet. Behind the soldiers were hundreds of citizens of Meder. More were gathering by the moment, which made the soldiers in the back row cast anxious glances over their shoulders.  
 
    Finally, the garrison commander ordered the soldiers to turn around with their pikes and face the crowd, warning them to back off. 
 
    The captain of the guard and the garrison commander strode towards Zhe, Toro, and Queen Diarmuid. The garrison commander spat at their feet and then turned to address the queen. 
 
    “Your Royal Highness, it is my honor to welcome you to Meder City,” he said. 
 
    “She’s not your queen, you buffoon,” Toro rumbled in a low voice.  
 
    The garrison commander never so much as glanced at Toro but gave him a sharp back hand with a mailed glove. Blood poured from Toro’s nose.  
 
    Toro took a step towards the commander, then stopped as Zhe threw a look his way, shaking his head ever so slightly. The garrison commander ignored Toro in any case, as did Queen Diarmuid.  
 
    “Thank you, Commander,” Queen Diarmuid said. “It is nice to be out of their dismal dungeon. These Bone Mage filth treat their betters like lessers and lessers like betters. They are a scourge.” 
 
    Zhe struggled not to roll his eyes and stared straight ahead. He noticed the captain of the guard looking his way. They had met the last time that they were in Meder, after the battle on the plains outside of the southern gate.  
 
    On their arrival, Zhe noticed that the battlefield had been cleaned of bodies and abandoned Malgent equipment. No doubt, King Najashi wanted to ensure that Queen Diarmuid didn’t see an ugly reminder of her first defeat at the hands of the Bone Mages. 
 
    The captain of the guard subtly bowed his head towards Zhe. It was obvious that he was less than impressed with what was unfolding, but there was little that he could do without losing his own head.  
 
    Glancing towards the commander of the garrison and seeing that he was preoccupied with ingratiating himself with the queen, Zhe nodded subtly in return.  
 
    They were led through the streets of Meder towards the central palace and its fortress. In front, back, and beside them marched the soldiers of the city guard.  
 
    Lining the streets for them once again were the population to get a look at the saviors of Meder. Only this time they stood in silence for the saviors were in chains. 
 
    Zhe had agreed to the humiliation of the procession and to be brought to the city in chains by Diarmuid as a condition of their agreement. Toro wasn’t happy with it, but it was non-negotiable as far as Najashi was concerned. And, in the end, the humiliation wasn’t what was important.  
 
    It was getting into the palace to free Bone Claw and Raquel. 
 
    They arrived at the palace gates that led into the interior courtyards, servant quarters, gardens, and the palace itself. No one greeted them here, which might have conveyed that they were deserving of such an honor. But the gates were already open and waiting for their arrival. 
 
    Inside the walls of the palatine city, spread out a vast plaza surrounded by orange, lemon, and loquat trees. Sitting in the middle of the polished marble plaza was a large, three-masted iron ship. Chained to the ship with heavy, iron chains were a dozen large dragons.  
 
    The dragons were currently sleeping or cleaning themselves, completely disinterested in Zhe and the others. Up on top of the ship’s main deck, Zhe counted around two dozen sailors. Some were lounging about doing nothing. Others prepared the ship for departure. 
 
    They made a wide berth around the dragons and ship and were led into Najashi’s throne room. He stood next to his own throne, upon which sat King Logaire III, king of Mun, the land of the Iron Boatmen.  
 
    Logaire was a bulky man with a large belly and a long beard. He wore robes that some said were made from machines powered by spirits and not by the hands of men. Mun was known as the kingdom of Malgent that spurned magic and instead valorized the sciences of metallurgy and gear-making for strange and wondrous machines.  
 
    “Ah, so this is the legendary Bone Mage commander and his musclebound spirit-caller,” Logaire said. “You don’t seem to be commanding much at the moment, Bone Mage.” 
 
    “We have arrived as agreed upon,” Zhe replied plainly. “Our presence is proof of us keeping our side of the agreement. We would appreciate it if you now honored your own side.” 
 
    King Logaire rolled his eyes and snapped his fingers, then he farted and sat up straight. 
 
    Somewhere to the side of the throne opened a secret door in the wall. After a moment, Bone Claw and Raquel stepped through with their own wrists and ankles in chains. They were able to walk and move their arms but were restricted in case they tried to run or fight.  
 
    There was bruising visible on their faces, necks, and arms. Zhe clenched his jaw at the sight of Raquel’s injuries but kept his face neutral. 
 
    “We haven’t treated them too badly. And they have been fed at least as well as the palace rats,” Logaire noted. “But, I promise you, the bruises are about to get much darker and more numerous.” 
 
    Zhe looked at Toro, who had a puzzled look on his face. He turned back towards Queen Diarmuid, whose brow was furrowed. Four guards approached her, and two of them took hold of their arms. 
 
    “What do you think you are doing, Logaire? I am—” 
 
    “An imposter,” a voice said from the shadows. 
 
    The owner of the voice emerged into the light and smiled. It was also Queen Diarmuid. She held up her left hand, which was wrapped in a white bandage covering a missing baby finger. 
 
    “I believe that you have something of mine, and I’d like it back.” 
 
    The other Queen Diarmuid rolled her eyes and snatched her arm out of the hand of the guard. She dug into a small pouch, removing the top knuckle of a finger. She tossed it onto the floor at Diarmuid’s feet. 
 
    “Sorry, I needed most of it, but you are absolutely welcome to what is left,” the first Queen Diarmuid said to the second. 
 
    Then Diarmuid heaved as though she were about to throw up. The guards stepped back, frightened. Twice more her body was wracked, and when she lifted her head, her face had changed.  
 
    It was Razor. And they had a dagger in each hand. 
 
    Razor stabbed the two closest soldiers in the throat and flung the daggers into the eyes of two others closest to them. All four collapsed to the floor in spreading pools of blood. Razor adopted a crouched position, both arms raised, bone stars between all their fingers, ready to throw. 
 
    Zhe shook his hands, and the manacles dropped away to the floor. He kicked off the ones on his feet, then tore away the manacle around his neck. 
 
    “In these walls are the bones of those who died building the palace for the first king of T’iru Midiri,” Zhe said. “Your ancestor King Rheinhold, Najashi.” 
 
    “I don’t need a history lesson from a demon-worshiping dark mage,” Najashi spat back at him. 
 
    “It was less a history lesson and more an explanation of what was going to happen to you,” Zhe said. 
 
    Raising his arms, Zhe sang an incantation in an ancient language. As his power had grown, so had his repertoire of spells. It now included increasingly ancient magics that had been long forgotten but which came to him in dreams.  
 
    Large stones in the wall vibrated and shook. Several fell to the floor, each one weighing more than five men. Others cracked and burst open like eggs. Bones flew out of the exposed spaces and into Zhe’s hands.  
 
    The bones of the long-dead masons fused one to another, forming two long narrow blades. Zhe ran one blade over the other, causing sparks to arc into the air as the blades sharpened. 
 
    “Those who made the dynasty of your family and sacrificed their very lives in the process shall be your undoing, Najashi.” 
 
    From out of the shadows someone else now emerged. It was Freya, in her full bone armor with weapons in hand and wild mountain boars around her. They were fierce with yellow eyes and tusks as long as a man’s leg. 
 
    “Bloody, filthy pig,” Bone Claw spat. “I hate pigs almost as much as I hate wild boars. I wonder which I should kill first.” 
 
    Freya looked at him, still in his chains, and laughed.  
 
    “You were always the Bone Mage I hated the most, Pierre,” she said. “But I think that was unfair. I just didn’t know how to appreciate your sense of humor.” 
 
    “We spared you,” Toro said. “We could have killed you along with your lover. Even after we found out you were a traitor, we gave you a second chance.” 
 
    “I wasn’t a traitor,” she replied. “My loyalty was always to King Najashi. It has never changed.” 
 
    Razor’s response was to throw a bone star at her, but she knocked it away easily. One of her protector boars launched itself at Razor, but they dealt with it handily using a stiletto dagger. The boar squealed once in protest and then collapsed to the floor, next to the guards that Razor had eliminated. 
 
    “If you send me a few more,” Razor said, “we’ll have enough for a neighborhood feast to celebrate your demise.” 
 
    “Bon appetit,” Freya replied.  
 
    With a nod of her head and a muttered word, the boars charged all at once. They stood little chance of defeating the Bone Mages but were still dangerous.  
 
    Toro took out his bagpipe fitted with the bones of the ancient heroes of T’iru Midiri. They had been left behind to defend the city of Meder but had never been called upon because Najashi had surrendered without a fight to Malgent.  
 
    In every corner of the room, the ghosts of the ancient warriors manifested. In the ancient warrior language, Toro told them that Najashi had surrendered to the Dragon Builders of Doveny.  
 
    They were the heroes’ hated enemies, for they stole their souls and forced them to animate their dragons. And when the dragons died, their souls were destroyed. 
 
    Upon hearing this, the heroes roared together in a windy howl of rage.  
 
    Logaire had decided that he’d seen enough. He raised a hand, and several doors opened around the room. Malgent soldiers and Najashi's loyal personal guard rushed in with swords drawn to defend their leaders.  
 
    The heroes of old flew through the air, tearing the soldiers to bits, along with their immortal souls. The room was filled with shrieks and the spray of blood.  
 
    Zhe moved towards the two kings, Diarmuid, and Freya. Najashi drew his own sword—an ancient blade forged by the same King Rheinhold whose palace had claimed the lives of so many masons. It glowed from within with the power of some kind of magic. 
 
    Freya grabbed Raquel, who was still chained and had limited movement. She put a blade to her throat and put both of them in the way of reaching the kings and Queen Diarmuid.  
 
    The royalty backed out of the throne room with Freya protecting their exit. Zhe looked back towards Razor, Toro, and Bone Claw, who had also joined the battle.  
 
    Bone Claw had performed an incantation to channel the characteristics of a lizard he had caught in his cell. Using this he was able to slip his hands and feet out of the manacles. He fought unhindered, his eyes yellow with black slits, as he skittered along the walls and ceiling. 
 
    “Go!” Toro shouted at him. “Leave us the fun here.” 
 
    Zhe nodded and chased after the royals, Raquel, and Freya. He caught up with them outside, rushing across the plaza towards the iron ship.  
 
    Raquel, with her manacles, was slowing them down. Freya punched her hard enough in the side of the head to knock her out and left her on the ground.  
 
    Taking a moment to check that Raquel was OK, Zhe continued after the others. He drew a bone blade from his belt and threw it at Freya, striking her in the shoulder. She spun around and fell to her knees. 
 
    “Get on board, Your Majesties!” she told them. “I’ll catch up.” 
 
    As Zhe moved forward, Freya raised her hands again. Suddenly, from every angle emerged dozens more wild boars on a rampage towards him.  
 
    Zhe recited an incantation, and from beneath the marble pavers, the skeletal hands of ancient nobles burst forth. They had been buried there as an honor for their service to the Kokebi dynasty, of which Najashi was the last.  
 
    The boars were pulled beneath the plaza and torn apart with squeals of panic and pain. Then they went silent. 
 
    One of the hands also grabbed Najashi’s ankle and brought him to the ground. Another grabbed at Freya, and she smashed it with her blade, then ran for the ship’s gangplank. The dragons were already in the air, straining at their chains and ready to leave.  
 
    A company of soldiers disembarked from the ship. Freya, wounded by Zhe’s dagger, was picked up and carried back to the ship, though she protested. The rest of the company placed themselves between Zhe and Najashi. 
 
    “You only delay the inevitable for Najashi and hurry your own end,” he told the soldiers, who looked nervous but also determined.  
 
    The soldiers rushed at Zhe with a shout, and Zhe clapped his hands. More pavers were pushed aside as hands reached out of the graves and pulled the soldiers down into the earth with them. Shrieks became muffled and then disappeared entirely, just as had those of the boars.  
 
    A few soldiers reached Zhe, and he took them on with a long blade in each hand. The bone swords sliced the air, spinning at such speed that the air whistled over them.  
 
    Soldiers were struck, their armor split open like chestnut shells. One after another they collapsed until there was a bloody heap of men at Zhe’s feet who had died to try and save Najashi. 
 
    Najashi himself was pinned to the ground, held there by the hands of skeletons, many of them his own ancestors who now turned on him.  
 
    Zhe strode towards him, unhurried.  
 
    At the iron ship, they had pulled up the gangplank and hauled anchor. It was beginning to lift into the air to depart from the palace. 
 
    “It seems that your allies have abandoned you,” Zhe said. “And your family’s past has caught up with you.” 
 
    “You coward!” Najashi shouted. “You use magic to hold me immobilized so that you can kill me like the coward you are.” 
 
    Zhe smiled and lifted a hand, flitting it through the air as though shooing away flies. The skeletal hands released Najashi and pulled the marble pavers back on top of their crypts. 
 
    Najashi rose from the ground, picking up his sword and lifting it as he faced Zhe. It pulsed with energy. 
 
    “I will not use any magic against you,” Zhe said. “You can still surrender, declare the treaty with Malgent null and void, and abdicate the throne… but live.” 
 
    “I shall never surrender to filth like you,” Najashi said. 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    Zhe moved forward, his blades poised. Najashi rushed at Zhe with his sword. He was a cowardly king, but he had been trained to use a blade from early childhood, and his skill showed. At first, Zhe stepped back in face of the strength of Najashi’s attack.  
 
    Najashi’s swings and thrusts were powerful and true, but Zhe was able to fend them off one after another. He parried the king’s assaults until an opening presented itself.  
 
    Zhe stabbed his bone blade in the space between Najashi’s chest plate and armored girdle. The bone blade slid all the way through him, emerging from his back, just above his pelvis.  
 
    The king and Zhe now stood face to face. The hilt of Zhe’s blade remained in his hand as Najashi’s blood ran over his fingers. The king grunted in pain but made no complaint. 
 
    “You killed my wife in cold blood,” Zhe said. 
 
    “Letting any of your families live was a mistake,” Najashi said. “I should have executed all of you and them.” 
 
    “But you didn’t, and now you are dying by my hand,” Zhe said. “Vengeance won’t bring her back, but it might allow her to sleep more peacefully beyond the river of fire.” 
 
    “Malgent will defeat you,” Najashi said and wobbled slightly. He was weakening. 
 
    “Your family’s dynasty is over. You wasted it with your cowardice,” Zhe said. “But T’iru Midiri will be saved from the errors of your corruption. Goodbye, Najashi.” 
 
    With a grunt of effort, Zhe yanked his blade upwards, slicing Najashi up to his heart. His knees buckled, and he fell to the ground as Zhe released the sword.  
 
    “You will die with your family’s legacy buried in your chest,” Zhe said and put a foot on Najashi’s armor, pushing him onto his back.  
 
    Najashi fell backwards, staring at the sky as his so-called allies flew in the direction of Squid Lake and onwards towards Behari. The bone sword stood straight up in the air like a flag of victory as life faded from his eyes. 
 
    Zhe also turned towards the sky and watched the iron ship getting smaller as the cohort of dragons flapped their mighty wings and carried their masters with them. They would, without a doubt, return to Behari to plan how they could recover the two cities that they had lost.  
 
    Behari was the largest of the three great cities of T’iru Midiri and was important as a port city. Without it, Malgent would struggle to bring in supplies and reserves of men and dragons from their continent. Zhe was sure that they were already discussing their future plans of re-conquest as they traveled.  
 
    T’iru Midiri would never be safe until Behari was freed and the armada from Mun was destroyed.  
 
    That was exactly what he intended on doing. 
 
    From nearby, Zhe heard a groan and turned. It was Raquel, just beginning to wake up. He rushed over to the girl and helped her to sit up.  
 
    “Did they get away?” Raquel asked. 
 
    “All but Najashi.” 
 
    “Is he?” 
 
    “Yes. Ayana is avenged, and the people of the city will soon be free,” Zhe said. “How is your head?” 
 
    “It hurts, but my black eye hurts more. That came from a punch with a mailed fist.” 
 
    “We’ll treat both and relieve the pain,” Zhe said. 
 
    At that moment, the others emerged from the castle. They were covered in filth and blood from the battle with pigs and soldiers that had unfolded inside the palace. 
 
    Bone Claw walked over to Najashi’s body, still staring at the sky, and gave it a light kick. 
 
    “You prick, I wanted to kill him myself,” he said to Zhe. 
 
    “Next time I’ll be sure to spare the enemy until you arrive,” Zhe replied, causing Toro to laugh. 
 
    “Your elimination of King Najashi earns you some grace,” Razor said. “However, the trust that you placed in Freya has caused us a rather large amount of bother. I believe that they might even cancel each other out.” 
 
    “Bloody traitor,” Bone Claw said and spat on the floor. 
 
    “She made a choice, and that will bring her peace,” Zhe said. “I wish her only the best.” 
 
    “What in the name of A’tiniti’s anus does that even mean? Have you lost your mind?” Bone Claw asked. 
 
    “We achieved our goals,” Zhe said. “Najashi is dead, and his treaties are null and void. He was a major obstacle that has been removed. If she hadn’t betrayed us, we might be in a more complicated situation.” 
 
    “Queen Diarmuid has gone free, might I remind you,” Razor said. 
 
    “Yeah, that was sort of the plan, wasn’t it?” Toro reminded them. “We trade Raquel and Bone Claw for Diarmuid. Instead, we got them, plus Zhe killed Najashi. We ended up with more than we expected. Stop complaining.” 
 
    “We decided to not give them Queen Diarmuid,” Razor reminded them. “That, after all, is why we cut off her finger, and I shapeshifted into her.” 
 
    “I actually never said that the plan to exchange Diarmuid for these two was off the table,” Zhe reminded them. “I said that this would be a more effective and efficient plan. And it was.” 
 
    “Yeah, we got the queen’s finger, too, after all,” Toro reminded them. “The head of a king and the finger of a queen. All we need are the nuts of the other king and we got a winning hand.” 
 
    “One regicide at a time,” Razor replied. “In any case, what is our plan from here?” 
 
    “Raquel, you, and I are going north,” Zhe said. “We will go to the kingdom of the North Sea God. I believe that we can win him to an alliance with T’iru Midiri and get him to supply ships to defeat Malgent from the sea. He has always had his devout followers here — and none in Malgent, where they worship his brothers, the West and South Sea gods.” 
 
    “And what are me and Bone Claw gonna do, play footsie here in Meder?” Toro asked. 
 
    “Garotte has gone to the Hand of God monasteries in the mountains to recruit their palace guard forces. Your job is to use money from the treasury to raise a force from here. Together that should give us enough to defend against a counterattack by Malgent.” 
 
    “You want to defend against Malgent here in Meder?” Toro asked. “That seems pretty all or nothing. We lose here, we’re toast.” 
 
    “No, we’ll go ahead and get Midway to begin preparing defenses. That’s where we’ll defend. If we fail there, then we can fall back to Meder after causing the enemy heavy attrition.” 
 
    “Midway is occupied by Malgent’s forces,” Bone Claw reminded him. “It’s not our city to defend.” 
 
    “I have a plan,” Zhe replied. “Trust me as I trust you to do what is needed here.” 
 
    “This seems like a rather long-shot plan,” Razor said. “Recruit a god to join the battle. Recruit green troops to defend against an experienced, battle-hardened force. Capture an occupied city without an army. You’re not even going to raise taxes for the money to wage war.” 
 
    “There’s a foreign army rampaging through our country. Our people are harassed and their crops destroyed. Markets are smashed or the vendors forced to pay heavy tithes to the enemy at the point of a sword,” Zhe said.  
 
    “We must alleviate their suffering if we want them to fight with us,” he continued. “The people must know that our victory will mean a better life for them. That is especially true after sixteen years of Najashi’s rule.” 
 
    “OK, so we use Najashi’s gold,” Bone Claw said. “I don’t mind stealing that dead bastard’s money, but what about the rest of Razor’s points.” 
 
    “Do you have a better plan?” Zhe asked.  
 
    None of them responded. 
 
    “The North Sea God hates his brothers, who are aligned with Malgent,” Zhe said. “He will take pleasure in scuttling their plans. Gods don’t care about men, only their own machinations. In this instance, it could work in our favor. As for inexperienced soldiers, we have what we have. My hope is that they won’t have to fight at all and the attack from the sea will be enough to dislodge Malgent.” 
 
    “If you are wrong then we can expect a harsh vengeance,” Razor said. “Especially after we humiliated Diarmuid and Logaire here today.” 
 
    “As always in war, we win or we die,” Zhe agreed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Zhe, Raquel, and Razor left Najashi’s palace at dawn the next morning. Despite the early hour, the people of Meder lined the streets once again, though Zhe had no idea how they even knew. The temple gongs had been ringing most of the night to announce, and celebrate, the death of King Najashi and the arrest of his council of advisors. 
 
    The city was filled with an air of celebration. Neighbors gave one another sweets or flowers. There was music and laughter. 
 
    “From my quiet little perch in Mangrove City, I had no idea that our glorious king was so lacking in the love of his people,” Razor said. 
 
    The three Bone Mages were riding horses at a slow trot towards the northern gates out of the city, and the sound of applause and the banging of pots was almost overwhelming. 
 
    “Death to Najashi!” a man in a window shouted. “Down with the Council of Ministers! All hail the Bone Mages! All hail Zhe of Behari.” 
 
    “You seem to be popular,” Raquel noted. 
 
    “I had the good fortune to bring Najashi’s reign to an end,” Zhe replied. “Right place, right time is all.” 
 
    The crowd in the streets joined in with the slogans that the man shouted. Zhe waved, a little uncomfortable with the attention, and a cheer went up from the crowd. 
 
    “Who are the Council of Ministers?” Raquel asked. 
 
    “Najashi’s advisors,” Razor said. 
 
    “Corrupt to a man,” Zhe added. “And also all in prison by this point, I imagine.” 
 
    In front of them, the city gate opened, and they trotted through. Zhe turned one last time to face the city, marveling at the crowds that had gathered on the city wall, next to city guards, as well as in the street. He waved once again to cheers, then turned, and the three of them rode off. 
 
    Once outside the city, they rode along the Squid Lake shore road that led to Behari. Zhe had left instructions with Bone Claw and Toro that all travel by boat on Squid Lake was to be banned until further notice. He had a defensive plan for the city in mind that required it. 
 
    At the lakeside, Zhe took out his squid summoning wand and performed the incantation. Now that he was a threefold Bone Mage, his powers were amplified.  
 
    Before, he had only been able to summon creatures to perform a specific task, and it had required his constant concentration. The skeletal sailors that crewed the Free Ship Ayana had been an exception because they were the product of combining his animation and summoning powers. 
 
    But now, he wanted to assign a task to the squid and leave them to carry it out without his supervision.  
 
    As he finished singing the ancient song that would summon the giant squids of the lake, he sat in silence on the shore and waited. Some time passed before the water began to churn some distance out on the lake. At first, it seemed to be choppy waves caused by the morning breeze. 
 
    The choppy waves became more violent, and the churning became frothing. The surface of the lake all around them became white and foamy. Rising from somewhere in the black depths of the lake there came to the surface a dozen monstrous squids. They floated with one eye each focused on Zhe upon the shore. 
 
    Zhe rose and bowed to them. 
 
    “Great squid of the mysterious black lake!” he shouted. “I come to ask your favor!” 
 
    He explained to them how he needed them to protect the lake from ships, especially those made of iron, as they came to harm both Meder and the squids.  
 
    “The people of T’iru Midiri have never hunted the sacred squid and never will, but the men in iron boats have no honor. They will destroy our people and hunt yours.” 
 
    The largest of the squids moved towards shore until it was close enough to reach out with a tentacle and wrap it around Zhe’s waist. It picked him up and carried him closer to its eye to get a better look. Zhe didn’t resist or flinch. The giant squid pulled Zhe yet closer until his forehead touched the head of the squid itself. It was cold and slimy. 
 
    “Bone Mage,” the squid said without speaking. “We will carry out your wishes and destroy any ship that sails these waters. In return, when your war is complete, you must build a temple to us in the center of Meder and celebrate our season of mating with a festival. During those days, your people must not travel on the lake.” 
 
    “It shall be as you ask, great squid,” Zhe said. 
 
    The squid carried Zhe back to the shore, then drifted back out into the lake. In an instant, the entire group of squids disappeared beneath the waters, which returned to glassy stillness. 
 
    Zhe stood and walked back to where his companions waited. 
 
    “Malgent now has no way to approach Meder and Ashtar except by land,” Zhe said. “That is our next goal.” 
 
    For four days they rode along the shoreline, heading to the north-east where the Raised Arm River drained out of Squid Lake and made its way towards Behari. They passed many small villages along the way — so small that most had no name at all, only known by their geographic location, such as the village by the river bend or the village amongst the pines. 
 
    Every one of them had been burned into cinder. 
 
    “I now understand why the city seemed more crowded this time,” Razor said. 
 
    “The people are fleeing into the cities,” Raquel added. 
 
    “Yes. Malgent are clearing the countryside to eliminate the threat of any small-scale attacks on their rear or late in the night,” Zhe said. “More than one army has been laid low by an accumulation of such attacks.” 
 
    “Death by a thousand cuts,” Razor added. 
 
    On the evening of the fourth day, they saw their destination ahead of them. It was an ancient stone bridge that crossed the Coldwater River, which fed the Raised Arm, coming out of the mountains to the west. Coldwater was a fast-moving river with plenty of rocks that made it impassable by foot or horse.  
 
    Building the bridge over the Coldwater had played a key part in turning T’iru Midiri into a unified kingdom because it allowed Behari to have a much quicker, direct access to Meder by land and from there on to Ashtar. 
 
    That easy access was now a threat to the continued existence of T’iru Midiri, and Zhe planned on destroying it. It could be rebuilt, but it would take time, and Zhe intended to defeat Malgent before they had the chance to do so. 
 
    The three of them moved into the forest after spotting Malgent soldiers on both sides of the bridge. King Logaire and Queen Diarmuid had obviously understood the significance of the bridge as well and had left a small garrison to guard it. Without it, any attempt to march on Meder would be complicated and require passing directly through the city of Midway. 
 
    Marching an army through a city, even an occupied one, would slow them down and pose risks. It also required a significant detour to the north-west, away from Meder. 
 
    Inside the forest they were largely hidden by the pine trees. The needles on the forest floor muffled the sound of horse’s hooves. Once they got close enough to the bridge to clearly see and hear the soldiers on their side, they dismounted. 
 
    “This is your opportunity to shine,” Zhe said to Raquel. 
 
    “What? I don’t… What can I do? I can’t fight a whole company of soldiers. It looks like there are three dozen on this side of the bridge.” 
 
    “A smart Bone Mage doesn’t fight when they don’t have to,” Zhe told her. “Use your resources to achieve your goal without going into battle.” 
 
    “OK…my goal is to get them away from the bridge so that we can get across,” Raquel said.  
 
    Raquel furrowed her brow and muttered to herself as she considered the possibilities.  
 
    Razor began to speak, but Zhe shushed them. He wanted Raquel to figure this out and do it herself. 
 
    “OK,” she said finally and took a wand from her belt. “In the cell with Bone Claw — who never stops complaining by the way — there were some rats that wouldn’t stop pestering us. Finally, I killed one with a shoe and Bone Claw showed me how to skin it without a knife, which made his complaining worth it. Anyway, I kept the skeleton and then last night, after we dealt with Najashi, I made a rat-summoning wand.” 
 
    “What are you going to do with it?” Zhe asked with a small smile. 
 
    “Make use of one of man’s greatest fears.” 
 
    “I look forward to your plan.” 
 
    Raquel performed the incantation and the movements of the wand as Zhe had taught her.  
 
    For a moment afterwards there was silence.  
 
    Then came the sound of rustling from deep in the forest.  
 
    Soon, the rustling was accompanied by squeaking. It got louder. And louder. 
 
    The horses whinnied in fear and pulled on their reins, by which they were tied to nearby trees. Now visible in the near distance was a wave of movement. Thousands upon thousands of rats scrambled towards them. 
 
    “I have something of a fear that perhaps you neglected one or two elements in your incantation,” Razor said and leapt into the air, grabbing a branch and pulling themselves up. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” Raquel replied. 
 
    Zhe laughed and moved to position himself between the rats and his comrades. He took out the dragon skull sword he had forged from Queen Diarmuid’s dragon. He said a few words and it began to glow orange, then red, and finally a bluish white. The heat was intense. Zhe put the point of it into the thick bed of pine needles on the forest floor and walked in a half circle around them. 
 
    Wherever the sword touched, the pine needles burst into flames. Billows of white smoke rose from the burning pine needles. There was the crackling roar of fire.  
 
    The rats saw and smelled the fire. They changed direction, creating a detour as they flowed like a river current around the wall of fire. A little distance behind them, the rats converged once again and continued on their path towards the bridge. 
 
    Zhe turned to watch them as they headed towards the guards. Several of the guards spotted the swarm of rats coming at them. They shouted and pointed.  
 
    The first reaction of the guards was to draw their swords and prepare their bows. The absurdity of that plan soon became apparent. 
 
    The soldiers on the bridge turned and ran across it, followed not far behind by the mass of rats. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Zhe said and climbed into the saddle on his horse.  
 
    Riding towards the bridge, he didn’t wait for Razor to get out of the tree or Raquel to catch up. He knew that they had to take advantage of the confusion or they would lose the element of surprise.  
 
    Zhe reached the entry point of the bridge just in time to see the rats reach the other side. As they did so, a wall of flame rose from the ground and swept back across the bridge like a counter to the rats.  
 
    There were squeaks of panic and pain as the rats were consumed by fire. Thousands came running back across the bridge and dispersed into the forest. 
 
    Zhe leapt from his horse and moved through the panicked rout of rodents towards whichever mage had conjured the fire.  
 
    A man in long, dark robes stood on the road at the opposite side of the bridge, his hands raised in the air. But it wasn’t him who had scorched the plague of rats. It was a demon the mage controlled who had done so.  
 
    Zhe now realized what had happened. 
 
    “Who is he?” Raquel asked, arriving at Zhe’s side. 
 
    “Stay behind me,” he said. “He is Queen Diarmuid’s Grand Medium. Second to her in powers, he helps raise the souls of the dead heroes, which she plants into the dragons in order to animate them. He can obviously do more than raise just the souls of dead humans.” 
 
    “A Bone Mage,” the grand medium shouted at Zhe and laughed. “I should have known. Queen Diarmuid told me to expect you.” 
 
    Without another word, the grand medium pushed his hands towards the fire demon as though shoving it forward. The demon roared in anger and pain as it stumbled towards Zhe. It was three times the size of Zhe in height and looked like fire assembled in the form of a misshapen man, who was constantly shifting and changing.  
 
    The demon clapped its hands together, causing a swirling, horizontal fire tornado to roll through the air towards them. Zhe unsheathed his dragon skull blade and spun it in his hand. The fire tornado dissipated before it even got close, causing the demon to roar in rage. 
 
    “It looks like it's in pain,” Raquel said. 
 
    “Doveny magic is pain magic. That’s how they compel the souls of the heroes,” Zhe said. 
 
    The grand medium performed another series of hand gestures and then lifted his hands into the air. From the earth erupted another half-dozen fire demons.  
 
    Razor sighed and looked towards Zhe. 
 
    “Your dragon skull sword can stop fire, but I don’t believe that it can stop seven demons from stomping us into dust,” they said. 
 
    “It does pose a challenge,” Zhe agreed as the demons moved towards them. 
 
    Zhe looked around for potential weapons or allies. The stone blocks of the bridge caught his eye, specifically their rough, pockmarked surface. 
 
    “Fossils,” Zhe muttered. 
 
    “The bones of the ancient animals of the river,” Raquel said. “They’re embedded in the stones.” 
 
    Zhe snatched a bone blade from his belt and dropped to one knee, scraping the rock surface of the bridge and collecting the dust in his mortar. The demons were closer and the original, and largest, of the group pounded the surface of the bridge in a rage, forcing Razor and Raquel to retreat towards the other side. 
 
    “No, you idiot!” the grand medium shouted. “You’re supposed to protect the bridge from the Bone Mages, not destroy it!” 
 
    The demon glanced back at the grand medium and growled, then turned again to Zhe and belched a fireball. Zhe’s hands had been preoccupied with gathering stone dust. He barely managed to unsheathe his dragon sword and deflect the fire. 
 
    Climbing to his feet, with the others behind him, Zhe continued backwards. He kept his eyes on the demon as he added ingredients from his belt, working by feel and weight in his hands. He ground everything together, spat into the mortar, and finally sliced open a finger to add drops of blood.  
 
    Having worked the paste into a wand, Zhe added hardener. The demon was moving along the bridge, followed by the others. It roared at him again but could sense Zhe’s power, especially after he had deflected two fire attacks.  
 
    The monster wasn’t going to attack carelessly, it was looking for an opening. Zhe needed to prepare for the incantation without giving it one. 
 
    The grand medium followed his demons onto the bridge, to better control them. They resisted his orders, that was clear, and only the constant application of pain was keeping them in line.  
 
    With his dragon sword in one hand, Zhe began the incantation and the wand movements with the other. The demon understood what Zhe was doing, if not the purpose of the spell itself. It swung a massive fist at Zhe’s head, forcing him to duck and lose concentration. 
 
    He would have to start all over again. 
 
    “Some assistance would be really appreciated,” Zhe said over his shoulder as he swung his blade at the fiery hand of the demon. 
 
    The dragon sword struck the demon’s arm at the wrist, and its fist was sliced free, splashing into the water. A sudden cloud of steam engulfed the bridge, temporarily shrouding them.  
 
    Razor leapt in front of Zhe in the form of the crocodile/human chimera. It was how they had found Freya and her lover. They hadn’t been able to turn the lover back into a human and had to kill him to save themselves. Razor had taken key bones that let them shapeshift into the horrifying creature.  
 
    Catching the wounded demon off-guard, Razor shouldered the thing over the side of the bridge and into the water below. Another cloud of steam, this one much larger, exploded from Coldwater River.  
 
    The fire demon shrieked and struggled for a moment in the water. But the current was too powerful, and they were carried off as their fire was extinguished. 
 
    Zhe used the distraction to begin the incantation once again. Razor continued to protect Zhe but no longer had the element of surprise.  
 
    Two of the demons moved on Razor and pummeled them with their fiery fists. Razor held them at bay, but the price was a great deal of pain. 
 
    Zhe completed the incantation and raised his arms. 
 
    “Get off the bridge!” he told Razor, who gladly leapt away. Raquel was already on the other side.  
 
    With his friends safe and the demons closing in on him, Zhe sent the accumulation of focused magic from the wand and into the stones of the bridge. The ancient collection of creatures, caught in the sands of some long-dried lakebed and compressed for untold years, awoke. 
 
    The bridge shook, causing concern on the faces of the demons, who seemed to understand better than the grand medium what danger was approaching. 
 
    Zhe struggled with the immense effort of animating the bones fused with stone and each other. They were caught inside massive blocks that had been pounded tightly together almost a thousand years earlier when the bridge was built. They did not want to come free. 
 
    Droplets of sweat turned red with blood at the effort Zhe was exerting. The stones rumbled, and the parapet stones rolled across the roadway of the bridge, drawn one to another. They connected and rolled on top of one another, forming into a massive, blocky creature.  
 
    More stones rose from the structure of the bridge itself, removing pieces that the demons stood upon. They backpedaled towards the far side of the Coldwater River, fearful of being on an unstable bridge over water — their greatest fear. 
 
    “Go on, you idiots!” the grand medium commanded them, sending waves of pain through the shimmering flames of their bodies until they submitted and resumed their advance. 
 
    Zhe was almost off the bridge. He closed his eyes and sent everything in his power out in a wave towards the bones in the bridge stones.  
 
    The bridge exploded upwards, sending the demons and the grand medium into the air.  
 
    In a moment, the flying stones assembled to form a massive golem. The demons landed in the water with a horrible noise of combined screams of anguish and their fiery flesh hissing into steam. 
 
    The stone golem pounded the demons to the bottom of the river with its fists. They disappeared into a growing fog that hung over the river and smelled of sulfur and myrrh. The grand medium had landed on the bank of the river and was scrambling away from the golem. 
 
    The soldiers who had fled across the river and the small garrison that was stationed on the other side were already far down the road. Those who didn’t flee the rats, broke into open flight at the sight of the first stone golem, let alone the massive one made from combining the others. 
 
    “Stop! Stop!” the grand medium said to the stone golem.  
 
    He began to perform his own incantation and pointed a wand at the stone golem, perhaps intending to raise more demons to continue the fight. The stone golem stood over the grand medium and then collapsed into a heap, which the grand medium disappeared under.  
 
    The bridge was destroyed, Malgent’s soldiers dispersed, and the grand medium was on his journey across the fiery river of the underworld. 
 
    Zhe turned towards Raquel and Razor, who was completing their shift back into a human form. 
 
    “I think that turned out rather well,” Razor said. 
 
    “Yeah, we were just planning to destroy the bridge,” Raquel said. “And we flattened their high priest or whatever.” 
 
    “Grand medium,” Zhe said. 
 
    “Flat medium,” Raquel corrected. “Or maybe medium flat.” 
 
    “Not medium flat, more like thoroughly flat,” Razor added. “Credit where it’s due.” 
 
    “Let’s turn back west and follow the Coldwater River through the forest to the Midway highway,” Zhe said. “That will save us some time. There’s a strong possibility that once those soldiers reach Behari, their report will lead Logaire and Diarmuid to send reserves to Midway. I’m sure they’ll understand our intentions. They aren’t fools.” 
 
    They left the rubble of the bridge behind and mounted their horses, riding along the Coldwater River. The river roared with strong currents as it roiled over the rocks that jutted out of the water.  
 
    During the three-day trip to the remaining bridge that crossed the river, Zhe felt relaxed. The noise of the river silenced the worries in his mind. 
 
    The northward bridge was newer than the one that they had destroyed, although wider. It was made from the sturdy pines that lined the road next to the road to Midway.  
 
    They could have destroyed this road as well, eliminating both land routes to Meder. However, Zhe wanted there to be a means to send their own troops north to Midway to defend that city. 
 
    Or to retreat over it and on to Meder if necessary. 
 
    They passed over the bridge and continued north. To the east of the road, for the remaining day and a half to the city, the farmlands of the northern breadbasket of T’iru Midiri stretched out to the horizon. 
 
    Midway was a city unlike most others in T’iru Midiri. It had no wall and no definite beginning nor end. It started with interspersed houses and farms and slowly became denser as they drew closer to the city proper.  
 
    At some point in its history, a legend had begun that Midway had no wall because it was bad luck to attempt to conquer the city. There were stories, most of them certainly untrue, about the armies of forgotten kings who had tried and ended up cursed and ruined.  
 
    True or false, it had led to centuries of peace. No matter what wars erupted elsewhere in T’iru Midiri, Midway remained aloof from the fray, and no king or rebel ever attacked her.  
 
    Until the arrival of Malgent. 
 
    The occupation of Midway by the Malgent forces was apparent by the time they reached the city proper.  
 
    Small squads of soldiers wandered the streets. They mostly looked bored, but sometimes they alleviated their boredom by harassing the locals. Anyone with a visible sword or other weapon was arrested.  
 
    Zhe could see that the people of Midway were affected profoundly by this violation of ancient tradition and petty harassment. They said nothing to the Malgent soldiers and only responded to direct questions, using as few words as possible. And when the soldiers passed them, people spat in the street where the soldiers had just walked.  
 
    It was a good sign as far as Zhe was concerned. It meant the spirit of rebellion still lived in the local population — a spirit that would be needed to dislodge the Malgent army. And dislodging the army would be necessary if they were going to turn the city into a defensive fortress. 
 
    Zhe knew the city well enough as his father would take him there with dried fish at the end of the season when the winter storms began. His mother would also drag him along when she had sheep to slaughter and sell in the market in the springtime. It didn’t feel like a hometown to him, but he knew all the neighborhoods and their purported characteristics.  
 
    There was Growl, the neighborhood of hunters who traveled to the Northern Belt Forests to catch wild game for sale. Inicheti, the neighborhood where carpenters, lumber workers, and woodworkers gathered. And there was the oldest, densest, and most twisted part of the city, known as Darktown.  
 
    Darktown was known as the birthplace of most of T’iru Midiri’s famous rebels and outlaws. Goliyadi, one of the founders of the Bone Mages, was born in Darktown. As was Kittery, a rebel bandit who, legend said, had stolen King Sandor’s fillings and sold them to buy the weapons used to launch the revolt that led to the destruction of Weriki. 
 
    It was to Darktown that Zhe wanted to go.  
 
    They made their way through the city, towards the eastern side where the Midway River was located and where Sandor had built a temple to himself. The temple was “protected” by hundreds upon hundreds of gargoyles that were actually the bodies of the dead rebels in Weriki.  
 
    Sandor had them entombed in liquid stone and placed at the temple as a warning. He didn’t attack the city and respected the tradition, at least formally, but the message was clear to any other rebels who might want to challenge the throne. 
 
    To enter Darktown, they had to pass through a keyhole gate. Once beyond it, the streets were so narrow that houses were connected by hallways that crossed the streets. It made the neighborhood into a three-dimensional labyrinth, perfect for hiding or ambushing.  
 
    “Who are we looking for, might I ask?” Razor said. 
 
    “We are looking for whoever finds us first,” Zhe replied. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Raquel said. 
 
    No sooner had the words left her lips than they found themselves surrounded on all sides.  
 
    Zhe stopped walking and let his arms dangle at his sides. 
 
    “Do NOT reach for your weapons,” he told his comrades. 
 
    “I suppose that our mission has been successful. Is dying also part of the mission?” Razor asked. 
 
    “Possibly.” 
 
    A squad of heavily armed thieves crept out of the shadows and blocked their forward path. 
 
    “We don’t like strangers,” a tall woman dressed in ancient leather said to Zhe. He noticed that she had only three fingers on each hand. 
 
    “Understandable,” he replied. “We’re here to see the authority of the neighborhood.” 
 
    “We’re the authority.” 
 
    “Then who gave you the orders to protect this part of the neighborhood?” 
 
    “We did. We don’t like spies,” she replied. 
 
    Zhe looked around and upwards. They were covered by archers and even children with slingshots on rooftops. Confrontation had to be avoided at all costs. Beside him he could feel Razor tensing, preparing themself. 
 
    “We don’t like them either. We’re Bone Mages, come from Meder where we killed King Najashi and retook the city from Malgent and Najashi’s traitors. We are also the liberators of Ashtar, where we drove out the Dragon Riders of Doveny. We’ve come to bring the war to Midway.” 
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    The bandits of Darktown disarmed them and shoved them through narrow alleys until they reached a small door that led into a much larger open room. It seemed to take up the entire interior of a building that from the outside looked like a three-story residence.  
 
    It was the decrepit “palace” of a rebel bandit gang. And by the looks of the number of bandits around the room, it was likely the largest in Darktown. 
 
    Around the walls were two levels of walkways, patrolled by bandits. Some of them were paying attention, others were drinking, fighting, or gambling. Across the room from them in a large wooden chair, a poor man’s throne, lounged Shereen, whom the bandits described as their queen. 
 
    Shereen was a big woman with thick, ropey muscles in her arms and legs. She wore her dirty hair pulled back into a series of braids. Around her waist she wore a belt filled with daggers that looked to be made for throwing.  
 
    Her face was dirty, and while she was one of the most beautiful women Zhe had ever seen, when she smiled, she was missing at least two teeth. Across her forehead was a long scar right at her hairline. This was a woman who had fought her way to queendom, not inherited it. 
 
    As they arrived, Queen Shereen was twirling one of her daggers and staring at the ground. 
 
    “Should we dump your bodies in the Midway River or chop you up to feed to our dogs?” she asked without looking up. 
 
    “If you know the Bone Mages, you will know that isn’t what is going to unfold here today,” Zhe replied. 
 
    “The Bone Mages are dead. Long time now. Lured into a trap by the coward Najashi and foolish enough to fall for it.” 
 
    “I won’t deny that we were foolish, but Najashi won’t be luring anyone into anything, not in the world above ground,” Zhe replied.  
 
    “Yes, my people told me. You claim to have killed him. I have my doubts,” she said. “But I will give one thing: your armor is bone and finely wrought. Enough to half-convince me you really are Bone Mages. If it weren’t you’d be dead already.” 
 
    “We appreciate your forbearance,” Razor said. 
 
    “Don’t use high-born words,” Shereen shot back. “Less you want to eat your tongue for lunch.” 
 
    Razor opened their mouth to reply, but Zhe put a hand on Razor’s shoulder to restrain them. 
 
    “I have no interest in a contest to see who can be the toughest idiot in the room,” Zhe said. “Either you’re going to fight Malgent or you’re going to bend the knee to them. If it’s the second, then we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    “We bend the knee to none,” Shereen spat back at him. 
 
    “And yet Sandor’s temple still stands and has done for centuries,” Zhe said. “And Malgent soldiers patrol the streets unhindered. It seems that sometimes you don’t fight very hard at all.” 
 
    Shereen stood up and pulled out a pair of daggers from her belt, one in each hand. She stepped towards Zhe. 
 
    Zhe raised his right hand, his face impassive. The dragon bone sword flew from the grasp of one of the bandits and spun through the air, landing in Zhe’s hand. It glowed red with such great heat that steam rose from it. 
 
    “We came to form an alliance and to provide the gold you need to build a resistance army,” Zhe said. “But if the only path to freeing Midway of the occupiers is to kill every person in this room, then so be it.” 
 
    As Zhe had been distracting them with his blade, Razor had extracted their hidden wand from inside of their clothing. Razor muttered the incantation, and with a series of heaves and convulsions, they grew in size and shape to become the chimera once again. Their blade-like claws and rows of teeth in a crocodile’s snout, made them look fearsome. 
 
    To make the point, Razor roared and snapped their snout at the air. They opened and closed their claw-like fists.  
 
    Shereen’s bandits retreated until their backs were against the wall. 
 
    “What does the little one do?” Shereen asked and nodded her chin at Raquel with an attitude that showed no fear. 
 
    “I’m the surprise at the bottom of the box if you’re dumb enough to open it,” Raquel said and shrugged. 
 
    “Can we put down the weapons and discuss how to free our people instead of fighting amongst ourselves?” Zhe asked. 
 
    Shereen looked around the room at her cowering soldiers and sucked her teeth. She spun the dagger blades back into her belt and raised both her empty hands into the air. 
 
    “OK, Bone Mage. You wanna be heroes? Let’s see what your idea of being heroes is.” 
 
    Zhe put the dragon blade back in its sheath, while Razor returned to normal human form. Raquel pointed at the bandits around the room with a stern look, to make sure that they knew she was watching them. 
 
    Shereen led them to a long table where they sat and were joined by her local commanders. They gave the Bone Mages a brief assessment of the situation in the city. 
 
    “We got no walls,” a small, wiry man with almost as many daggers as Shereen explained. “Malgent got no respect for legends and tales about cursed cities. They just walked right in.” 
 
    “What about the city guard?” Zhe asked. 
 
    “The mayor is a little Najashi,” Shereen said. “He practically welcomed them with a parade. The city guard mostly done run away. No commanders, no fight. Pretty much since then it's like you seen when you showed up. Darktown’s lucky. They’s scared of trouble in the narrow streets. We been focusing on keeping them that way, so’s they stay away.” 
 
    “Won’t last forever,” Zhe said. “Sooner or later, they’ll sense a moment of weakness. Might be once they conquer all of T’iru Midiri and can concentrate all their troops here. But they’ll come for you.” 
 
    “You heard skinny man, we got no walls,” Shereen replied. “How we gonna keep ’em out?” 
 
    “I have an idea, but we have to work together to make it happen,” Zhe said. “They’re off-balance now since they lost Ashtar and Meder. Now’s the time to move before they regroup.” 
 
    Shereen looked around the room at her commanders to see how they felt. Zhe could see them subtly nodding at Shereen. They were onboard to a person. 
 
    “Well, looks like we’re going to war then,” she said finally. “I’ll put out the word, and we’ll gather weapons for whoever’s stupid enough to show up for it.”  
 
    Shereen had one of her lieutenants take the three Bone Mages to a room in the next building over to which the palace was connected. It was spacious and relatively clean, though there was enough evidence of rats. If they had space to give them separate rooms, they didn’t bother to offer, probably knowing that the Bone Mages would turn them down.  
 
    They were going to war together, but they didn’t exactly trust each other. Not yet. 
 
    Zhe slept fitfully, haunted by dreams the entire night. It didn’t make sense. They were going into battle the next day, but this was nothing new to him. There had been a time battle had seemed like another world and a different person, when Zhe had lived the quiet life of a bonesmith in a little fishing village.  
 
    Had he really spent sixteen years raising a boy on his own, spending quiet days fishing off the dock? Had his skills really been focused on making simple tools or decorative objects out of whale bones?  
 
    He had gone from that to killing the king and ending a six-generation dynasty. And now he was leading the nation into a war against an invader.  
 
    Things had been so crazy since they had robbed the Relic of Goliyadi from Behari that he hadn’t had a chance to stop and think. 
 
    Now that he did have that opportunity, those thoughts were keeping him awake. In the darkness and the silence, Zhe wondered if he was really the man that T’iru Midiri needed.  
 
    During the Shade War, he was a middle-level leader and had never aspired any higher. He was happy enough to do his part in that role and let others — whom he considered more capable — manage the big picture.  
 
    Now there was no one but him. 
 
    There were so many questions left to answer and so many problems to solve: Malgent, Osun, Isaac, his children. And what he was becoming now that he was a threefold Bone Mage. Something was changing inside of him, and he didn’t understand what it was. 
 
    The next morning, Raquel woke Zhe from a dead sleep. He’d finally managed to drop off at the same time as the neighborhood dogs stopped barking, sometime before the first rays of dawn. 
 
    “You should come downstairs,” she whispered in the darkness of the room, the only evidence that it was day was the little light seeping through the boards over the windows. That and the sounds of a ruckus outside in the streets, with plenty of shouting and the clatter of weapons. 
 
    Stepping out of the building into the street, Zhe saw the crowds. It seemed that every adult in Darktown was out front, holding out their hands for weapons. Shereen’s bandits were gleefully passing them out indiscriminately.  
 
    “I convinced them you were the real deal,” Shereen said from behind Zhe. “They’ll follow you.” 
 
    Zhe shook his head. 
 
    “No, they’ll follow you,” he told her. “I’ll be there.” 
 
    Zhe pointed towards the massive temple that sat in the dead center of Darktown. Sandor had put it there very deliberately, destroying several blocks of ancient houses and an even older temple dedicated to a mountain and forest god that was considered the patron of the city. 
 
    “You’re leaving us to fight alone?” she said in disbelief. “Just like Najashi already?” 
 
    “Not like Najashi!” Zhe snapped at her, angrier than he should have been at the suggestion. “You will launch the attack on the garrison from the south. I will attack from the west, from the direction of the temple.” 
 
    “By yourself? Are you off your nut?” 
 
    “Not by myself. I’ll have my own army of rebels, and after they defeat Malgent’s garrison, they will build a wall that will be almost impossible to scale if it’s properly defended.” 
 
    “You sure do make a lot of promises. But I heard from my people in Meder that Najashi is indeed dead. So, I’m gonna trust you on this, too. Don’t go and turn out to be some crazy, messiah-minded madman. I don’t want to be running into battle and you’re standing on a rooftop, naked as a newborn, and screaming in the old tongue.” 
 
    “I promise my clothes will never come off once the battle begins,” Zhe replied. 
 
    “Good,” Shereen said and offered her hand. “See you at the river.” 
 
    “See you at the river,” Zhe replied with the traditional farewell of Midway. 
 
    Zhe climbed up to the roof with Raquel and Razor and watched the throngs of people from Darktown marching shoulder to shoulder out of the neighborhood. They were singing a song that resonated off the walls of the ancient and decrepit buildings. It was joyful and strange, each verse ending with the entire march stopping to stomp their feet and pound their chest twice. 
 
    “What are they singing?” Raquel asked. 
 
    “It’s the Ballad of Kittery,” Zhe replied.  
 
    “The legend says that the rebels she led sang it even as they were being slaughtered by King Sandor,” Razor added. 
 
    “They’re singing it because they all expect to die today,” Zhe said. “Let’s prove them wrong.” 
 
    “I’d like to do that,” Raquel said. “What can we do?” 
 
    “Those people have numbers and sharp-edged weapons,” Zhe said. “We have bone magic. The soldiers of Malgent have numbers and better weapons than the people of Darktown. But if we do this right, we can defeat them.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that you will have to be more specific than that,” Razor said. 
 
    “What we don’t want is to trap the Malgent soldiers. If we do, they’ll fight to the last man and take a lot of these people with them. They might even prevail if they’re skilled enough. We need to terrify them and push them northwards towards the bridge across the Midway River,” Zhe said. 
 
    “The rats worked well with the guards at the bridge,” Raquel said. “Should I do the same.” 
 
    “No,” Zhe replied. “The rats worked because the guards weren’t ready. Some of them didn’t even have their breastplates on. These soldiers will be armed and armored. They will expect to battle against the people of Darktown. The rats will be an annoyance and nothing more.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “Dogs,” Zhe said. “Midway is full of stray, hungry dogs. They can be dangerous and more effective than rats against armored soldiers. Can you do it on your own?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “I’m sure that you can,” Zhe said. “We’ll go together to the temple. Many dogs gather there because people feed them. It’s a sign of disrespect to let the dogs live around the temple, leaving their filth, which is the point. It’s a spit in the eye of King Sandor. You can find a suitable dog and know the rest.” 
 
    Zhe then turned to Razor.  
 
    “I want to attack from land and air,” he said. “We’ll go to the temple. There are hundreds of guardian gargoyles there…” 
 
    “Filled with the remains of Kittery’s rebels,” Razor finished. 
 
    “Yes. You will lead them. I will lead the eagles from the Northern Belt Forests.” 
 
    With the plan agreed, they climbed down from the roof and made their way towards the center of Darktown. The temple loomed large over the entire old city.  
 
    It was a hideous thing, not the least inviting, and was clearly intended to be that way. There weren’t even any doors at ground level to enter as no worship was intended. 
 
    The temple rose high above the city with a series of six spires, representing each of Sandor’s supposed virtues. It was only from this point that the temple could be entered.  
 
    Those rebels of Kittery who hadn’t been turned into stone gargoyles leering over the city were dumped inside the towers to fill the interior of the temple. It was said that the stench of their decay hung over the city for months. 
 
    Arriving at the hideous thing, Raquel went off to find a sick dog to put out of its misery, while Zhe and Razor climbed the stone edifice of the temple towards the first ring of gargoyles. There were twenty-two rings of gargoyles, each ring having twenty-two gargoyles perched on them. 
 
    It would be sufficient. Fear would do most of the work they needed to do in driving out the soldiers. 
 
    Zhe reached the first ring and found a gargoyle half destroyed by age and weather. Razor likewise found a damaged gargoyle. 
 
    “How does one extract the bones of a stone guardian?” Razor asked. 
 
    By way of an answer, Zhe took hold of the hideous thing’s arm and snapped it off. Inside, the gargoyle was hollow. The body of the rebel who had been encased by Sandor had long since decayed to dust. But there remained the bones of the owner, rattling about loosely inside.  
 
    Zhe gently removed the arm bone. It was brittle and yellowed with age, and he crumbled it between his fingers into his mortar. Then he began the process of casting a wand of animation.  
 
    Nearby, Razor was creating a shapeshifter’s paste out of the bones of his chosen gargoyle.  
 
    As Zhe performed the mixing and incantation to form the wand, he looked below. He spotted Raquel approaching a dying dog that dragged itself around with a single functioning foreleg. She stopped in front of the dog and bowed low before it, her head touching the pavers in the temple plaza.  
 
    It was a habit that came from her training as a Forest Mage. It was somewhat strange to Zhe as a Bone Mage, but he appreciated how she honored all things that lived, especially those whose lives she would take in service of her bone magic. He supposed that there was a risk that it would make her “soft” in a moment of battle, but this didn’t worry him.  
 
    It was easier to forget one’s humanity in war than it was to keep that flame alive. 
 
    With that in mind, he took a moment to bow his head and say a prayer to the rebel who had died encased in stone for daring to oppose a mad king and fight for freedom. He or she was the same as Zhe and the other Bone Mages.  
 
    “Your rebellion took a while, but its success is near,” he said quietly. 
 
    Razor heard Zhe’s voice and looked over, their head cocked in curiosity. Then they went back to their own process of casting the necessary materials for their transformation.  
 
    In a few moments, Zhe finished forming the wand and then carved the written portion of the incantation into it — symbols, runes, and words. In the end, like all his wands, Zhe had created both a powerful weapon and a work of art. He felt the weight of it in his hand, infused as it was with bone, blood, herbs, and even crushed stone. 
 
    Down below, he had seen Raquel take the life of the dying dog. She had removed the key bones without difficulty and ground them up in her own mortar. Her lack of experience made her much slower than Zhe, but her experience as a Forest Mage meant that she was faster than most apprentice Bone Mages. 
 
    “I am ready to begin,” Razor said from nearby. “This is the first time perhaps that I have not been certain of the form that I will take. At least not since I was an apprentice and not very good at avoiding contaminating my unguents.” 
 
    “What do you doubt?” 
 
    “Will I become a gargoyle, which was their final form before death?” Razor asked. “Or will I simply become the rebel who was encased in stone by Sandor?” 
 
    “That’s an interesting question. My understanding is that in the time of Sandor, every king had a master mage — it was before the orders of Bone or Forest or River Mages. They saw mages as a useful tool of power and not a threat. Sandor’s master mage fused the rebels’ bodies with the stone so that they both became the gargoyles and were smothered by their own body.” 
 
    “I knew the basics of the story, of course,” Razor replied, “but you have a remarkable ability to make any story you tell even more grim than the original.” 
 
    Zhe laughed. 
 
    “Humor is my fourth speciality, which will make me a fourfold mage.” 
 
    “If I had a stronger sense of humor, I would now incorporate a comment about the funny bone into our repartee,” Razor replied. “Joking aside, do you intend to pursue a fourth magical art?” 
 
    “There have only ever been five fourfold mages in the history of bone magic,” Zhe replied. 
 
    “That wasn’t my question. I only ask because there is a certain logic to your doing so, besides the thrill of controlling such power,” Razor said. “A fourfold Bone Mage becomes a demi-god. I can only assume that Osun married you with that expectation. Gods have been known to fornicate with humans or to kill us, but they don’t generally pursue romantic ties.” 
 
    “You mean she didn’t expect to marry down, at least not in the long run?” 
 
    “Let’s just say that as a goddess who is not anchored by time, she saw your potential more clearly than did you.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Zhe agreed. “Who is to say? Becoming a threefold mage was an opportunity that developed as an unexpected result of our trip to the underworld. I hadn’t intended it. And my only current goal is to defeat the invaders, not to accrue more power.” 
 
    Razor laughed at Zhe. 
 
    “You are the perfect combination of arrogance and humility,” Razor said. “I think I will live to see you rise to godhead. But, for the moment, shall we begin and discover if we last beyond the end of this day? I can hear the clash of arms in the distance. I believe that the people of Darktown have arrived at the garrison.” 
 
    Zhe looked to the plaza below. He whistled loudly through his teeth, causing Raquel and every dog in every corner of the plaza to look up.  
 
    Raquel held up her completed summoning wand.  
 
    “Yes, it’s time to begin,” he said. 
 
    Zhe raised his animation wand and began the incantation. Razor sat crouched on an edifice, leaning against the gargoyle whose bones he had extracted for his unguent and watched Zhe.  
 
    He would wait until Zhe had completed his animation spell, in order to avoid being caught up in the magical web that would be created. He didn’t want to lose his will to Zhe’s magic. 
 
    As the incantation took hold and the nascent magic in the air gathered like iron to a lodestone around the temple, the wind picked up. Zhe had never animated so many magical beings simultaneously. The stone golem at Coldwater Bridge might have been the largest that he had animated, but that had been a single being.  
 
    And now he was attempting to animate 484 gargoyles.  
 
    The strain of the spell’s scope wore on Zhe. More blood came from his pores as sweat trickled down his face. His head pounded like his brains were pushing his skull outwards, causing his vision to blur.  
 
    From somewhere in the distance, Zhe heard the sound of stone grinding against stone. Then more grinding. And more. It sounded like a slow rockslide on a mountain. 
 
    The movement of stone against stone grew louder and louder. Zhe looked up and saw the hundreds of gargoyles coming to life. They turned their heads towards Zhe and perched on their ledges waiting to be called upon for whatever service was required. 
 
    Zhe looked to Razor, who sat nearby, smeared with the unguent for their transformation, waiting to begin the incantation. 
 
    “It’s time.” 
 
    Razor performed the incantation. It took effect more rapidly than Zhe’s spell as it was only directed towards Razor themself, and they were a willing recipient of the magic. As it took effect, Razor fell onto their hands and knees and vomited over the side of the temple to the plaza below. Dogs scattered. 
 
    Zhe watched as Razor shook and sweated. In the air rose the sounds of bones cracking and shifting as Razor’s body changed. Their skin hardened and became rough like stone, pushing outwards and enlarging. After several minutes, the transformation ended, and Razor sat stooped over and panting on the ledge. 
 
    “We know now what you will transform into,” Zhe said. 
 
    “Indeed,” was all that Razor could manage in the moment. 
 
    Zhe looked down to Raquel who had been watching them and nodded. She began to perform her own incantation to rouse the wild dogs of Midway.  
 
    Meanwhile, Zhe began another spell, using the wand of the battle eagles that he had taken as the spoils of war from the captain on the iron ship in the Raised Arm River. After the battle at Ashtar, when one of the four remaining eagles had died fighting the dragon rider, Zhe had released the remaining three into the wilds.  
 
    However, he had spotted them following above them as they marched to Meder in chains. They had wanted to stay close.  
 
    He now called them back to him, along with their brethren. It took some time, but the magic of the call gave the creatures powerful impetus.  
 
    From every direction echoed the call of birds from above and in the near distance. At the same grew the barking and howls of the dogs of Midway rushing to the plaza. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The battle eagles had lifted Zhe up the temple to a tower dedicated to Sandor’s supposed courage. They set him on the balcony that wrapped around the tower and provided an entrance doorway inside. 
 
    The crown of each tower was built using the bones of the dead — undoubtedly those rebels who weren’t turned into gargoyles. It had been hard to tell the type of building material from the ground as the bones themselves had been dyed beautiful colors. They had appeared as decorative tiles, not gruesome relics of slaughter. 
 
    Zhe broke free several of the bones from the tower and snapped off pieces, which he dropped into the mortar. They had calcified after so many years beneath the rain and sun. To break them up, Zhe poured an acid on them that generated a small mushroom cloud of steam and a hissing sound as they dissolved.  
 
    Mixing the bone fragments in the acid solution, they quickly turned into a paste. Zhe added the rest of the necessary ingredients to form it into a wand. He then sang the incantation. 
 
    From inside the depths of the tower, which dropped the long distance to the temple beneath, a rattle could be heard. During the revolt against Sandor, the king had built the temple with an eye towards his future victory, such was his arrogance.  
 
    When his victory indeed arrived, drenched in blood, it was all but completed. All it needed were the gargoyles and tower crowns. 
 
    Those rebels who hadn’t been turned into gargoyles or whose bones hadn’t been dyed and used for the crowns were tossed into the towers. They tumbled to the bottom, filling up the large chamber that was the temple within. Some said that the enormous building was filled to the very top with the bodies of dead rebels. 
 
    Zhe woke their bones.  
 
    From within the temple, bones flew out of the towers, swirling like a swarm of angry bees. As happened on the bone ship when they liberated Ashtar, the bones flew to Zhe and attached themselves to his back. Wings of bone emerged, and Zhe used them to lift himself into the air. 
 
    Even once his wings were completed, the bones of the dead continued to fly out of the temple through doors at the top of the tall towers. They reached the air and sunshine for the first time in centuries and sought out other bones, forming into an army of hideous creatures. Each monstrosity was built from an agglomeration of skeleton parts that rarely matched. 
 
    Some had ten arms, some ten legs. Others had none at all and formed great swirling snakes of bone. The sky was soon filled with a hideous army of monstrosities, rebels hungry for vengeance and justice. 
 
    “The dynasty of Sandor is over!” Zhe shouted to the cloud of bones. “I killed the final heir of your oppressor. But T’iru Midiri faces a new foe, a foreign enemy from Malgent. Join me now in driving them out of this city so that you can rest with victory in your souls.” 
 
    A strange shrieking cacophony, like a million weeping souls trapped in a cave, filled the air. Zhe bent forward in a bow, in a show of respect.  
 
    On the ground below, Razor had formed up the gargoyles into echelons based on the size and the type of creature that had been represented in stone. Some were monstrous things, two or three times the size of a full-grown man and likely fusing multiple rebels inside the gargoyle. Many had two or three faces and misshapen heads.  
 
    Others were like large dogs with four legs and snarling muzzles filled with stone teeth. Yet others looked like city guards with pikes, swords, or bow and arrow. 
 
    The dogs that Raquel had summoned — with greater control than she’d had with the rats at Coldwater Bridge — ran in a great spiral around her in the large plaza next to the temple. They barked and howled and were of all sizes. Raquel herself had tied a wagon to a team of six dogs and waved to Zhe that she was ready.  
 
    Zhe looked to the gathering of strange allies and pointed towards the garrison. Shouts and clashes could be heard in the distance. The fighting there had grown intense. 
 
    “To battle!” 
 
    With a great thrust of his wings of bone, Zhe led the army of skeletons and battle eagles across the skyline of the ancient city. The shrieks of the birds and the monstrous assemblage of vengeance could be heard from one end to another.  
 
    There was a pause in the clatter and crash of the battle unfolding at the garrison. They had heard the sound of Zhe’s approach and stopped to wonder.  
 
    Soon they would learn. 
 
    Down below, the gargoyles led the charge in an orderly but fast gallop. Behind the echelons of gargoyles was the chaotic pack of hundreds and hundreds of feral dogs from the alleyways of the city and even the forests beyond. They howled, foamed at the mouth, and tripped over each other as they raced through the narrow streets of Darktown. 
 
    Up ahead, on the ground, Zhe saw the ugly street battle unfolding. He understood why it was that Shereen and her people hated spies. Someone had obviously warned the Malgent garrison in the city ahead of their attack. 
 
    The Malgent soldiers were organized into their own echeloned defense, with barricades in the street and archers on the rooftops. The people of Darktown had effectively been lured into a trap and were blocked from retreating. Malgent intended to slaughter them all and send a lesson to anyone else who got the idea to resist. 
 
    Not if Zhe could help it. 
 
    He swooped down towards the rooftops and balconies of the houses at the edge of Darktown, where the soldiers had taken up positions. He pointed from one nest of archers to another as he did so. Portions of the swarm of bone creatures broke off. 
 
    Soon, the screams of archers filled the air as the bone creatures collided with them. They were yanked from the balconies and torn apart or tossed into the street below. They landed in front of the lines of infantry that were barricaded in the streets, twisted and bloodied. 
 
    The infantry shuffled nervously, gaping at the unfolding massacre of their comrades on the rooftops. 
 
     Their preoccupation with the rooftop battle soon came to an end. 
 
    Razor entered the street, leading a living avalanche of gargoyles. They were a wall of moving stone, a wave of rumbling death. 
 
    Archers on the ground, along with spear men, tried to bring them down at a distance but to no avail. Missiles bounced off them with little to no effect.  
 
    The gargoyle army hit the infantry lines with a series of loud crashes, barely slowed by the well-prepared defenses. Once they had broken through, some continued deeper into their defenses, while other gargoyles paused to lay waste to the exposed soldiers. 
 
    Behind the juggernaut of gargoyles that had punched like a fist through Malgent defenses followed the vicious anarchy of the wild dogs. With great enthusiasm, they leapt upon the disoriented and frightened soldiers. Flesh was torn. Spilled blood only raised the excitement of the dogs further. 
 
    In seconds, the defensive lines broke, and soldiers retreated towards the garrison headquarters near the river. They were pursued by the combined human and supernatural forces. The Darktown residents were jubilant with their rescue and the turning of the tide but kept their distance from the magical creatures who had aided them. 
 
    Having eliminated every archer on the rooftops, Zhe led the bone creatures in a swarm towards the retreating soldiers. He hung back some distance, only eliminating those soldiers who tried to stop the rout and turn and fight. He wanted the terrified soldiers to reach their barracks and sweep the entire garrison with them in a wave of panic. 
 
    Landing with the bone creatures, who were soon joined by the gargoyles and the howling dogs, Zhe formed a semi-circle to the south of the fortified garrison. He could see soldiers breaking to the north and fleeing towards the bridge across the Midway River. 
 
    Zhe and his army moved forward in a measured pursuit to ensure that no attempts were made to hold their ground. But the soldiers had witnessed the horror of what awaited those who tried to resist. Even if their commanders ordered them to stand and fight, none were interested. 
 
    As the soldiers crossed the river to the other side, Zhe rose again into the air with the bone creatures and drifted towards them. The soldiers continued running down the road and through the fields towards Behari.  
 
    Turning back towards the Midway side of the river, Zhe raised his arms in the air and then clapped his hands together as he sang an incantation.  
 
    He saw Razor transform back into a human to avoid being caught up in the incantation directed towards the true gargoyles. 
 
    “You have redeemed yourselves and have helped bring justice to your people,” Zhe said. “Now is the time for you to use the bodies that you were cursed with by Sandor to protect ancient Midway.” 
 
    The gargoyles lined up along the west, Midway side of the river. When the first line was in place, a second line of them climbed onto the shoulders and backs of the first line, increasing the height of the gargoyle wall. Then a third line, a fourth, and finally, a fifth until the wall had risen to the height of ten men. 
 
    With the city protected by the wall and the soldiers fleeing back towards Behari, the battle was over. All that was left was mopping up and putting Midway on the path to a solid self-defense. 
 
    The first task was to destroy the single bridge that crossed the Midway River.  
 
    Zhe raised his arms and then directed the army of rebel bone creatures to the bridge. They gathered like a cloud of swarming insects, swirling about the bridge as a single mass. As they flew under and over it in a high-speed spiral, the bone creatures tore the bridge apart piece by piece.  
 
    Eventually, the last logs collapsed into the river.  
 
    The Midway River was narrower and more tranquil than the Coldwater. An army could cross it on horseback and foot.  
 
    But it would be very difficult under fire from the top of the gargoyle wall. Moving artillery or any heavy weapons across would be near impossible. With good command and a vigilant army, Zhe felt that Midway could withstand an attack. 
 
    With the bridge destroyed and Malgent’s army routed, Zhe felt that the task of the long-dead rebels was done. He set the bones down in a field just inside the newly constructed city wall, between the river and the city proper.  
 
    Zhe followed the bones, setting down beside them. His wings clattered to the ground as Zhe walked across the grassy promenade beside the new wall.  
 
    Up ahead, Razor and Raquel stood with Shereen and her various commanders. 
 
    “You weren’t lying,” she said. “We drove out the bastards.” 
 
    “I wasn’t lying,” Zhe said. “I will never lie to you. And you must know that it isn’t enough to drive out Malgent. You must take control of running this city and prepare it. Malgent will return.” 
 
    “There’s the small matter of the collaborationist mayor,” Razor reminded Zhe. 
 
    “Yes, I know,” Zhe said. “Shereen knows as well, and she knows what has to be done. A clear signal must be sent, and decisions must be put into the hands of loyalists. There can be no conciliation with traitors.” 
 
    “Can’t argue that,” Shereen said and nodded to her men, who rushed off. “We’ll put that windbag aside one way or another.” 
 
    “You must also understand that you’re no longer a bandit queen,” Zhe said. “You have a bigger task now than the protection of only Darktown or planning your next raid, no matter how deserving your target. You command an army and a city as part of a war to liberate a nation.” 
 
    “I get you, I get you,” Shereen replied and waved Zhe off. “I don’t need the bloody speech. I do need the bloody gold, though. You want rebel fighters? I can get you plenty of those. But they gotta eat, and if they’re not stealing from rich pricks in fancy coaches or poaching pheasants on the lord’s land, they need another honest way to earn their keep.” 
 
    “You will have as much gold as you need from Najashi’s vaults.” 
 
    Shereen smiled, flashing her missing teeth, then patted her stomach in satisfaction. 
 
    “I like this war of liberation stuff. Anything else?” 
 
    Zhe pointed towards the stack of bones nearby. 
 
    “We were saved today by the dead of the Kittery rebellion against King Sandor,” Zhe said. “They deserve a proper burial so that they can pass over to find peace beyond the river of fire.” 
 
    “They will have it,” Shereen said. “We’ve got our own dead to bury. Too many of them. We’ll celebrate them all together.” 
 
    She waved over two more lieutenants and explained what was needed. They ran off to organize the crew to dig and prepare the funeral feast. 
 
    “The send-off they deserve and that they’ve always been denied,” she said. “I’ll make sure there’s a monument built here to commemorate them all, especially now that the Kokebi dynasty is no more. We’ll use the stones from Sandor’s temple.” 
 
    Shereen nodded to Zhe, Razor, and Raquel and then strutted off, obviously enjoying her new status as military leader of Midway in wartime.  
 
    “She has been mayor for less than a minute and is already erecting a monument that will undoubtedly have her name on it,” Razor said.  
 
    “The people of Darktown have earned a monument, rather than that temple, which is a blasphemy,” Zhe said gravely, then cracked a smile. “But, yes, she did move quickly to ensure her posterity.” 
 
    A large group of priests and priestesses representing both the traditional and forbidden religions worshiping the mountain and forest gods, arrived. They moved to lay out the bones according to their rituals.  
 
    Others soon came from Darktown with shovels and began digging a large pit. 
 
    Zhe was tired from the battle and maintaining so many spells. He’d pulled off a greater feat than he ever believed himself capable. Previously, one spell at a time had kept him occupied. Maintaining two spells had been absolutely exhausting. 
 
    Nonetheless, he wanted to provide one final honor to the rebel dead who were to be buried in the field beneath the wall. He took out the animation wand that he had sculpted to raise the dead from within the temple.  
 
    With an incantation, after consulting with the head priestess, Zhe caused the bones to find their mates with their original owners. They would be buried properly and not simply laid in a pit.  
 
    Their names might remain unknown, but they could now rest. 
 
    “When will we leave?” Raquel asked Zhe after he was done and they were all resting, waiting for a feast to arrive to celebrate. 
 
    “Tomorrow, shortly after dawn. We have a long way to travel up north to Nik’u. And we still have many tasks ahead of us. Malgent’s counterattack will likely come sooner than we expect.” 
 
    “Is it safe to leave Midway in the hands of… a bandit?” 
 
    “I trust her,” Zhe said. “She is respected by her people for a reason. And, yes, I think that Shereen loves the glory of the battle as well. Most importantly, she has plenty of reasons to stay loyal. But the biggest reason, in my opinion, is simply that she is a loyal person.” 
 
    “And you say that I’m a softie,” Raquel said and smirked. 
 
    Zhe laughed at her gentle mocking, then looked around, with a sudden realization. 
 
    “Where are the feral dogs?” he asked. “What did you do with them?” 
 
    “I sent them out of the city,” she said. “They’ll do better in the forests. They won’t all survive, but they’ll suffer less disease and hunger than living here and eating garbage.” 
 
    Zhe laughed. 
 
    “There is no creature too humble for Raquel the Forest Mage. We’re quite a pair, for a couple of supposed military leaders.” 
 
    “Who said that a military leader can’t have compassion?” Raquel said, then corrected Zhe. “And it’s Raquel the Bone Mage.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. And a fine one who I think has most definitely risen to the level of Beast Gatherer, a third level summoner.” 
 
    Raquel squealed and hugged Zhe, then released him and blushed. 
 
    “It is impressive, your advancement through the levels,” he continued, “but rising to the level of Adept will be much more difficult.” 
 
    “I’m ready for it,” she said. 
 
    “I know you are.” Zhe laughed. “It frightens me a little just how ready you are.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Zhe, Razor, and Raquel stood amongst the pines of the Northern Belt Forest, in the foothills of the Wall Mountain Range, and gazed across to the distant city of Nik’u. Its ancient outer wall of massive black and white stone blocks were visible even at a great distance. It looked like a giant, curved chessboard standing on its side.  
 
    Beyond the city stretched the blue-black of the North Sea. At such a distance it looked flat and featureless like a hole, as though they had reached the end of the world.  
 
    Nik’u sat upon the plains that opened up beyond the foothills. It was protected to its west by the mountain range, which formed a fortress-like barrier that had protected T’iru Midiri from invasion for millennia. To the west, in the North Sea, were the Four Sisters Islands.  
 
    The four mountainous islands shielded the small city from the constant hurricanes that made any attack from the North Sea a risky venture. The biggest danger came from the two roads that met at Nik’u’s southern gate. Or from the west and south by sea. 
 
    The eastern road to Nik’u came from the town of Lookout — a small fishing village of no significance. That road and the more direct southern road both originated in Midway. They had traveled the direct route north from Midway for two days.  
 
    Just before they had come in sight of Nik’u, they veered into the forest. Zhe was sure that Nik’u had been conquered and wanted to avoid any unexpected encounters on the road with companies of Malgent soldiers. Now, as they gazed upon the city, Zhe could see his suspicions had been confirmed. 
 
    From inside the city, smoke rose in several places. It had been attacked recently. The lack of flying artillery told Zhe that the city had fallen.  
 
    With Najashi’s capitulation and lack of anything more than a city guard, there was no way that Nik’u could hold out. Especially not if Malgent had attacked from sea as well with iron ships. 
 
    “Why is the wall of the city black and white like that?” Raquel asked. “I’d heard about it but never seen it, and nobody ever said why it was so.” 
 
    “Legend says that Prince Kihideti, the eldest son of the North Sea God, fled the underwater kingdom of Semit’o where his father rules, along with his forbidden love, the sea serpent Ibabi. As they fled, the king threw an iceberg that mortally wounded Ibabi,” Zhe explained. “Kihideti and Ibabi stopped in Nik’u to rest, and she died on the beach. Intending to commit suicide, Kihideti asked the locals to burn her body next to his own.”  
 
    “Nik’u was then just a small settlement and went by a different name,” Zhe continued. “But Kihideti told them that if they built their city out of bricks made with their ashes, it would be a great city and would always be protected from the northern storms and from invasion. At first, the people refused because they were afraid of Kihideti’s father. Kihideti cursed them and caused a million dead fish to wash up on the beach, poisoning everything.” 
 
    “That sounds horrible,” Raquel said. 
 
    “Most of the population died as a result,” Zhe said. “Finally, four brave sisters came forward and did as Kihideti asked. The eldest cut out his still-beating heart and the still heart of Ibabi, stitching them together so that Kihideti’s caused Ibabi’s to beat again. Then they burned the two bodies on two separate pyres, side-by-side. The ashes of Ibabi were black, and they created black bricks. The ashes of Kihideti were white. And so they built the city wall and the palace out of bricks made with their ashes.” 
 
    “And then what happened?” 
 
    Zhe smiled and kicked his heels into the side of his horse, leading it down the trail back into the full darkness of the forest and towards Nik’u. The pines were so dense that the sun was blocked out and the air grew much colder than it already was, although it was summer. 
 
    “Come on!” Raquel protested. “You can’t tell half of a love story.” 
 
    “No good comes of love stories,” Razor said. “Not in legends and rarely in real life.” 
 
    “But did Kihideti keep his word, even though he was dead?” 
 
    “He did keep his word,” Zhe replied over his shoulder. “He turned the four sisters into the islands that bear their names. The third island, protected by the others, was made from the body of Tilik’u, the eldest. She was the one who stitched their hearts together and protected them. That is why her island has a volcano. It is the passion of their hearts that lies at the base of the volcano.” 
 
    “That’s a crazy story. Do you believe it, master?” 
 
    “Let me tell you what I believe,” Zhe said. “We must go to Nik’u City and find the map to the underwater kingdom of Semit’o. That is the only way that we will be able to find the North Sea God. The legend says that map was tattooed onto the skin of Ibabi by Prince Kihideti, so that even if they became separated, she could always find her way home. Once we have the map, we must go to Tilik’u Island and find the fused hearts of the two lovers in the volcano, to bring them home to the North Sea God as a gift.” 
 
    “Oh, is that all?” Razor said and snorted. “Are you sure that we don’t have to also raise Geneti from the dead, the goddess of paradise? I was told that the thousand pieces into which she was torn and scattered across T’iru Midiri shouldn’t be too hard to find.” 
 
    “Sarcasm is the lowest form of humor, my friend,” Zhe said. “In any case, I have a plan that will be difficult but well within the realm of the possible.” 
 
    “A’tiniti help us,” Razor said. 
 
    “Are there bandit rebels in Nik’u who can help us?” Raquel asked. 
 
    “The bandit rebels of Midway were protected and nurtured by a thousand-year-old legend,” Razor replied. “Nik’u has only a sandstone wall. Kihideti forgot to promise them protection from warlords and greedy kings. Insecurity breeds caution.” 
 
    “Razor is right,” Zhe said. “We’re on our own. We need to get into the mayor’s palace and steal the snakeskin with the map to Semit’o that is said to hang there. This will require us all to stretch ourselves beyond our levels.” 
 
    “But you said that it wouldn’t be easy for me to go from Beast Gatherer, which is a third level summoner, to an Adept, which is a fourth level,” Raquel said. 
 
    “And that is true,” Zhe said. “What I mean is that you must rise from summoning dogs to a larger animal that is more dangerous. It is considered within the same level but is of a much higher quality. I know that you’re ready, Raquel, or I wouldn’t ask it of you.” 
 
    “What kind of animal…” Raquel asked nervously. 
 
    “Gray bear,” Zhe said simply. 
 
    “Wait. But that means that I have to kill a gray bear and remove its key bones.” 
 
    “Do you still have your wand of summoning for dogs?” Zhe asked. 
 
    “Y…yes.” 
 
    “Then let us hunt,” Zhe said. “As a Forest Mage, I’m sure that you’re more skilled than either Razor or I at tracking a gray bear.” 
 
    “Are we really stopping to hunt for a bear?” Razor asked. “This is not the time for training exercises.” 
 
    “It is always the time to train, except perhaps in the middle of a battle,” Zhe said.  
 
    On his mind was his son, Isaac, whom he had never trained as a Bone Mage. It was one of his great regrets. If he had done so — even in secret as the Bone Mages had always done — Isaac might have not been caught by the Malgent soldiers and killed.  
 
    Raquel was advancing quickly, impressively so. But he still worried and felt the need to push her to greater powers. The battle at Ashtar when he thought she had crashed to earth in the burning bone ship had reminded him how fragile she still was. 
 
    How fragile all of them were.  
 
    “And I am to tag along for this little wilderness adventure?” Razor said. “I hate hunting. Surely, there are better uses of my talents than hunting school.” 
 
    “You are right, Razor,” Zhe said. “I want you to go ahead into the city and down to the docks. You need to buy us a boat and have it kitted out with all that we will need for a two-week journey. I will give you the gold to make all the purchases.” 
 
    Razor rolled their eyes. 
 
    “I think that I might have preferred to hunt for bear meat than to spend my day shopping at the market,” Razor said. “But what you say makes sense, so I will submit.” 
 
    Zhe gave Razor a few wafers of gold, after grinding them in the dirt so that they didn’t look like they had just come from the vaults of King Najashi. That would arouse unnecessary suspicion. Razor accepted the currency and then continued on their way towards Nik’u, leaving the master Bone Mage and his apprentice to train and prepare. 
 
    Raquel dismounted her horse and began the incantation to summon feral dogs that she had cast and used in the battle for Midway. She completed it, and a long silence followed. There were no wild dogs nearby.  
 
    Zhe had observed her performing the spell, and she had shown in Midway that she was perfectly capable. He knew that the dogs would find her. 
 
    They continued riding through the forest for some time as the last of the day’s light turned towards red and then orange. It would be dark soon, Zhe knew, but if it was necessary, they would spend days in the forest. 
 
    Darkness fell, and they made camp in a quiet meadow under a tree. Raquel had picked up the faint trail of a bear, some dried droppings and fur stuck on branches, but it was old enough that it was unlikely to yield any contact that night. And looking for a confrontation with a massive gray bear in the darkness of the night was not a good idea.  
 
    They lit a fire and settled in just as the dogs that Raquel had summoned began to show up. By the time that they lay down to sleep, there were more than a dozen present. 
 
    “There were so many more in Midway,” Raquel noted nervously. “A gray bear is a fierce creature. These dogs look healthy enough, but I had hoped for more for safety.” 
 
    “We are far from Nik’u,” Zhe said. “More may arrive by tomorrow, but there are limits to the strength of a summoning spell. That is true even for a summoner who has reached the highest, seventh level. We will be fine with our little army of mongrels. I have faith.” 
 
    The next morning, they awoke at dawn, and the dozen dogs had grown to a pack of thirty. They slept around them in a tight circle, protecting Raquel, their summoner.  
 
    Zhe reached over and touched Raquel’s shoulder to wake her, and half a dozen of the dogs growled threateningly. They hadn’t even lifted their heads, just a warning. 
 
    Zhe felt a sense of pride in her abilities and chuckled to himself. He cleared his throat to wake her instead of upsetting her protectors. She rolled over and sat up, looking around. 
 
    “You seem to have made some friends in your sleep,” Zhe said and nodded towards the dogs. 
 
    Raquel smiled. 
 
    “Seems so. Let’s go hunting.” 
 
    It was close to noon when they came across a large male gray bear near a river in the forest. Gray bears were fierce hunters, and this one had bagged itself a deer that it was tearing apart for lunch.  
 
    The dogs sat some distance behind them as Raquel had gotten them to stay back. They were loud and unruly, biting and stumbling over each other. She had managed to command them to stop barking, but the constant fighting was something that she couldn’t control.  
 
    “Now what?” Raquel whispered to Zhe and nodded towards the bear below. 
 
    The bear, if it knew they were there, was completely uninterested. Zhe assumed that it did sense them, but as long as they didn’t get too close and threaten the bear or its lunch, it would ignore them. 
 
    “Hunting a bear is like hunting almost any other animal, except that it is much harder to kill and much more dangerous,” he replied.  
 
    “That’s not very helpful,” Raquel said, and Zhe shrugged. 
 
    This was her kill to make. In fact, she had to make it if she wanted to be able to use the bear’s bones to summon others.  
 
    Raquel turned to the dogs and, using hand signals, sent them in three directions in order to prevent the bear either from escaping or being able to protect its front and rear simultaneously.  
 
    The river wasn’t so wide that the bear couldn’t cross it, but it was wide enough that it would make the bear vulnerable. It would avoid wading into the deep, rushing water of the river unless absolutely necessary. 
 
    The dogs slunk into their positions. Now that the hunt was truly on, they became stealthy and silent.  
 
    Raquel moved into a good position on the slope overlooking the river and drew her bow and nocked an arrow.  
 
    The bear looked up at her quizzically and sniffed the air. It obviously picked up the scent of the dogs and moved itself away from the deer to put its back against the river. 
 
    Zhe resisted telling Raquel where to aim. She was trained in the forest arts. He had seen her skill with a bow and arrow. 
 
    She released the arrow, and it flew across the space between them and the bear. The bear sensed it and rose on its hind legs.  
 
    Raquel had been aiming for the creature’s eye, Zhe could see that, but the bear had been swift enough to turn it out of harm’s way. The arrow struck it in the chest area, where the thick pelt and layers of fat offered the bear considerable protection. It likely barely felt the arrow. 
 
    Though unharmed, the bear was nonetheless unhappy that someone was trying to kill it. It roared loudly and dropped down on all fours, charging in their direction.  
 
    Zhe discretely drew the dragon skull sword but kept it dangling at his side, waiting to see what Raquel would do. 
 
    Raquel calmly nocked another arrow and whistled loudly through her teeth, signaling the dogs. The three groups of them began barking loudly and launched down the hill towards the bear. 
 
    The bear was unperturbed by the dogs, which surprised Zhe. A bear could fight and kill many dogs, but a large number of savage dogs could hurt, even kill a bear. But this one seemed to feel no fear. 
 
    The reason became apparent immediately. Two more bears lumbered from two directions, one upstream and one downstream. They piled into the dog packs and began tearing them apart. 
 
    Their bear just kept right at them, understanding who was in control of the attack. 
 
    Glancing at Raquel, he saw sweat on her upper lip, but she remained utterly focused with the bow pulled taut.  
 
    Closer and closer the bear came to them. 
 
    Zhe tightened the grip on his sword and felt it heating in his hand, preparing for attack. 
 
    The bear turned up the hill and was only a few lengths away from them.  
 
    Raquel still held back. Zhe wondered if she had frozen. 
 
    The bear was almost upon them, and Zhe stepped forward. 
 
    Raquel released the bowstring.  
 
    The bear was so close that the time from release to the arrow reaching its target was almost non-existent. The arrow entered the bear’s right eye socket and buried itself deep inside of its brain, piercing the skull of the creature. 
 
    The enormous gray bear ran a few more steps before its muscles realized it was dead. It collapsed forward, the momentum of its body plowing a trough in the soil. 
 
    Zhe wanted to congratulate Raquel. Her magic and archery work were superb. It was the perfect combination. 
 
    Except two more bears lived still. And the other two were, if anything, larger than the dead one.  
 
    Zhe looked to Raquel who was already drawing her bow with another arrow, aimed at the closest bear. 
 
    The third bear, which had a scar across its snout, swatted aside the pack of dogs that had set upon it. Most of the dogs were already badly wounded or dead. The others were no longer charging directly at the bear and had instead surrounded it and were barking, looking for an entry. 
 
    This gave Zhe a few moments, and he snatched the eagle wand from his belt and performed the incantation. Next to him, Raquel released the arrow she had nocked at the second bear, striking it in the neck. It roared in rage and pain and spun on her. 
 
    Zhe felt the magic of his incantation connect. 
 
    Everything went black. 
 
    Zhe found himself in the air above the forest, peering down from above. He was confused at first. How had he gotten there, and where was he? He looked down and saw himself standing between the trees, next to a river and side-by-side with Raquel. 
 
    Zhe was then back in his body. The second bear was lumbering towards them, its jaws popping as it prepared to attack. Raquel had quickly reloaded and fired another arrow into the bear’s shoulder, which was causing it to limp. 
 
    Stepping in front of his apprentice, Zhe activated the dragon fire of the sword, causing it to turn red, then white. The heat of it was so intense it melted the hair on his arm.  
 
    The bear continued forward and reared up on its hind legs, its massive forepaws swiping at the air. If either of them was struck by one of them, with their dagger-like claws, they would be dead in an instant. 
 
    Ducking one of the bear’s swipes, Zhe swung the dragon blade. It made contact with the bear’s abdomen and sliced into it. The heat of the blade sizzled the flesh and burned the fur. The intestines of the bear spilled out onto the ground in a heap. It turned to flee but collapsed dead. 
 
    The third bear with the scar across its snout finished with the last of the attacking dogs. The final few had run off whimpering.  
 
    The monstrous creature turned on Zhe and Raquel. 
 
    Raquel let fly with another arrow, but the bear swatted it out of the way easily. There was something about the way that the bear had done so that made Zhe suspect magic was at work. Its movements were too human in character. He moved towards the bear with his dragon sword raised and still pulsing with heat. 
 
    Then the bear snatched a log from the ground and picked it up to use as a weapon. With the log in its paw, the bear could now more effectively keep Zhe and his sword at a safe distance.  
 
    Raquel nocked another arrow and fired. The bear intercepted the arrow with the log. Then it snapped up a rock from the forest floor and threw it at Raquel.  
 
    She barely managed to duck out of the way. It glanced off her head and sent her to the ground unconscious. 
 
    Zhe and the bear circled one another, each seeking a way to attack the other. 
 
    “I know that you are a sorcerer,” Zhe said. “Who or what are you?” 
 
    The bear let out a noise that sounded like a chuckle but didn’t respond any further. 
 
    From above, the eagle that Zhe had summoned and through whose eyes he had briefly seen, landed on the bear’s face, its talons tearing at the bear’s flesh and eyes.  
 
    The bear roared, dropped the log it was using as a club, and grabbed the eagle, snapping its back. The bear tossed aside the dead bird. 
 
    But it was the opening Zhe needed. He leapt forward and thrust his sword through the center of the bear’s chest, almost up to the hilt. The bear roared. Zhe pulled back on the sword, withdrawing it from the bear’s body and stumbled backwards out of its reach. 
 
    The bear took a few more steps towards Zhe. 
 
    “Curse you, Bone Mage,” the bear said, then fell forward onto the ground. 
 
    Zhe stood panting in the forest clearing looking down at the bear. He glanced at his hands and noticed that there was no blood on them. Nor on his sword. 
 
    The bear began to change, morphing and shrinking. Zhe knew that meant it was dead. He could find out at his leisure more about the bear but more important was Raquel. 
 
    He rushed to Raquel who lay face down and twisted in the forest. Her face was covered in blood from a wide cut on her forehead. Zhe put his ear close to her nose and mouth and then against her chest.  
 
    She was still alive. A quick examination revealed that the injury looked worse than it was.  
 
    Using the kit that he kept in his bag, Zhe stitched up the open wound on Raquel’s forehead. Then he used a cloth and some icy water from the river to clean her face. The coldness of it woke her.  
 
    For a moment, Raquel’s eyes swam in her head, unable to focus or find stillness. Finally, she shook her head slightly and concentrated on Zhe’s face, recognizing him. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “There was more to the bear than we expected,” Zhe replied. “A shapeshifter with summoning powers.” 
 
    “I thought that only Bone Mages could do those things?” 
 
    “There is more than one way to the same end. Just as with the dragon builders of Doveny, who can conjure spirits of the dead to infuse into their built dragons. They use different magical channels that don’t require the bones of those whom they conjure.” 
 
    “So, then who are they?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Zhe said. “I thought that I knew all the schools of magic in T’iru Midiri. I know of no others who are shapeshifters.”  
 
    “Maybe they came from Malgent?” 
 
    “That is certainly my suspicion.” 
 
    They walked over to the body of the dead shapeshifter who lay nearby. They were gone.  
 
    Or, rather, there was no flesh and blood body. Instead, there was the pelt of a gray bear, laid like a blanket on top of a skeleton. 
 
    That meant that they weren’t a were-being or a shapeshifter as such. If they were, they would have transformed back into their original, human form.  
 
    Zhe used the tip of his boot to lift the pelt from on top of the skeleton. Underneath the heavy fur of a bear the skeleton looked odd. Crouching down next to it, Zhe touched the bones of the bear.  
 
    They were dry with no hint of blood or flesh connected to them. And they were wood. Not all of them but almost. Only a few key bones were actual bear bones. 
 
    “The Dragon Builders,” he said. “This is their work.” 
 
    “Because the bones are wood?” 
 
    “Yes,” he replied. “That means that while we were hunting them, they were likely hunting us as well. If not us specifically then any rebels who were hiding in the woods.” 
 
    “Eliminating all possible resistance?” 
 
    “Yes, like they burned down the villages. They don’t want attacks on their rear, so they’re going to great lengths to eliminate all the sources of potential rebellion before any can form.” 
 
    “And yet they’re still losing cities,” Raquel noted. 
 
    “Resistance is a hydra. Cut off one head and another grows in its place,” Zhe said. “Come, this one was a golem possessed by a spirit or a sorcerer, but the first bear wasn’t. You need to cast a summoning wand, and then we should get to Nik’u. Razor will be waiting for us.” 
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    Zhe and Raquel arrived at Nik’u at mid-morning of the next day. They had hoped to make it to Nik’u the night prior, but preparing the wand and curing some of the bear flesh to take with them to sea took more time than planned. 
 
    For one thing, Raquel had never made a bear summoning wand before. She had some difficulty making the transition from small to large animal summoning wand. It required a larger wand, more ingredients, and a different incantation.  
 
    Larger animals, especially predators, were less predictable and more dangerous. There was always the chance that a Bone Mage would end up summoning them to lunch on the Bone Mage themself. To reduce that possibility the wand had to channel more magic from the ether, which meant a larger, more complex wand construction. 
 
    The first attempt failed terribly, and Raquel ended up with little more than sticky mush. She had to wash out her mortar, purify it with special spirits, and then perform an incantation. The mortar then had to dry in the sun before it could be used again. 
 
    On the second attempt, the wand took form and hardened properly. Zhe felt it, and it seemed to him the wand was doing its proper job of focusing the latent magical energy in the air. It had that feeling of tingling vibration that made the hair on one’s arm stand on end, such as when a powerful lightning storm was nearby. 
 
    With the wand made, and as much meat as they could carry, salted, rolled, and tied, they rode towards Nik’u. Arriving at the gate they could see clearly the effect of the Malgent occupation of the city.  
 
    The first thing that made the occupation apparent was that the ancient gate to the city was utterly destroyed by fire. It swung open on its hinges, blackened and still crackling and smoking. In several places throughout the city, black tendrils of smoke swirled upwards. It seemed like the fires were out, but the fact that there was still smoke suggested that they had been large. 
 
    No guards stood at the gate. That told Zhe that the conquest of Nik’u had happened recently, almost certainly within the last week. They likely hadn’t even heard yet that Najashi was dead. The lack of a guard at the gate also suggested that the Malgent garrison weren’t in fear of any counterattack and probably knew about Najashi’s surrender. 
 
    As they stood in the gaping, empty entryway to the ancient city, Zhe turned to Raquel and put a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “This is where we part,” he said. “You understand your role in the plan?” 
 
    “I do,” she said. “I’m scared, but I’m excited, too.” 
 
    “Understandable. Do you feel prepared?” 
 
    “No,” Raquel said and laughed. 
 
    “Also understandable,” Zhe said and smiled. “Just make sure that you are here.” 
 
    “I won’t let you down, master.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    They bowed to each other in respect, and then he turned and entered the city. Raquel veered off the road into Nik’u and instead made her way to the forest nearby to wait for her moment to arrive. 
 
    Inside the city was the same kind of devastation Zhe had seen at the storming of other cities. During the Shade War, Behari had been stormed, while Ashtar had been defeated from within. Meder fell when Arwe was defeated, without a battle.  
 
    Most of the battles had, thankfully, occurred on the plains outside of cities. That was considered the honorable way to determine the victor. 
 
    Malgent fought a different kind of war. They knew that they were invaders who would never be accepted, not for generations perhaps.  
 
    Their only tool to win acceptance was terror as a means to win submission.  
 
    Zhe remembered the beginning of the invasion and how Malgent had massacred the people of every town they passed through. He remembered passing the recently conquered city of Ashtar and how the floating bodies clogged the Forked River.  
 
    Malgent didn’t just win entry to Ashtar, they won peace through mass murder. That method had been repeated in Nik’u. 
 
    Once they had weakened the front gate with fire, they burst through it and destroyed everything along the main boulevard, including every person whom they encountered. It didn’t matter if they were city guard, fisherman, or entire families.  
 
    Houses had been put to the torch, on top of those that had been destroyed during the phase of launching flaming catapult ammunition over the walls. 
 
    In Midway, the sullen population spat at the feet of the occupying soldiers. And the bandit rebels of Darktown answered the call to attack the garrison in hours.  
 
    In Nik’u, the people’s spirits were broken. There would be no rebellion fomented there. Not yet, if ever. 
 
    In some ways, that made their task simpler. They didn’t need to find local leaders and organize a risky uprising. They just needed to enter the mayor’s palace, in the center of the city, steal the map to Semit’o, and be on their way. 
 
    Easier said than done. 
 
    Zhe had taken care to wrap and hide his weapons in his bag. His long dragon skull sword looked like a walking stick wrapped in canvas and lashed to the side of his bag.  
 
    He made his way along the main boulevard to the central plaza. It was here that Razor and he had agreed to meet. 
 
    There was more military presence here. They were posted in ready formations near the various streets that exited the square like the spokes of a wheel. Companies of Malgent soldiers trained in marching formation. Others performed guard duties at the palace or patrolled, asking anyone who wasn’t a Malgent soldier why they were there.  
 
    “You are not very good at blending in,” a voice with a thick Malgent accent said from behind Zhe. 
 
    Instinctively, he reached for the bone dagger in his belt, then he stopped himself. The voice and accent weren’t those of Razor, but the way of speaking definitely was. He smiled and turned towards the hefty Malgent sergeant who stood behind him. 
 
    “One of these days you’re going to end up with a dagger of mine in your throat,” Zhe said. 
 
    “I have every confidence in your ability to sniff me out, no matter what form I take.” 
 
    “That is a foolish confidence.” 
 
    “Thus far it has served me.” 
 
    “That boat?” 
 
    “Purchased and stocked,” Razor replied. “If we choose to sail off the end of the world, we won’t die of hunger.” 
 
    “That’s heartening,” Zhe said. “Who is this man in whose skin you’re walking around?” 
 
    “I needed a disguise, and this ugly fellow was a drunken lout who showed up to bully me at that very moment,” Razor said. “It was truly a match made in heaven.” 
 
    “I’m sure that he would agree.” 
 
    “At the moment, he is feeding the fish in the harbor.” 
 
    “Have you scouted the mayor’s palace grounds? What’s the entrance like?” 
 
    “It is a door, as expected. It is easy enough to walk through, and the only challenge is the ten or twelve companies of soldiers blocking us. If they are dealt with, we shall have little difficulty, unless we are unable to handle doorknobs.” 
 
    “I have every faith in Raquel,” Zhe said and then told Razor about the bears and the shapeshifter. 
 
    “That is worrying,” Razor said. “I don’t like a fair fight, and if Malgent has not only dragons but also other animals made from skin, wood, and the spirits of the dead, that could give us rather a lot of dangerous challenges.” 
 
    “Agreed. This one acted like a kind of summoner as well, using their appearance to draw actual bears around them. We’ll have to see how things unfold,” Zhe said. “In the meantime, we should make ourselves scarce until the moment comes to enter the mayor’s palace. Or at least I should. You can go play billiards with the other soldiers if you like.” 
 
    “I think I would prefer to rest until nightfall, if that’s alright with you.” 
 
    Together the two of them left the plaza. Razor’s appearance as a Malgent sergeant kept Zhe safe from questions. For the regular soldiers, he looked like a Malgent military spy. But there was always a risk that one of the sergeant's friends or colleagues would approach and things would get sticky.  
 
    They left the plaza, turned down a narrow side street, and slipped into a half-burned house there. They found bodies in the bedrooms, and Zhe imagined that this would be the case through much of the city.  
 
    If Malgent didn’t organize to deal with the dead in Nik’u, it could create a lot of problems very soon — smell, disease, rats, and other vermin would become prevalent. 
 
    Malgent brought chaos and death wherever they went. 
 
    The smell quickly became overwhelming in the house, and so they moved on until they found one that was abandoned but had no corpses. Then they settled in and waited for nighttime and the signal. 
 
    Zhe sat on the floor in a corner of the small space and dozed lightly. His mind drifted through memories of times both distant and recent. He was in a space halfway between sleep and wakefulness, never permitting himself to fall all the way but not wanting to wake up. 
 
    Several hours after full nightfall, when the moon was low in the sky, the sound of alarm startled Zhe to alertness.  
 
    He went to the door and peered down the alleyway. Outside, soldiers ran towards the western side of Nik’u. 
 
    “It’s time,” he said to Razor, who had lost the form of the sergeant at some point while they waited. 
 
    They snuck out into the streets, and Zhe stumbled, reaching out for the wall to catch himself. 
 
    “Are you well?” Razor asked. 
 
    Zhe was unable to respond. Blackness closed in. 
 
    He was outside the city wall in the darkness though he could see well enough. There were the roars of gray bears and the shrieks of dying soldiers, along with the clash of weapons.  
 
    Zhe looked around and realized he was seeing the world through the eyes of a bear. He looked down at his feet and saw that he had the massive, deadly paws of a gray bear and was standing on top of a dead soldier.  
 
    Turning towards the rear, there were dozens of gray bears attacking the city’s western gate. And there was Raquel, riding on the back of a bear, firing her bow and arrow. 
 
    Zhe ran forward towards the gate in the bear’s body, joining the rushing attack. He smashed into soldiers on horseback, sending both man and horse to the ground. He swung his paws when soldiers got too close and killed them easily with one blow. 
 
    A pair of nearby bears went down, and Zhe looked over. Arrows bristled from their bodies. He looked up and saw that a company of archers had taken up position on the wall of the city and were firing down into the attacking bears. 
 
    Zhe rushed towards the city gate. The bears were ramming it, but the soldiers inside managed to keep it closed. The bears didn’t understand how the door worked. 
 
    But Zhe did. 
 
    He put his claws under the door and used the enormous strength of the bear’s forelegs to lift the heavy wood and iron door. It was slow and incredibly difficult at first, only rising a small distance. 
 
    Another bear saw and understood what Zhe was doing and pushed its paws likewise under the door. Soon there were several bears lifting the wooden gate. Once it had risen to the height of a bear on all fours, several more thrust their enormous bodies under the gate and used all four of their legs and their mighty backs to push it upwards.  
 
    From behind the gate flew a volley of arrows, and a pair of bears collapsed to the ground. The door dropped, but their bodies stopped the gate from returning all the way to the ground.  
 
    Zhe crawled under the door, followed by other bears. Reaching the other side, he rushed the line of archers who were preparing to fire again. Several were destroyed in an instant while the others ran off in fear of their lives. 
 
    While bears chased the soldiers on the ground, Zhe made his way towards the ladder that led to the top of the wall. He climbed it quickly and saw ahead of him the line of archers who were wreaking havoc on the bears outside and threatening Raquel’s safety as well. 
 
    Behind Zhe, two more bears had followed, having decided that the bear possessed by Zhe had some very good ideas.  
 
    Zhe reached the line of archers and tore through them. His weight alone crushed several. Others he swatted over the wall to the bear army below like a cat swatting a fly.  
 
    The last archer in the line had already nocked their bow, and as Zhe reached them, they fired the arrow into his open mouth. Zhe felt the agony of the arrow piercing the soft flesh at the back of his mouth.  
 
    The blood flowed like a river down the back of his throat, choking him. He stumbled forward and collapsed on top of the final archer. He felt the soldier’s bones breaking beneath his massive weight. 
 
    “Zhe! Zhe!”  
 
    It was Razor’s voice.  
 
    Zhe shook his head and looked at Razor. 
 
    “I’m OK,” he said. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I was…I possessed one of Raquel’s summoned bears and took part in the diversionary battle at the western wall.” 
 
    “Was it intentional?” 
 
    “No. But something similar happened before when I summoned eagles to help us fight the gray bears in the forest.” 
 
    “This is a new power,” Razor said. “I’ve never heard of possession in a Bone Mage before. Could it be related to the bear golem whom you battled in the forest?” 
 
    “Possessing the flying eagle happened before we killed the bear golem. But maybe just being near it? Maybe it’s a result of being a threefold mage. I don’t know…” Zhe said. “The most important thing is that Raquel’s attack is wreaking havoc. It looked like the entire garrison was there. We need to act now.” 
 
    Zhe and Razor rushed out of the alleyway. Soldiers continued running towards the western wall of Nik’u. There were shouts and the distant sound of screaming. 
 
    Over in the plaza, the palace area was guarded by only four soldiers at the front door. As they approached, the soldiers raised their weapons and yelled for them to halt.  
 
    Razor replied with four quick bone stars, and the soldiers dropped to the ground.  
 
    Zhe and Razor each grabbed two of them and dragged them into the guardhouse between the columns and into the shadows. Then they continued farther inside. 
 
    Zhe pointed towards a large door to their right. 
 
    “The vault,” he said. “That’s where the collected taxes will be kept until Najashi’s collectors come to take it back to the capital.” 
 
    They walked towards the door, and there was the sound of bow strings tightening. 
 
    “Halt!”  
 
    They both raised their hands and turned around very slowly. Up above them on the second floor was an alcove with a half a dozen archers guarding the entrance to the vault. 
 
    “Our apologies, we were just wandering past, and we noticed that the door was open,” Razor said. 
 
    “Shut up and don’t move,” the archer said. “The city is under martial law, and there’s an attack. You shouldn’t be here.” 
 
    A pair of soldiers appeared from out of the shadows of the nearby stairwell. They rushed over and checked the two Bone Mages. 
 
    “No weapons and only leather armor,” the soldier said to the archer, after checking them. “Couple of thieves.” 
 
    “Like my friend said, we were just…” 
 
    “Shut it, thief. You can tell the commander of the guard when he comes in the morning.” 
 
    The soldiers grabbed them by the arms and dragged them away as they were covered by the archers above. The infantry soldiers were joined by two more armed with pikes. 
 
    Around the other side of the stairs, towards the back of the main hall was another door. This led to a further hallway, and they were led down it until they reached the end. A soldier in front of them removed a large key and opened the heavy wood and iron door. 
 
    They were shoved through the door and found themselves in an antechamber in front of a dingy and dirty holding cell. Off to the right was another door with a coat of arms on it. Zhe felt sure that it was the commander’s office and would have a window and probably another exit that led directly out into the plaza. 
 
    Inside the cell, two badly beaten men lay face down on the floor. They didn’t seem to be breathing.  
 
    Zhe hoped that they wouldn’t be offered the same treatment because it would mean fighting back and killing the guards. 
 
    They were shoved into the cell, which reeked of human excrement, rotting straw, and blood. The soldier closed the door and locked it. Obviously, they wouldn’t try and beat them to death, at least not yet. 
 
    The soldier saw Zhe looking at the men on the ground and laughed. 
 
    “That’s how you end up after the commander interrogates you,” he said. “Better pray to whoever you pray to.” 
 
    The guards all laughed at the joke and then went out through the door. They were alone. 
 
    “I don’t suppose that you swallowed a lock pick,” Razor said. 
 
    “I thought that you were the assassin thief,” Zhe replied. 
 
    “I’m just an assassin, as you know. I am a person of principles.” 
 
    Zhe checked the two men on the floor and sure enough they were well and truly dead. One of them had bruising on his front that meant he had been lying dead in that position for some time. His skin was drying and becoming shiny.  
 
    “Not much to do but wait for a bit,” Zhe said.  
 
    Razor leapt up to the barred window, grabbed it, and pulled themself up. They turned their head to listen to what was happening outside, then dropped back down. 
 
    “There’s still fighting going on in the distance,” Razor said. “I imagine that it won’t last long. Raquel surely cannot defeat the entire garrison.” 
 
    “She is a surprising girl,” Zhe said, “but I agree. We don’t have much time before things are wrapped up and the guards return to the plaza.” 
 
    “Then I will get started.” 
 
    Zhe crouched near the cell doors and watched for a moment as Razor took a severed finger from inside of his clothing. He had taken it from one of the guards whom they had killed at the entry to the building.  
 
    Razor ground the finger bone on the stone floor because they had left their Bone Mage equipment in the ruined house where they had spent the evening. They had only brought enough of the right ingredients for the plan, including a small amount of pre-mixed unguent that was also inside their clothing. 
 
    At the edges of Zhe’s vision, a blackness returned as though he were inside of a tunnel. He knew what was unfolding in front of him and didn’t resist it.  
 
    The first step of developing new magical abilities was to surrender to them without resistance. 
 
    He was back behind the eyes of a bear. They had been running, and Zhe was panting from the effort. Around him was the darkness of the forest and the sound of many more bears, breaking branches and crushing undergrowth. 
 
    Zhe stopped and turned. Behind him was Nik’u, visible under the light of the stars. Shouting was still audible, and the language was that of Malgent. The urgency of the voices told him that the bears had left the garrison in a state of chaos. 
 
    “No time to stop and look at your handiwork,” Raquel’s voice said. 
 
    Zhe realized that she was on his back and turned his head towards her as she slid off and onto the ground. 
 
    “You all did incredible work tonight, and I will say a prayer for your lost comrades,” Raquel told them and then got to her knees and bowed before them, pressing her forehead to the forest floor. 
 
    The other bears groaned and pawed the air, then turned and disappeared into the forest again. 
 
    “You must hurry to the docks,” Zhe said through the mouth of the bear. 
 
    Raquel startled at the words and skittered backwards. 
 
    “It is Zhe. I have possessed this bear,” he explained to calm her. 
 
    “What? Where are you, master?” 
 
    “We are in the prison in the mayor’s palace,” he explained. “But don’t worry about us. You must find your way back into the city and get to the docks. Razor has secured us a boat. It is a small, two-masted fishing vessel with a green flag called the Fetani.” 
 
    “OK,” she said. “This is really weird. I’m wondering if I’m hallucinating.” 
 
    “It is strange for me as well, but I assure you it is real,” Zhe said. “You did impressive work, and this wouldn’t have been possible without you, but we’re not finished yet. Get to the docks.” 
 
    Zhe was then back inside of the cell and staring up at Razor, who looked like the dead guard from the front entrance.  
 
    “Are you ready?” Razor asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Back with the bears or some other animal this time?” 
 
    “No, with the bears. Raquel is well.” 
 
    “I’m glad,” Razor replied, then they turned to face outwards through the bars and began shouting, “Help!” 
 
    Zhe moved to the corner and sprawled as though unconscious.  
 
    Over and over Razor screamed until finally the door opened. Zhe listened to their voices and waited. 
 
    “Marcus, what in the blazes are you doing in there?” a soldier’s voice asked. 
 
    “I came in through the commander’s office, and the prisoners seemed to be unconscious. I opened the door, and they attacked me. I killed that one on the floor, but the smaller one got out and then locked me inside. Let me out so we can catch them!” 
 
    There was the sound of the key in the lock and then the door creaked open. After a moment’s silence, there was a groan and a soft thud. Zhe rolled over and sat up, brushing off the straw.  
 
    Razor was in front of Zhe and transforming back into their usual form. The soldier that Zhe had heard lay on the floor in a spreading pool of blood. 
 
    Before Razor had killed the soldier, they had them open the commander’s office door. The two of them rushed inside the commander’s office. 
 
    While the cell was small, filthy, and stank, the commander’s office was large and well-appointed. The door must have kept out the smell usually, but just in case, there was the smell of incense in the air to keep it at bay. 
 
    The furniture was well-crafted of dark oak with a large desk and comfortable seating. There was even a table for eating and a sofa. The walls were decorated with artworks in frames, and one entire wall was a colorful fresco showing a warrior fighting a lion. A luxurious island amidst the misery of a dungeon. 
 
    “There,” Zhe said and pointed. 
 
    On a special stand in the corner sat what looked to be a papyrus scroll, though closer examination revealed it was a large piece of rolled-up snakeskin. Zhe lifted it and unfurled it. 
 
    “Light a candle,” Zhe said. 
 
    Razor went back into the cell room and found a torch. Bringing it back inside, they lit several candles. Then Razor tossed the torch back into the cell room, on top of the straw and closed the door. 
 
    Once unrolled, the snakeskin revealed several abstract patterns in ink upon it. They were of the same size and had special markings at the borders. Zhe folded the snakeskin so that the patterns lined up with each other according to the markings. 
 
    To check that the patterns were correctly lined up, Zhe held the translucent snakeskin up to the candlelight. With just candlelight, the snakeskin became almost transparent, enough that the patterns were clearly visible. He folded the skin, again and again, until all the patterns lined up. 
 
    It was a map of the North Sea. 
 
    “Are you telling me that the fools never bothered to look?” Razor said. 
 
    “Why would they have? Who would want to visit the kingdom of Semit’o?” Zhe replied. “And so, with time its purpose was forgotten, and people came to think it was just a silly legend, only of interest to collectors like the commander.” 
 
    “And you knew this how?” 
 
    Zhe shrugged. 
 
    “My master taught me many legends and differentiated between those that were true and those that were false. The legend of Ibabi and Kihideti was true, he believed. At least the map part of it is true,” Zhe said. “As to how I knew it was in the commander’s office… at the start of the Shade War, before I was a company commander, I was stationed here. Nik’u was the first city to fall to Najashi.”  
 
    Shouts came from the cell room where the fire had obviously spread, and the soldiers were trying to put it out and open the commander’s door. Suddenly, an ax burst through the door, splintering the wood. 
 
    Zhe carefully rolled up the snakeskin and put it in his shirt.  
 
    The commander’s door exploded inwards, and soldier’s rushed into the room. Behind them the glow was visible, and the heat poured into their room. The soldiers had their swords out and were rushing Zhe and Razor. 
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    Zhe used the commander’s heavy chair as a shield against the soldiers’ attack and as a ram to push the soldiers back into the fiery cell room. 
 
    They had a choice: struggle to disarm Zhe and perhaps perish in the cells or turn and leave through the other exit. They decided to spare their own lives, turned, and ran out of the cell room. 
 
    Razor, meanwhile, was smashing at the doorknob on the door that led to the outside. To do so they were using the bust of some aristocratic woman with a placid face. The doorknob finally broke free, and the door came open. 
 
    “Who says aristocratic women aren’t strong?” Razor said as they tossed aside the bust. 
 
    The two of them ran through the door and out into the plaza. 
 
    “Hey!” a voice shouted from behind them. 
 
    Zhe looked back and saw a company of soldiers rushing out from inside of the palace. He also saw smoke coming from the window in the side of the building where they had been held in a cell. 
 
    From two of the wide plaza’s entry points, companies of soldiers were returning from the battle of the bears at the western wall of the city. They spotted the ruckus and broke into a run as well. 
 
    Zhe and Razor left the main area of the plaza and found themselves back out in the downtown area of the city. More and more soldiers were returning from the western wall. Zhe and Razor turned down the narrow side streets and made their way back to the damaged house where they had waited earlier.  
 
    Once inside, the two Bone Mages quickly collected their equipment and strapped on their weapons. Their armor they left in the bags that they wore on their backs. Bone armor was flexible and light but would slow them. 
 
    Leaving the building, they made their way northwards, towards the docks, avoiding the main streets as much as possible. Finally, they reached the end of the tight alleyways that typified downtown and were in the open avenues of the waterfront area of Nik’u. No sooner had they stepped out of the alleyway than they were spotted by soldiers. 
 
    The two of them ran towards the docks as fast as they could, taking advantage of the lack of traffic in the streets at night. But the absence of civilians in the streets also made them highly visible.  
 
    It soon became apparent the soldiers were herding them into a dead end. 
 
    “You make your way to the docks,” Zhe said to Razor as they paused in a doorway. “I’ll draw them towards me.” 
 
    Razor nodded agreement and prepared to shapeshift back into the dead sergeant to facilitate their escape.  
 
    Zhe left Razor to complete their shapeshift and tore down the avenue, running parallel to the docks to the north, on their right. As Zhe ran, he drew the crow wand from his belt and began the incantation. 
 
    From his left, Zhe heard the shout of a soldier who had spotted him. There was the thwip thwip of arrows narrowly missing him. He continued the incantation while running. From the nearby forests to the west of Nik’u, the crows began to arrive.  
 
    They swirled over top of Zhe’s head, following him. The black crows were all but invisible in the moonless night, only the sound of their wings and their incessant cawing gave them away.  
 
    Reaching a plaza, Zhe stopped in the center, waiting for the soldiers to arrive. 
 
    Two companies, from the south and east, entered the plaza and moved to surround him. Zhe drew his bone swords so that both of his hands held weapons. As the soldiers pushed closer around Zhe, he whistled and directed the crows. 
 
    Thousands of the birds descended in a spiraling tornado of blackness. They tore at the soldiers, who struggled to lay a hand on them. The crows raked thousands of tiny cuts in the soldiers’ faces, drawing blood and sometimes blinding them.  
 
    The soldiers, in pain and fearful of the birds, retreated to the edges of the plaza, protecting their heads and faces.  
 
    Zhe stood still in the center, drawing the crows back around him in a tight whirlwind. He was buying time for Razor to get to the boat and prepare it for launch.  
 
    The soldiers held back, uncertain what their next move was. Several of them ran off to get reinforcements. 
 
    Estimating that the crows wouldn’t be enough to hold back the tide of reserves, Zhe turned and bolted. The crows followed him and swooped down in a screaming swirl of darkness that caused the soldiers ahead of him to move aside in fear. 
 
    Zhe was about to break free of the plaza when a massive column of flame struck the ground in front of him. Huge numbers of Zhe’s crows were reduced to ashen heaps on the pavers. Others flew off in fear. 
 
    Another blast narrowly missed Zhe, who rolled across the ground and came back up on one knee. Overhead, he saw the glowing eyes of a dragon of Doveny, ridden by a Dragon Rider who was invisible in the darkness.  
 
    Zhe slid the two bone swords back into their sheaths and drew the dragon sword. It hummed with energy and began to glow. Another blast of flame from the dragon rolled through the air towards Zhe. He raised the blade, and it caused the flames to split around Zhe, leaving him unharmed. 
 
    The dragon would need a moment to gain enough energy for another blast at Zhe. It was his chance.  
 
    He stood and ran from the plaza, leaving by one of the low arched exits, back into the streets. To pursue him, the dragon needed to rise above the four-story buildings that lined the plaza. That gave Zhe breathing room to escape the creature.  
 
    He turned into the entryway of the first building that he encountered outside of the plaza. Inside, a set of stairs climbed upwards. Zhe pumped his tired legs up the stairs. One flight after another, Zhe climbed until he reached the entry to the roof.  
 
    Zhe threw himself to the ground on his back and watched the skies overhead as he caught his breath, which was visible in the cold, northern air.  
 
    The dragon was almost invisible in the darkness except for its glowing eyes. Occasionally, the dragon would let off a blast of fire, which also revealed its location. It was circling overhead, searching for him.  
 
    Zhe counted the time of each circuit overhead. 
 
    As the dragon completed its third circuit, passing overhead, Zhe leapt to his feet and ran to the edge of the building’s rooftop. He called to the remaining crows, and they swooped in just as his feet left the building behind. Zhe flipped over in the air so that when the crows reached him, grabbing hold of his clothing and keeping him from falling, he was facing upwards. 
 
    The crows climbed higher, carrying Zhe until he was beneath the belly of the dragon. Zhe used his dragon blade to slice open the belly, and the dragon shrieked in pain. Grabbing the wooden bones of the built dragon, Zhe pulled himself up and inside the monster. 
 
    Inside the dragon was an empty space. It had neither entrails, nor blood. Just empty air haunted by the spirit of some ancient hero who had been forced to serve Queen Diarmuid.  
 
    The soul that powered the dragon manifested in front of Zhe. It had obviously been driven mad with the pain of the coercion that it had endured for years and perhaps decades.  
 
    As Zhe stood with one foot on each rib of the dragon, the captured soul solidified. Its eyes burned bright, and it showed its teeth to Zhe like a mad animal infected with the rage of lyssa. The creature, once a brave hero who had fought in the name of honor, was reduced to being a horror. 
 
    The spirit dove through the air at Zhe, claws and teeth bared. Zhe threw himself to the side, barely avoiding a collision. But as the hero flew past him, he scratched Zhe’s skin with his claws, opening a deep wound in his face. 
 
    Zhe came back up on one knee and swung his blade at the mad spirit. The dragon blade hit the ghost and sizzled as it sliced through his leg, causing it to disappear. The spirit fell backwards onto the cage of the dragon’s ribs and howled madly. 
 
    If Zhe were to use the dragon blade to destroy the soul, it would never return to the underworld and never find redemption. It would become mere dust swirling in the winds of the world above ground, never finding rest nor peace.  
 
    This, Zhe didn’t want to do. It had once been a hero, and its current state was the fault of magic and not of the lost soul. 
 
    Hissing wildly, the spirit crawled towards Zhe. 
 
    Turning away from the insane apparition, Zhe leapt to the nearby wall of the dragon’s rib cage, climbing up the wooden structure as though shimmying up a pole. Soon, he reached the top of the rib, which met at the mechanism for the dragon’s wing.  
 
    From the outside, the dragon’s flight looked like an act of nature. But inside of the dragon, the wings squeaked and wheezed like an old windmill. 
 
    Keeping out of the way of the pumping spindles that made up the dragon’s wing, Zhe looked back down. There, the manifested spirit was dragging itself, hand over hand, up the same rib that Zhe himself had just climbed.  
 
    It was so far gone mentally that it didn’t know it wasn’t bound by the rules of the everyday world that kept humans pinned to the earth. It could have just flown up at Zhe but didn’t seem to understand. 
 
    Zhe was glad that he had some time to finish his task without having to fight the spirit directly.  
 
    His eyes still locked on the spirit crawling slowly towards him, Zhe thrust the dragon blade through the fish leather skin of the dragon’s back. He carved a hole that caused the wind to whistle through it and then pulled himself out through the back ribs of the dragon. 
 
    Zhe found himself clinging to the back of the dragon as it soared through the air, frantically trying to shake off the intruder that had penetrated its body. The dragon sensed Zhe’s exit and turned its head to look at him. It had the same mad eyes as the spirit that had manifested in the dragon’s interior. 
 
    The dragon’s focus on Zhe caught the attention of the Dragon Rider, who turned and saw him. The Dragon Rider drew her bow and spun around in her seat, nocking an arrow quickly and drawing back the bow. Zhe crouched to launch himself at her just as she fired. 
 
    Her aim was true, and the arrow flew directly at Zhe. He let himself fall from the dragon’s back as the only way to save himself from the fast-moving arrow. It whizzed past his face as he arched his back to dodge it.  
 
    But now Zhe was plummeting, falling back towards the earth. And the Dragon Rider was pulling hard on the creature’s reins to bring it around for another attack. 
 
    Zhe swung his sword at the dragon, lodging his blade into its wooden rib. The sudden halt yanked at Zhe’s shoulder, dislocating it.  
 
    He hollered in pain, his feet swinging wildly in the air. 
 
    Using both of his hands and with great effort, Zhe lifted himself up and climbed onto his sword, using it like a ladder step. He pressed his back against the skin of the dragon and took a moment to catch his breath. 
 
    Up top, Zhe saw the Dragon Rider glance his way, looking surprised that he still lived. She used the safety cable holding her in place so that she could stand horizontally on the side of the dragon with the cable taut. She nocked another arrow on her bow and prepared to draw it. 
 
    Zhe drew his curved bone swords, and at the moment of her releasing the arrow, he leapt upwards and stabbed the swords into the side of the dragon. Then he crawled with them one after another, up once again to the top of the dragon. 
 
    The Dragon Rider, using the taut cable, ran along the side of the dragon. When she got close enough, she kicked off the dragon and let the cable arc her through the air towards Zhe. As she did so, the Dragon Rider drew her own narrow, curved sword and held it in both hands.  
 
    Quickly sheathing his swords, Zhe launched himself through the air at the Dragon Rider. He didn’t want to kill her, not yet. They were high up in the air, and if the dragon exploded into a death flame, he could be in real trouble. He wasn’t certain if the crows were still around in sufficient numbers to carry him safely to the ground. 
 
    Zhe angled his body downwards towards the Dragon Rider’s feet. She attempted to strike with her blade, but Zhe twisted his body, turning it into a glancing blow.  
 
    Zhe grabbed the Dragon Rider’s feet, and when both pulled the cable taut, he used the momentum to swing his body around like a trapeze artist in a circus. As the elasticity in the cable snapped them back and went briefly slack, Zhe wrapped the cable around her hands and feet, immobilizing her.  
 
    The Dragon Rider spat curses at Zhe, his ancestors, and his descendants. Zhe ignored her as he pushed off from the side of the dragon again, standing on her like a board. As he zoomed along the side of the dragon, he snatched up the dragon sword that he had left embedded in the side of the creature. 
 
    The arc of the cable brought Zhe closer to the dragon’s head. He leapt off the Dragon Rider and used his swords like mountain climbing spikes, spearing the dragon and then stabbing them one after another as he climbed upwards, hand over hand.  
 
    Finally, Zhe climbed to the top of the dragon and sat down in the Dragon Rider’s saddle. The creature tried to turn its head towards Zhe, but he yanked hard on the reins, preventing it from doing so. 
 
    He steered the creature towards the docklands as the Dragon Rider swung through the air, bouncing off the side of her mount, now hijacked by Zhe. 
 
    Down below, Zhe could see their ship, the Fetani. The sails were raised. They were all waiting for him.  
 
    Raquel was on the deck with bow in hand to defend them. Razor was there as well, poised with bone stars.  
 
    A quick glance around revealed to Zhe why they were poised for defense. A company of twenty-five or thirty soldiers approached their boat. They had swords drawn and shields raised.  
 
    If Raquel and Razor could even harm the soldiers with arrows and throwing daggers, they would still never stop them from assaulting the ship.  
 
    Zhe angled the dragon towards the group of infantry, passing over the edge of the docks, just over the water. 
 
    Suddenly, Zhe felt a shooting pain below his right shoulder blade. He spun and saw that the Dragon Rider had somehow freed her hands and had just thrown a dagger at Zhe. She had another in her hand. 
 
    Yanking hard on the reins, Zhe brought the dragon close to a series of warehouse buildings used for preparing the catches of the fishermen from Nik’u. As he did so, he angled the dragon so that the Dragon Rider hung away from the creature, in the open air.  
 
    Before she could launch the dagger at Zhe, a ventilation tower in one of the fish warehouses rose next to them. The Dragon Rider struck it with such force that she was torn from the cable, undoubtedly killing her instantly. 
 
    Zhe rose in the saddle and dove off to the side, away from the dragon. It was rapidly descending, its wings and limbs going limp in death. As it approached the surprised soldiers on the docks, it exploded into flame, hitting the ground and rolling into them. All were consumed in a huge fireball. 
 
    Landing in the water, Zhe was engulfed in a sudden chilly darkness. It was so cold that it was like a pressure on his chest, and he struggled against the urge to inhale a lungful of air that wasn’t there. Instead, he let his body slow, angling it slightly so that his momentum carried him back towards the surface. 
 
    Then he was in the air once again and could see his breath in front of him. The Fetani was just ahead. Raquel and Razor stood on the side of the boat looking for him and calling his name.  
 
    “There he is!” Raquel shouted.  
 
    Razor tossed a rope out to Zhe. When he grabbed it, the two of them pulled him towards the boat as he kicked his feet. Soon he was yanked into the boat and lay on the bottom of it gasping. 
 
    “You are utterly incapable of making an entrance like a normal person,” Razor said. 
 
    “That was… something,” Raquel agreed. 
 
    “Cast off, for A’tiniti’s sake,” Zhe wheezed. “There will be more behind those.” 
 
    Raquel and Razor disappeared to the bow and starboard side of their small vessel to untie and push it away from the dock. Soon they were caught by the evening wind and were sailing away from the shore. 
 
    Zhe sat up and shivered. He suddenly remembered what their whole purpose for being in Nik’u had been and reached into his shirt. The snakeskin map was still there. He breathed a sigh of relief.  
 
    He showed the map to the other two. 
 
    “It was a good plan after all,” Razor said. “I confess to being surprised.” 
 
    “You say that after every one of my plans that works,” Zhe said. 
 
    “And yet I remain skeptical of you,” Razor said. “I wonder why that is. Perhaps I feel that our luck will run out and one of your insane plans will finally get us killed.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Zhe replied and chuckled, holding up the map, “but not tonight.” 
 
    “Uh, guys…” Raquel said, looking off into the distance. “What are those?” 
 
    Zhe pulled himself to his feet and looked to where Raquel pointed. There glowed two deep orange lights, accompanied by groaning in a deep basso that Zhe now knew well.  
 
    It was a pair of iron ships. 
 
    “They must have been part of the siege force that took Nik’u,” Zhe said. “Now that the city is captured, they’re keeping a watch on who approaches the city from the east or west. We can slip past them in the darkness.” 
 
    “They are not simply at anchor, Zhe,” Razor replied. “They are most definitely in motion.” 
 
    “That’s a problem, right?” Raquel said. “Can we outrun them?” 
 
    “No,” Razor replied. “They are powered by burning black rock as well as by oar. We have only a night breeze to move us.” 
 
    “Razor is right,” Zhe said. “Steer us towards the one on our starboard side, into the wind.” 
 
    “Towards the big ship with big weapons?” Raquel asked aghast. “That seems like a bad plan.” 
 
    “An insane plan, actually,” Zhe replied and smiled. 
 
    “I would like to once again register my objection.” 
 
    Several lengths off the port side of their ship a flaming catapult boulder splashed into the sea and sent a wave of water over the deck of their ship. 
 
    “I’d also like to object, master,” Raquel said. “Each one of those ships is a hundred times our size.” 
 
    “There is no choice. If we return to shore, the garrison will catch and kill us. If we try to run, they will chase, sink, and kill us. Our only hope is to do the unexpected. We have the advantage of being small and maneuverable.” 
 
    Zhe rushed to the stern of the ship and took hold of the wheel. He brought them around and put them on a collision course with one of the iron ships.  
 
    Two more massive, flaming boulders hit the water, even closer than that last one. 
 
    “Is this going to work?” Raquel said to Razor. 
 
    “I have no doubt that it will work to get us killed.” 
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    The iron ship loomed above them. It was massive like the tallest building in Meder, a city of tall buildings. Waves broke against the iron ship’s hull with the crash and boom of war drums. 
 
    On the main deck above them, the sailors shouted obscenities at them and fired arrows that struck the deck of their ship and remained upright. In short order, the main deck looked like a field of flowers with the multi-colored plumes of the arrows. 
 
    Zhe summoned the crows once again to create a diversion. They arrived and harassed the archers onboard the iron ship, making it impossible for them to aim and fire accurately.  
 
    As they approached the side of the ship, Zhe unsheathed his dragon sword and brought it to life. It glowed a fierce white, so bright that he couldn’t look directly at it. Razor steered them so that they glanced along the hull of the iron ship, which was moving past them in the opposite direction. 
 
    When the bow of their ship touched the hull of the iron ship, Zhe plunged the dragon sword into the hull. It made a harsh screeching sound and smoke bubbled out of water from the glowing wound. The sword threatened to yank free of Zhe’s hands, but he held it firmly and braced himself against the railing of their boat. 
 
    Moving past the iron ship, the sword sliced a deep gouge below the water line like a long, inflamed wound. Water poured through the opened gouge in the side of the iron ship with a great sucking noise like water flowing down a drain. By the time that they reached the stern of the ship, it was beginning to tilt to the port side. 
 
    Razor steered them away from the ship as the crows continued to harass the archers above. Raquel and Zhe stood in the stern of the fishing boat and watched the ship’s angle increase as the boat settled deeper into the water. The crew were already lowering lifeboats.  
 
    The future of the iron ship was sealed. 
 
    However, the second iron ship was still in one piece and pursuing them. They had some distance on it, but there was no doubt that an iron ship with a blackrock-fired, infernal engine and dozens of long oars in the water could outrun them. It was only a matter of time. 
 
    In the meantime, now that they were moving away from the first ship, the other was able to begin firing catapult and ballista shots at them once again. If they didn’t catch them, and Zhe imagined they would keep their distance after having seen the fate of the first ship, they would simply fire till they got lucky. One flaming boulder was all that would be needed. 
 
    As Zhe was pondering this, a boulder struck the sea right next to their boat, sending a wave of icy sea water over the side, soaking them. 
 
    Razor angled them sharply away, to force the artillerymen onboard the ship to adjust their fire. 
 
    “The more I dodge, the more they will catch up with us!” Razor shouted over the splashing of the sea and the thuds of artillery. “I believe this is what they mean by damned if you do and damned if you don’t.” 
 
    “Is there anything that we can do?” Raquel asked. “Should we turn around and sail past them in the way that we did with the first ship?” 
 
    “They will be ready this time,” Zhe said, shaking his head. “As soon as they see us come about, they will lower tenders into the water to board us. The crows can only protect us so much.” 
 
    “Could you summon the giant squid?” 
 
    “They are freshwater creatures and don’t live in the sea,” Zhe replied. “I’m afraid that I have no summoning wand for saltwater squids.” 
 
    “If only I had participated in the killing of the original squid,” Razor said. “Then I could use the bone in your wand to shapeshift.” 
 
    Zhe yanked the squid wand from his belt and the mortar from his bag. He snapped the squid wand into several pieces and dropped them into the mortar. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Raquel asked. 
 
    “Zhe, even if you were trained in the ways of a shapeshifter, what you are considering is something that can only be performed by a highly experienced Skinwearer. That’s a level four, and you aren’t even a level one shapeshifter.” 
 
    “That’s true, but I’m also a threefold mage,” Zhe said. “And we are desperate. If it doesn’t work, I’ll go to the bottom smeared with squid cartilage paste. We will be destroyed in any case.” 
 
    He continued the process, adding the ingredients and mixing them. Razor, from their position at the wheel, offered suggestions and corrections to Zhe’s work. They sang the incantation together until Zhe had created a thick, black paste in his mortar. 
 
    “I have my doubts as to whether that will work, but I can feel that the paste is drawing magical energy to it,” Razor said. “I wish you all the luck.” 
 
    Zhe stripped off his clothes and armor and smeared the paste all over his body and face. Then, without a pause or farewell, he leapt over the side of the boat into the water and let himself sink. 
 
    The water was intensely cold, and Zhe’s skin quickly numbed. As his body temperature dropped, he began to shiver uncontrollably. The darkness was almost total, and it became difficult to remember which way was up. 
 
    Zhe’s whole body seized and convulsed. He inhaled a lungful of water and tried to scream against the pain of it, flailing his arms to try and swim upwards. 
 
    His arms became soft and rubbery, and his skull cracked as it expanded. Zhe’s body was changing. He opened his eyes and looked at his limbs, finding that there were too many. They had his skin tone but were long and slender. He had tentacles.  
 
    Turning his body, Zhe thrust his tentacles and propelled himself through the water towards their boat. After a few moments he saw it above him. Then a boulder struck the water right next to it, followed by a massive ballista bolt. 
 
    Zhe rushed towards the Fetani, and reaching it, he wrapped his tentacles around the deck. He saw Raquel and Razor but had trouble comprehending who they were. They were shouting at him, but he had no ears to hear them.  
 
    All that he knew was that he had to pull the Fetani as far and as fast as he could. 
 
    Using his tentacles as thrust, Zhe dragged the boat along with him. Their speed grew, and the iron ship began to fall behind.  
 
    Desperate to not let them escape, the artillerymen onboard the iron ship increased the tempo of their firing. 
 
    More boulders exploded in the sea near the ship. A ballista bolt grazed Zhe’s enormous head, next to his eye, causing the blood to flow.  
 
    Meanwhile, breathing saltwater was unpleasant and becoming painful with each breath that Zhe took. He felt a growing thirst as the sea depleted his body of water. Drinking it was even worse.  
 
    He just needed to keep them going a while longer. 
 
    Focusing on the repeated movements of his tentacles, Zhe pulled them along for hours. The iron ship fell farther and farther behind until it was a small orange dot of fire on the horizon. They seemed to have given up and were returning to shore.  
 
    Zhe released the Fetani and swam to the side, reaching up his tentacles to grab the railing. He tried to pull himself up onto the deck but didn’t have the strength. 
 
    Razor signaled to Zhe using the secret sign language of the Bone Mages. They were telling Zhe that he needed to change back into a man.  
 
    Zhe didn’t understand what that meant. What was a man? What did it mean to turn into something? 
 
    His vision became blurry, and he lost all strength in his tentacles. They slipped off the railing. As he sank beneath the waves, he saw Raquel yelling frantically at him, her hand reaching out for him. He tried to take hold of her hand but hadn’t the strength. 
 
    Slowly, the light of the night stars and the moon dissolved, and he was in soft, cold darkness. He spiraled downwards towards a bottom that was impossibly far away.  
 
    Was this death? Was it a dream? 
 
    Down, down, he drifted. The thoughts in his mind became jumbled. One memory melted into another and then another. The only sense in their connection being emotional like the final thoughts in one’s brain before sleep takes over.  
 
    He was dying. 
 
    Zhe’s body changed, shifted, becoming human again. He felt his arms and legs but couldn’t move them. He was too weak, the pressure too great.  
 
    Then he stopped sinking, settling gently. 
 
    I’ve reached the bottom of the sea, Zhe thought. 
 
    He hoped that Razor and Raquel would continue on to the Four Sisters Islands to recover the fused hearts of the lovers. Without the navy of the North Sea God there was no way that they could defeat the navy of Malgent. 
 
    Time compressed, then leapt forward, becoming disjointed. Zhe realized that he was no longer still but was instead rising.  
 
    The pressure of the heavy sea was lifting off his body. He wondered if his soul was leaving his flesh and traveling to A’tiniti in the underworld. Would there be a banquet for him when he arrived — as was promised to all brave and loyal Bone Mages? 
 
    A mouth pressed against Zhe’s mouth. He thought of Ayana, his beloved wife long dead. Into his mouth there passed air that filled his lungs, pushing out the water that he had inhaled.  
 
    Energy flowed into his body, animating him. He saw a soft orange glow through his closed eyelids. 
 
    Then he was in the air, shivering with the cold on his skin. Zhe opened his eyes and struggled to focus them. Osun with her tangled, seaweed hair smiled down at him. Her skin glowed and shimmered in the darkness of the night.  
 
    He opened his mouth to speak. 
 
    “Hush, Husband,” she said. “There will be time later to speak.” 
 
    Zhe turned his head and threw up the seawater in his stomach and lungs as Osun carried him in her arms. He saw Osun’s bare feet skimming the top of the waves, leaving trails of light. Ahead he saw them approaching a darkened boat. It was the Fetani, sailing in the night without so much as a lantern burning. 
 
    Osun landed on the deck of the boat and laid Zhe on top of it. His mind was clearing, but he couldn’t stop the shivering. Osun laid her glowing hands on his chest, and Zhe felt himself warming up, from the inside out.  Steam rose off his skin. 
 
    Lifting a hand, Osun caused a blanket that lay nearby on a trunk to fly to her. She dried this as well with her warm hands and then wrapped it around him. 
 
    “Queen Osun?” Raquel’s voice said from behind the goddess, then: “Zhe! Master!” 
 
    Raquel ran to Zhe and embraced him tightly. 
 
    “I thought you were…” she couldn’t finish her sentence. 
 
    “I was,” Zhe replied, then spoke to Osun. “Thank you. How did you know?” 
 
    “I told you before that I watch over you,” Osun replied. “It was I who convinced Najashi not to kill you and to exile you instead. It was I who rescued our martyred son’s soul from the dragon fire in order to rebirth him.” 
 
    “To watch is one thing but to arrive in time… Your queendom is to the south of T’iru Midiri,” Zhe replied. He suspected that she was not simply a disinterested observer and was nearby for a reason. 
 
    “I know where you’re headed and why, Husband,” Osun said. 
 
    She was using the official title of his relationship to her. When she had done it after his journey through the underworld, Zhe had snapped at her angrily. He had just seen Ayana’s spirit, and it felt wrong to use such terms like he was cheating.  
 
    Much time had passed since that moment. And he had reunited with his daughters in Najashi’s palace, rescuing them. It eased the shame and the pain he had previously felt. 
 
    “You need me to help you recover the fused hearts of Kihideti and Ibabi. And you will need me to enter into the kingdom of Semit’o,” Osun continued. 
 
    “It seems that I have lit your death candle too soon,” Razor’s voice said from nearby.  
 
    “The iron ship…” Zhe mumbled. 
 
    “They’re gone, master,” Raquel said. “You pushed us so fast and so far that they gave up. But then you slipped beneath the waves.” 
 
    “Freshwater creatures have no place in the sea,” Osun said and smiled at him. “You really must choose more wisely in the future.” 
 
    “I was able to shapeshift at a very high level,” Zhe said. “And I’ve been possessing creatures recently — a gray bear, an eagle that I summoned… How are these things possible? Is this also your doing?” 
 
    “I am a sea goddess, I do not know all the ways of A’tiniti and the Bone Mages. Nor can I add to or subtract from your powers,” Osun said. “But I believe that becoming a threefold Bone Mage is just a waypoint.” 
 
    “A waypoint? To what?” 
 
    “To godhood, Zhe,” she replied with a laugh. “If you aren’t killed, your power will continue to grow until you become a demi-god. That is why Goliyadi was able to place her soul and the souls of her cohort into the teeth in her jaw. No human mage of any discipline could do such a thing, no matter their level of skill.” 
 
    “But she is dead,” Zhe replied. 
 
    “Even gods can die, my love,” Osun said. “But now is the time to rest. We will speak more in the morning.” 
 
    Osun stroked his forehead once, and everything became a warm blackness for Zhe. He drifted off into a restful sleep without dreams. 
 
    The next morning the sun shone, and a strong, constant wind blew them towards the Four Sisters Islands. Porpoises frolicked in the water beside their boat as Osun stood at the rail and watched them. She was even more beautiful in the light of day, and the curve of her armor showed the strength of her muscles. 
 
    Zhe walked over and stood beside her. 
 
    “I need to thank you again,” he said. “For saving my life. I thought all was lost, and I had no will to fight further.” 
 
    She looked at him and smiled. 
 
    “Zhe, there are celestial laws that I must follow as a lesser goddess regarding interference in human affairs. That I must do so while you struggle so hard pains me,” she said. “But, as my future husband, I have every right to save you if I can. I know that you don’t yet love me like I do you, but I don’t need your thanks for that which I do with pleasure.” 
 
    “Nonetheless, I am grateful. My work in this world isn’t finished.” 
 
    “The fused hearts of the lovers,” Osun said. “Yes, if you are to recruit the God of the North Sea, you will need to recover it. To recover it, you will need my help.” 
 
    “Doesn’t that put you at odds with celestial law?” 
 
    Osun smiled mysteriously. 
 
    “Oh, you shall do the work of recovering the hearts. My role will be restricted to being a guide and a shaman of sorts,” she said as though at some inside joke of which Zhe was unaware. “Are you ready to depart?” 
 
    “We won’t go in our ship?” 
 
    “You cannot approach the island of Tilik’u by boat. The rocks and waves will destroy you. We need to fly.” 
 
    “Then I am ready,” Zhe replied. 
 
    Before the words had finished passing his lips, they were in the air with the boat beneath them. Zhe saw Raquel standing on the deck, watching them fly off. Razor appeared and looked up at them with a hand shielding their eyes.  
 
    Raquel said something to Razor and pointed. Razor shrugged in disinterest and wandered back below deck. They understood what was happening. 
 
    Approaching the Four Sisters Islands was like approaching a dam that held back stormy waters. The islands were framed by black and gray clouds that were unable to pass through or over them. Heavy storms hammered the western sides of the islands non-stop, especially during hurricane season.  
 
    The eastern side of the islands on the other hand were clear and bright with blue skies and calm winds. The west side was rocky, and the east side was green and lush, at least in the summertime. Rivers of melted snow from the peaks were visible with waters rushing down the sides of the mountains in waterfalls that looked like steps for giants. 
 
    Second from the eastern end of the string of islands was the volcanic island known as Tilik’u, that legend said was made from the body of the eldest sister, who had fused together the lovers’ hearts.  
 
    Dark smoke billowed from the top of the mountain, dimming the glow beneath them. The volcano hadn’t erupted since the people of T’iru Midiri had developed written language. It remained a threat and a promise, both unfulfilled. 
 
    They reached a beach on the south-eastern shore of Tilik’u, and Osun set Zhe down. 
As a sea goddess, she was unable to fly over land, and they had to travel inland on foot.  
 
    Once the beach ended, the forest began before turning to jagged, black volcanic rock. A path of sorts led to the top of the volcano, but it was jagged and treacherous. 
 
    Standing on the beach, Osun began to remove her armor and sword. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Zhe asked. 
 
    “This island and the volcano are monuments to the eternal love of Kihideti and Ibabi,” Osun replied as she continued to remove her clothing beneath her armor. “None may approach with armor or weapons. We must go to the fused hearts as babes in arms to be reborn.” 
 
    Zhe had turned his back as she disrobed, out of respect and more than a little embarrassed confusion. 
 
    “Come, Husband, we haven’t consummated, but you have certainly seen the body of a female before.” 
 
    “Yes, but not so boldly revealed on a beach,” Zhe said uncomfortably, which made Osun laugh. 
 
    “You put on armor to fight. You draw your sword as well,” she said. “This is no different, only the battle we face is different. Let us be warriors about this, shall we?” 
 
    Zhe sighed and began to remove his own armor and clothing underneath. Osun smirked but bowed her head and turned her back while he did so. Zhe didn’t relish the idea of climbing the volcano without the benefit of shoes or clothing. But if that was the only way to do so, then he would do what must be done. 
 
    They left the beach and entered the dense forest nearby. Osun seemed to be largely unbothered by whipping branches and the uneven ground of sharp rocks and tangled tree roots. Zhe, however, suffered cuts with every step and the sting of insects only too happy to taste his exposed flesh.  
 
    Finally, after reaching the edge of the forest, what followed was, if anything, worse. The rocks were loose and sharp, and in many places, continuing upwards required scaling boulders using only the cracks in the rocks for hand and footholds.  
 
    By the time that they approached the summit, Zhe’s body was covered in bruises and cuts that trickled blood down the trunk of his body as well as his arms and legs. His fingers and toes were torn raw from the ascent. Osun had suffered not at all, and though she sweated with the effort of the climb, her powers on land being constrained, it only seemed to make her glow and be more beautiful. 
 
    They reached the mouth of the volcano that gave a view to the magma chamber below. Zhe peered into the volcano in an attempt to see the bottom but was unable to do so because of the thick clouds of smoke. He choked and stepped back from the edge. 
 
    “Without our gear or even shoes on our feet, how are we to enter?” he asked. “And if the heat of this volcano is caused by the fused hearts of Kihideti and Ibabi, how are we to hold them in our hands?” 
 
    “We will let ourselves fall,” Osun said simply. “Like maple keys in autumn.” 
 
    “That’s not an answer, Osun, that’s the poetry of a lovestruck teenager.” 
 
    Osun laughed and it sounded like bells to Zhe. 
 
    “There is a part of the legend of Ibabi and Kihideti that is not known, at least not by humans,” Osun said. “Their hearts burn so bright not only out of passion but also as a beacon.” 
 
    “A beacon for whom?” 
 
    “For the North Sea God, Kihideti’s father,” she replied. “But he cannot see it for he has never known romantic love.” 
 
    “What of Kihideti’s mother?” Zhe asked. “Was his mother just a god’s plaything?” 
 
    “There was no mother. Kihideti was born of the North Sea God himself, from his own flesh. To keep the god company. When Kihideti fell in love with Ibabi, the North Sea God felt betrayed. He couldn’t understand.” 
 
    “So, he is literally a part of his father,” Zhe said in realization. “But what does this have to do with retrieving the fused hearts of the lovers?” 
 
    “It was a beacon to call his father and also a challenge. His father rejected him because he fell in love with Ibabi. To recover the hearts, a pilgrim who is drawn to the volcano must be a god, and they must have the scent of romantic love on their body and their soul.” 
 
    Zhe furrowed his brow. He understood why Osun was needed and why they had to travel to the volcano together. 
 
    “You tricked me,” Zhe said. 
 
    Osun stepped towards him and took his hand, placing it on her breast. He was surprised to feel the beating of a heart and flesh that was warm and soft. 
 
    “It was not a trick. You needed to see to understand,” she said, pointing to the smoke-filled volcano. “Or else you wouldn’t have come.” 
 
    She was right, Zhe realized. He would have insisted that the others accompany them. And the more that Osun demanded that they travel alone together, the more he would have resisted and even become suspicious.  
 
    Still, he felt angry and betrayed — and guilty for the attraction that he still felt for her. 
 
    “I have a different relationship to time than you,” she said and moved closer so that he could feel her breath on his face. She smelled of cinnamon and cardamom. “When we make love here, you will give me the seed that becomes Isaac, our twice-born son.” 
 
    Zhe had another realization. 
 
    “You haven’t traveled here from your kingdom in the South Sea to rescue me. You traveled here from the past to become pregnant with our son,” he said. 
 
    “I won’t deny it. It’s true. I have seen this moment already and know what must happen,” she replied. 
 
    “And if I refuse and we don’t consummate our marriage?” 
 
    Osun shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t know. I can’t see past this moment.” 
 
    “Why not?” he asked. “I thought that you existed outside of time.” 
 
    “Of time, yes, but not of causality. In the life of all humans and gods there are turning points; moments when their choice will irrevocably determine their future and those of the people they touch. The future is unwritten beyond those moments,” Osun explained.  
 
    “This is such a moment for you and me, for Isaac, and, indeed, for all of T’iru Midiri. If I return to the past without your seed, I cannot say what that will mean. It is too complex to contemplate and therefore is dark to me.” 
 
    In that moment, although the heat of the volcano made both of them sweat, Zhe saw Osun shiver at the possibilities that lay before them. Surrounded by the scent of cinnamon and the tangled possibilities of the past and future, standing on the edge of a volcano, Zhe made up his mind.  
 
    He stepped forward and kissed Osun on the lips, feeling the goosebumps rise on her skin. He remembered that his hand was still on her breast as he felt her heart flutter at the touch of their lips. 
 
    “When I have loved you, it will put you on the road to godhood, Zhe. Only a god can be my lover,” Osun said breathlessly. 
 
    “I am ready.” 
 
    She lifted a leg and curved it around his waist, then did the same with the other. As she wrapped herself around him and took him inside of her, Zhe let himself fall backwards into the throat of the volcano. 
 
    As they made love, the two of them spiraled downwards into the darkness towards the chamber of the volcano where the lava hearts lay. Around them the heat and intensity of the volcano rose.  
 
    The heat of the updraft slowed them and, indeed, they tumbled like maple keys. It hadn’t been adolescent poetry. It was foreknowledge.  
 
    Zhe felt joined to Osun in a profound way that defied words. He felt his very soul changing as they united in that moment in ways that he couldn’t understand. 
 
    And when the heat of the volcano reached a certain intensity, he felt Osun dissolving in his arms. She had come from the sea and was turning into water steam that rose upwards with the volcano smoke. 
 
    Little by little she became translucent, and finally, just as Zhe reached the climax of their lovemaking, she was gone from his arms. He found himself on the floor of the volcano’s magma chamber and looked around at the hellish world that somehow didn’t burn him.  
 
    In the middle of a sea of lava that belched smoke were two beating hearts, their veins fused together so that they shared the same blood, each one pumping it into the other in a great circle.  
 
    Zhe had assumed they would be massive. Kihideti and Ibabi had been titans after all, large enough to provide ashes for the wall that surrounded an entire city. But instead, they were as small as jewels that Zhe could hold in two hands.  
 
    The two hearts hung in the air. The air around them warbled from the heat they generated like air above desert sand at midday. With each beating of the hearts, the lava beneath them pulsed in rhythm.  
 
    Although Zhe was naked, he found that he was able to walk upon the lava. Where his feet touched, the liquid stone turned solid. Around the edges of the magma chamber were scattered the bones of others who had tried before to capture the pulsing hearts. 
 
    Zhe stepped towards the hearts, and they began to turn. The closer he got, the faster they spun. When he was two lengths away, the hearts spun so fast that they emitted a whistle that was almost painful, even above the rumble of the volcano itself. Sparks of lightning flew from the hearts like the claws of an animal protecting itself.  
 
    Zhe stepped back from the burning hearts. It was obviously not enough to have the “scent of love” upon him in order to take hold of the hearts and lift them from the volcano.  
 
    Turning towards the stacked bones along the edges of the room, Zhe lifted a hand and sang an incantation. He had no Bone Mage tools, not even a knife to cut his flesh and make a blood offering.  
 
    He would have to rely on the increase in the magnitude and subtlety of his powers that came with being a threefold Bone Mage — and Osun’s promise that their lovemaking would set him on the path to becoming a god. 
 
    He closed his eyes and repeated the incantation. Bones lifted from the piles and flew towards each other. Softened by the heat of the lava, they twisted around each other, weaving and knotting together like two baskets in the shape of half-spheres.   
 
    Moving the two half-spheres to the center of the room, Zhe had them surround the pulsing hearts and come together. As the space between the half-spheres closed, Zhe could see the two hearts spinning impossibly fast.  
 
    Lightning and sparks shot from the rapidly closing gap between the two halves of the bone sphere. Finally, they came together, forming a sphere not much larger than the head of a man. Where the seams met, light from within was visible as a red line. Soon, this too fully sealed and the light was gone.  
 
    The bone sphere hung in the air in the middle of the room, rotating slowly. 
 
    Walking to the sphere, Zhe took it in both of his hands. He sang another incantation and more bones rose from the floor, flying towards Zhe’s shoulder blades.  
 
    The first ones pierced his skin and welded themselves to his own skeleton. He grunted with the pain of it, breathing through it. 
 
    More bones flew to Zhe, causing bone wings to form like crystals of ice forming on the still waters of a pool in winter. Outwards they grew until each wing was as long as Zhe was tall. 
 
    With the bone sphere in his hands, Zhe closed his eyes and caused the wings to beat at the super-heated volcanic air. He rose above the floor of the magma chamber and then through the smoky tunnel of the volcano’s throat, towards the mouth above.  
 
    Zhe emerged into the full light of day, his beating wings creating a hole in the billowing smoke of the volcano. From below him, deep inside the volcano, Zhe could hear the sound of the liquid stone solidifying, shrinking and cracking. Without the intense heat of the hearts’ passion, the volcano was going to sleep and cooling. 
 
    He had no time to spare waiting for the volcano to become extinct. He needed to return to the ship before Raquel and Razor arrived at the island of Tilik’u and crashed against the rocks as Osun had warned.  
 
    Landing on the beach, Zhe dressed himself as the sphere of bone levitated in the air, spinning slowly and emitting a soft hum. Osun’s clothes were still there, where she had left them. He supposed that she had returned to the moment in time when Zhe and the other Bone Mages were being betrayed and murdered by King Najashi.  
 
    Osun, carrying their child, would intervene to save him and the others, along with their families. That Zhe wouldn’t actually meet her for sixteen years, after having raised their son and seen him murdered by the Dragon Riders.  
 
    The logic of what had occurred between him and Osun hurt his mind. He had made love with Osun before they were married and would marry her before he made love to her. She was older when they married than when they consummated but it took place afterwards. 
 
    He decided it was best to not try to work out the ways of the gods, even if he was supposedly now becoming one.  
 
    Packing Osun’s armor and sword into his bag, Zhe took hold of the bone sphere once again and rose into the air. He flew across the North Sea in the late afternoon with the sun on the sea like a giant red orange smeared across a glass tabletop.  
 
    He would find his people in their boat, and they would make their way to the North Sea God. Zhe would return to the god the love that he had lost for all those centuries.  
 
    In return for love, Zhe would ask him for war. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With the departure of Osun, the North Sea had returned to being stormy and violent, with waves that seemed determined to overturn their boat. Zhe had grown up on fishing boats and was mostly unperturbed.  
 
    Razor had spent sixteen years in a port village and had gotten their fair share of time on the water. Raquel was from near Ashtar and while the city sat on a lake, she had taken her first boat ride only after joining with Zhe and Bone Claw following her rescue by them.  
 
    She was vomiting and hiding below deck as waves almost as high as the main mast crashed over the Fetani. 
 
    “You were unable to ask Osun to stay with us at least until we reached Semit’o?” Razor shouted over the roar of the waves.  
 
    They stood at the wheel together, with Zhe trying to steer them through the storm. Razor kept him company and was there in case something happened to him. 
 
    “The seas would have left her in peace,” Razor added. 
 
    “She turned to steam as we descended into the volcano’s core.” 
 
    “I do not understand. To what end?” 
 
    “To return to the past where she would bear our child and plead with Najashi to spare us and our families,” Zhe said. 
 
    “Bear your… You had sex with her and then let her leave us in the lurch as it were?” 
 
    “I… It was necessary to be able to retrieve the fused hearts of Ibabi and Kihideti.” 
 
    “Why?” Razor asked. “Explain this to me. I could use a very good story at this moment.” 
 
    Zhe explained the legend as Osun had told it to him and how he needed to have the scent of romantic love. There was also the fact that by sleeping with her he would be set upon the path of godhood. That too was necessary. 
 
    Razor burst into giggles. 
 
    “While I respect the great sacrifice that you made, that is most definitely not the legend,” Razor said. “She made all of that up. It is also not true about a threefold Bone Mage. Our teachings are very clear on this, Zhe. Your ascent to demigod, or not, is the result of your development of further magical abilities. Not your ability to impregnate a goddess.” 
 
    Zhe felt the blood rushing to his face. He was glad that it was stormy and dark to hide his blushing. 
 
    “Oh, you are a mighty mage, but you are a sucker for a beautiful goddess,” Razor laughed.  
 
    “Why would she lie to me?” 
 
    “Because she is a god, Zhe. That’s what gods do with humans, love or hate us. They use us for their ends, and we have no say in the matter,” Razor said, then added: “My mother used to say to me: do you know the difference between a god and a demon, child?” 
 
    “What is the difference?” Zhe asked. 
 
    “Demons prefer their tea hot, and gods prefer theirs with honey,” Razor said and burst into more laughter. 
 
    “Can we speak of something else, please?”  
 
    “Oh, don’t be sullen. A beautiful goddess thought you appealing enough to trick into making love with her on the side of a volcano.” 
 
    Zhe was about to respond but stopped.  
 
    Something was wrong.  
 
    The air had changed somehow. From out of the darkness of the storm a massive iron ship emerged. Zhe was about to hand the wheel over to Razor and go below deck to fetch his sword and his magical equipment.  
 
    It was pointless. 
 
    There were already several tenders in the water and closing fast. They would be upon them in moments. Resistance was obviously pointless and would lead to their deaths and likely not even damage to the iron ship that loomed over them. 
 
    “Shall we fight?” Razor asked. They already had bone stars in their hands. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Within moments, the sailors from the iron ship, all of them armed and trained in storming other vessels, had boarded. Raquel was dragged from below deck and brought up. They were stripped down to basic clothing and made to board one of the tenders.  
 
    Their armor and weapons were put onto another tender to keep them apart. So, too, was the bone sphere with the fused hearts. Zhe watched anxiously as curious Malgent sailors carried the sphere, passing it between them.  
 
    If they dropped it in the ocean or tried to break it open, Zhe had no idea what might happen.  
 
    Would the fused hearts turn the ocean to steam? Would it kill them all and destroy everything in a wide area around them? Or it would simply sink beneath the waves.  
 
    As they made their way back to the iron ship, Zhe saw the sailors scuttle their boat. The rough waters quickly swallowed the Fetani. There would be no escape that way.  
 
    They were brought aboard and immediately put into chains. The ship was enormous like a small, floating city. In the middle of the ship was a wide hole like a stadium or the floating mouth of a volcano. From within this hole the ship belched smoke from the infernal engine. A glow was visible from where the engine burned blackrock that the people of Mun dug from the earth. 
 
    The enormous ship also had six massive masts that ran in two rows along the sides of the ship. On these were hung gigantic sails that were made with enough fabric to cover the entire Plains of Ashtar.  
 
    Also notable were the bodies hanging upside down from the yard arms. There seemed to be hundreds of men and women, and by the looks of them, they had hung there for some time. 
 
    “Pirates,” a sailor said to Zhe when he saw him looking at them. “Don’t worry, there’ll be space for you, too.” 
 
    “I thought the pirates were your allies,” Zhe said. 
 
    “Were. More trouble than they were worth,” the sailor said and nodded at the bodies. “We canceled the contract.” 
 
    Being taken below deck was a relief as it took them out of the torrential rain. And the ship was so large that, in comparison with their small ship, it barely seemed to be moved by the waves at all. 
 
    Down, down they went, ever deeper until they were close to the bottom of the hull. They were led into a large hall. It looked like the hall of a king, but everything was built from rust-stained iron, including thick columns and an arched ceiling. 
 
    At the far end of the room sat King Logaire and Queen Diarmuid. They were both smirking, enjoying immensely their domination over Zhe and the Bone Mages with him. 
 
    “So nice of you to join us after we spent so much effort looking for you,” King Logaire said. “Do you know how we knew where to find you?” 
 
    “I assume that Freya told you our plan,” Zhe replied. “Let’s dispense with the games, shall we?” 
 
    “Oh, but games are so much fun,” Queen Diarmuid replied and held up her hand that was missing a finger. “Find the finger is perhaps my favorite game at the moment.” 
 
    Zhe nodded to a nearby guard, who grabbed Razor’s hand and hacked off a finger. Razor winced but didn’t cry out. 
 
    “We’re even,” Diarmuid said and nodded again. The guard hacked a finger off Razor’s other hand. “Sorry, but I insist on coming out on top.” 
 
    Blood poured from the wounds and pooled at Razor’s feet.  
 
    “I am happy that I was able to give you the finger you so deserved, Your Highness,” Razor said. 
 
    “You’ll be happy to know that Freya also helped us to find your families,” Logaire said.  
 
    “Is she here?” Zhe asked. “I’d like to thank her in person for being so helpful.” 
 
    “No, but you’ll get to thank her soon enough when we bring you back to Behari for your execution,” King Logaire said. “We also intend to kill them, too, in case you were wondering.” 
 
    “But there is a way that you can save them,” Diarmuid said. “Although I suspect that a Bone Mage would never lower themselves to do it: publicly surrender and call for the end of all resistance. Let peace return to T’iru Midiri.” 
 
    “There will be no peace under the rule of Malgent,” Zhe said. “You’ve made that clear from the moment you set foot in our land.” 
 
    “We have been creating the conditions for peace,” Diarmuid said. “But this is boring and nothing we can’t resolve with a few weeks of torture on the way back to Behari. However, what interests me more at the moment is this…” 
 
    She snapped her fingers, and half a dozen sailors entered the hall from somewhere off the side. They carried the bone sphere on a litter, although it hovered just above it. 
 
    “Whatever is it? I am genuinely curious,” Diarmuid said. “Was it some weapon that you intended to use against us? King Logaire believes that it must be magic, and his people really abhor magic.” 
 
    She smiled at the king next to her. He was scowling.  
 
    “It is an object of love,” Zhe said.  
 
    “Nothing that you’d understand,” Raquel blurted out. 
 
    “Careful, child, or I shall take one of your fingers, too. But, then, you will be dead shortly as well, so perhaps you don’t care.” 
 
    “What does it do?” King Logaire demanded nodding at the bone sphere. “Tell me, else I will throw it in the furnace with the blackrock.” 
 
    “I would advise against that,” Zhe said. 
 
    “Why is that?” the king shot back. 
 
    “Because love burns, Your Highness,” Raquel said. 
 
    “Lord, child,” Razor said to her. “Are we not in enough difficulty without your wit? I am hoping that this interrogation ends soon so that I might get a bandage before I bleed out. Don’t prolong it.” 
 
    “Well, there’s no hurry to get an answer,” Queen Diarmuid said. “We’ve plenty of time to kill, and this will just be one more challenge to pass the time. Take them to the brig.” 
 
    The three of them were dragged off and taken another level down, then tossed in an iron cell. It was small and dank, with rust on all the walls and ceilings and nowhere to sit but the filthy floor.  
 
    Raquel attended to Razor, using her Forest Mage skills, though her kit had been confiscated. With torn fabric from their clothes, she was at least able to stop the bleeding. 
 
    “Do tell me that you have some ideas on how we might get out of here?” Razor said. “I know that this was all a little unexpected but…” 
 
    “Not unexpected at all,” Zhe said. “It’s a message from Freya that she is in Behari, as I was expecting.” 
 
    “You were expecting her to betray us in this way? Then why did we not simply avoid it entirely?” Razor said. 
 
    “Because I wanted to know if Freya was working with Queen Diarmuid and if Diarmuid was listening to her counsel? Now we know.” 
 
    “OK, so we know, master. But how do we get out of here in one piece?” 
 
    Zhe picked up a piece of blackrock from the floor. It was what the Iron Boatmen burned in their ships to make them move without wind. Zhe turned it over in his hand. 
 
    “Did you know that this isn’t actually a rock, though we call it blackrock?” 
 
    “It is found in places where there were once oceans that dried up long, long ago,” Raquel said. “My Forest Mage master told me that when the creatures die in an ocean they sink to the bottom, piling up ever higher. With all that weight they pack tighter and tighter, first as black muck and then as blackrock.” 
 
    “So, it is made of the bodies of dead creatures,” Zhe finished. 
 
    “And plants. All things that have died.” 
 
    Zhe placed the lump of blackrock between his palms and squeezed it until the rock made a cracking sound.  
 
    He sang an incantation as he squeezed tighter and tighter. The coal heated between his hands to the point of burning him. Smoke rose as his hands moved closer together. 
 
    The pain was intense, and the smoke that rose from the super-heated blackrock also smelled of his melting flesh. He resisted stopping, despite the pain, and continued his song until he felt he had achieved what he wanted.  
 
    Opening his hands, Zhe inspected the black wand he had created. It was polished smooth but lacked the usual symmetrical shape and the carved symbols of a Bone Mage wand. Zhe rubbed the nail on his right index finger on the rusted metal floor, over and over until it became pointed.  
 
    He used the point of his nail to draw fine engravings into the wand, with runes and ancient symbols. Then he pierced the skin of his forearm with the nail and painted the engravings with his own blood.  
 
    “Are you intending to summon a barbeque,” Razor said from the corner, “because I can’t see how a coal wand will serve us in our current dilemma?” 
 
    “Not summon, animate, my friend. You have spent too much time with Bone Claw I fear and have absorbed his dark moods,” Zhe said. 
 
    “Perhaps, but losing two fingers in one day has a way of darkening my mood.” 
 
    Zhe began the intricate movements of the wand needed to activate its ability to act as a means to focus the magical energy in the air. He sang the incantation in the ancient tongue as he did so, seeking to activate the remains of the bones of the long dead. 
 
    “It fails,” Zhe said. 
 
    “Why is that, master?” Raquel asked. “Are the bones too far gone to act as you wish?” 
 
    “It’s this ship. Ther is something about it,” Zhe said. “Whether intentional or not, it hinders the movement of magical energy.” 
 
    “Queen Diarmuid said that the king didn’t like magic,” Razor reminded him. “It seems most likely that it was designed that way.” 
 
    “If that is the case then I suspect it is probably confined to certain areas,” Zhe said. “Queen Diarmuid is also a mage, and I doubt she would permit herself to be put in a situation where her powers were ineffective.” 
 
    “You think that she doesn’t trust King Logaire?” Razor asked. 
 
    “I think that they are allies but have not married to form a unified kingdom. What does that tell you?” 
 
    “Hmmm, yes, kings and queens are forever seeking alliances through marriage. That they have not pursued an obvious one between their two kingdoms is odd.” 
 
    “Her kingdom is built on demon magic,” Raquel said. “His kingdom is built on science. I can understand why they might prefer boundaries.” 
 
    “This is a very interesting research topic for future study when I retire and can hire someone to turn pages for me,” Razor said, holding up their finger-deficient hands. “However, how does this information help us?” 
 
    “My belief is that there is something about the walls of this cell that is preventing me from initiating any spells,” Zhe said. “However, there is one spell that continues to abide despite our current circumstances.” 
 
    “The bone sphere,” Razor said and laughed. “You’re maintaining its integrity in order to contain the fused hearts of the two lovers.” 
 
    “Where is it?” Raquel asked. 
 
    “Two levels above us, still in the king’s hall,” Zhe said. “I imagine that they are examining it and debating what to do.” 
 
    He raised his right hand and closed his eyes. After a few moments of chanting, Zhe closed his hand into a fist. 
 
    “I have it,” he said. 
 
    Twisting his wrist, Zhe released his index finger and thumb. He weaved them in odd patterns that looked like the element of a dance. He drew in the air with his index finger.  
 
    Some distance away came shouting. Then came a thump on their door. 
 
    Zhe opened his eyes and stood, peeking through the small hole at eye level. The bone sphere hovered there, moving slowly up and down as it rotated.  
 
    He turned to the others. 
 
    “Move into the far corner and turn away from the door.” 
 
    They did as Zhe told them. He stood back from the door and lifted his arms so that his cupped left hand hovered over his cupped right hand, the fingertips touching. It was a mimic of the two halves of the sphere.  
 
    With a sharp movement, Zhe twisted his hands in opposite directions. At that moment, he saw through the small window in the door that several guards had arrived and were rushing at the bone sphere.  
 
    But his movement had caused the top and bottom of the sphere to separate. A line of red appeared between the two halves. Zhe pulled his hands apart and the sphere’s two halves shot away from each other. The fused hearts of Ibabi and Kihideti were revealed, along with their intense heat and light. 
 
    The guards barely had a chance to scream before they burst into flames and crumbled to blackened heaps of ash and charred bone. Zhe stepped back, drawing the hearts towards the door. The door’s metal glowed red and then softened and warped.  
 
    The heat had grown intense inside the cell, and Zhe was sweating profusely. He closed his eyes and focused on the two halves of the sphere, slowly raising them off the floor and towards each other. Little by little he put the bone sphere once again around the burning hearts of the two ancient lovers.  
 
    Once again, lightning and then sparks spewed out, then finally just a red line at the seam. Then that, too, disappeared.  
 
    As soon as the hearts were contained once again, the temperature dropped rapidly in the cell. 
 
    Stepping forward, Zhe kicked the warped, blackened door. It broke easily from its melted hinges and fell to the floor, causing the ashes of the guards to rise in a dust cloud.  
 
    Stepping out of the magic cage that was their cell, Zhe took out his coal wand once again. He sang the incantation and waved the wand in its intricate patterns. When he was done, he turned to his comrades. 
 
    “Love opens doors,” Razor said simply. 
 
    “Now who is the wit?” Raquel asked. 
 
    From somewhere in the ship there came the sound of booming metal and then shouts. 
 
    “What is happening?” Raquel asked. 
 
    “They threatened my daughters,” Zhe said. “Vengeance has come to collect what is owed.” 
 
    They stepped into the corridor outside of where the brig was located. It was a wide space with a railing that overlooked the large pit in which the blackrock furnace was located. Water from the rains outside poured down, hitting the red-hot coals and rising back up as steam. 
 
    The coals no longer just sat and burned in the furnace, though. Zhe’s coal wand had brought them to life. They had taken the form of coal golems that looked like a man formed of the blackrock with cracks that showed glowing from within.  
 
    A dozen of the hideous monsters were wreaking terror amongst the ship’s crew. Men scrambled to flee the creatures and were snatched up by the legs and tossed into the furnace, where they burst into flames. Others were smashed against the hulls and bulkheads of the ship. 
 
    The golems turned from killing the crew to tearing the ship apart. They came together into one giant golem several stories tall, which roared with a fiery rage. As Zhe watched, the thing punched a hole through the side of the ship as though it were papyrus bark.  
 
    Water gushed in through the hole made by the golem. More sailors were picked up and washed away like rag dolls. The water swirled around and down into the furnace, causing a massive cloud of superheated steam to explode out and upwards. 
 
    Men were cooked alive in a second by the heat of the steam. The golem also found itself in the torrent of icy seawater. Steam poured off it, which made it look more demonic as it continued its rampage, tearing apart the ship. 
 
    “We’ll never get up topside in time,” Raquel said, looking at the flood of water pouring in through multiple holes. 
 
    Zhe clapped his hands, and three blackrock golem horses rode up to them. The beasts snorted streams of sparks and shook their heads.  
 
    “Get on!” Zhe commanded. 
 
    Seconds later they were tearing through the ship on the three massive, black steeds. The bone sphere followed behind them like an eerie, silent guardian. They crashed past sailors and sent them over the rails and down into the pit. Behind them they left a trail of smoke and steam that filled the corridor as they wound their way higher and higher. 
 
    The ship was already beginning to list by the time they reached the upper levels. It was clear that it was going down into the depths of the stormy North Sea. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rain battered the iron deck, turning it slick and shiny. The winds were so high and the rain fell so hard that it was impossible to see more than a few lengths in any direction. And it was so cold that each drop of rain felt like a cut from a tiny knife. 
 
    Arriving on the main deck, the Bone Mages found themselves face-to-face with Logaire and a company of his sailors, as well as Diarmuid. Besides his regular armor, Logaire wore a skeleton of iron that had its own small furnace to power it. So, too, did the sailors, though the armor they wore only covered their upper bodies.  
 
    Diarmuid was clad in light leather armor, tooled with intricate patterns of bright red. She wore a collection of blades on her belt and a short sword. 
 
    The skeleton was affixed to Logaire’s body with leather straps and at the ends of the arms it had gleaming swords that extended longer than his body was tall. On his legs, at the ankles, were two circular blades that spun rapidly. 
 
    As soon as Logaire saw Zhe and the others, he leapt at them. He kicked his foot at the golem horse upon which Zhe rode and severed its front legs. The golem collapsed forward onto the ground, turning into a pile of sizzling rock, doused by the rain.  
 
    Zhe rolled out of the way and came up in a crouch. He had no armor and no weapon.  
 
    The other two horses were doused so quickly by the heavy rains that they became dark, lifeless heaps on the deck.  
 
    Nearby, Zhe saw Razor roll across the deck and come up beside Queen Diarmuid. Razor snatched the queen’s blade out of her belt and sliced off another of her fingers. 
 
    “Once again, we are even,” Razor told Diarmuid as she screamed in pain. “Where are our things? Or you will lose the rest.” 
 
    Zhe didn’t have time to wait for Razor’s negotiations to bear fruit. The king and his men were moving on them. 
 
    Running towards a nearby yardarm, Zhe grabbed a rope that had come loose in the storm and was blowing in the wind. Zhe used his momentum to carry himself around the mast in a wide arc. As he rounded it, he released the rope and flew through the air feet first.  
 
    Zhe’s feet struck one of the sailors in the chest, knocking him onto his back. As they slid along the deck, causing a line of sparks from the contact between the suit and the iron deck, Zhe snapped off the blade welded to the arm of their iron skeleton. 
 
    Letting himself fall forward, Zhe grabbed the “ribs” of the sailor’s iron skeleton and used his momentum to lift the sailor over top of him. The sailor continued over Zhe, who tossed him off the side of the ship and into the ocean. 
 
    Zhe was now armed. 
 
    Across the deck, a pair of sailors closed in on Raquel, trying to trap her. There was no way that Zhe could get to her in time. She moved backwards towards a tender with a tarp across it. 
 
    As one of the sailors lunged at her, Raquel released the rope holding the tarp and the wind took it, wrapping it around the sailor. He became tangled and fell to the ground. In his moment of confusion, Raquel was able to grab the sailor’s sword as she ran past him.  
 
    Raquel threw herself at the soaked iron deck and slid on her hip at the other sailor who had a surprised look on her face. Before the sailor could react, in her powerful but bulky suit, Raquel passed underneath her and speared her with the first sailor’s weapon. 
 
    The second sailor fell forward onto her face, a red puddle billowing outwards to join the gathering water. 
 
    As Zhe looked towards the bow of the ship, he saw it was rising into the air. The ship was going down. He looked towards where Diarmuid had been, along with Razor, and they were both gone.  
 
    Zhe cursed to himself. Whatever had happened to them couldn’t be good. 
 
    King Logaire and the other four sailors were circling Zhe, trying to trap him.  
 
    The king moved in first and swung at Zhe with the two sword-bearing arms of his iron skeleton. Zhe ducked and rolled, coming up and kicking the king in the back so that he stumbled forward. 
 
    Another soldier tried to attack Zhe from behind. Zhe sensed the man and spun, slicing him from shoulder to hip. The man collapsed. 
 
    “He’s mine!” Logaire shouted at the rest of his men, and they stayed back. 
 
    Logaire turned to Zhe and knocked his two long blades together, sending sparks into the air. 
 
    “I have grown tired of your games, Bone Mage,” he said. “If we are going to hell, I’m sending you first to prepare me a meal.” 
 
    Logaire swung at Zhe’s head, but Zhe ducked. But then the second blade came up and sliced Zhe’s face, nearly severing his ear. Blood poured down his neck in streams, joining the rainwater. 
 
    “I have drawn first blood,” Logaire said. “It won’t be the last, don’t worry.” 
 
    Behind the king, Zhe could see Raquel struggling with the first sailor, who had untangled himself. He had struck her across the face and opened a deep cut over her eye. But Raquel, for her part, continued to fight with the sword that she had taken from him. 
 
    Seeing that Zhe was momentarily distracted by the fate of his apprentice, the king lunged at him with both of his swords. Zhe deftly moved out of the way and brought down the long sword, slicing off both of King Logaire’s hands at the wrist.  
 
    The king fell to his knees, screaming in agony as his blood spilled out. The sailors rushed at Zhe to a man, and a chaotic battle of four on one ensued. Zhe was forced to fend against constant thrusts and swings with their long swords.  
 
    His own blows were mostly blocked by the armor provided by the iron skeletons that they wore. Over and over again, the only thing Zhe’s blows drew were sparks as his sword struck metal. 
 
    As the bow of the ship continued to rise into the air, it turned the slippery, wet deck into a steep incline almost impossible to walk upon. The five men slid, rolled, leapt, and crashed as they fought their way down towards the stern of the ship, which was already below water. 
 
    Fighting off one of the sailors, who had managed to get close enough to swing a sword at Zhe, he didn’t see a mast coming. It struck Zhe hard in the back and sent him spinning and then tumbling towards the sea. 
 
    But he managed to grab a rope and wrap it around his wrist. The rope tightened and yanked Zhe to a hard stop, sending a bolt of pain up into his shoulder. 
 
    Dangling by the rope at a sharp angle, Zhe saw the soldiers turn a switch in the chest plate of their skeletons. They were then able to walk upright along the iron deck. Their feet had become magnets. 
 
    With the ship sinking farther every second and Zhe unable to free his arm, he was trapped like a rat. The sailors approached him on their feet, swords in the air. 
 
    There was only one chance and as much as he hated to do it, there was no other option.  
 
    Zhe raised his hand and closed his fist. The bone sphere flew from somewhere in the darkness and stopped in front of him. He fully expected that he was about to die, but what concerned him most was saving Raquel. If the sailors were able to dispatch Zhe, he had no doubt that they would use the magnets in their suits to walk back up the ship and kill her. 
 
    That was not going to happen, not if Zhe could help it. 
 
    He formed his hands into cups, one above the other, and twisted his wrists. He separated his hands. The sphere flew into two pieces, revealing the beating hearts of the eternal lovers. 
 
    The heat exploded outwards, turning the water to steam. The energy sent Zhe horizontal, and the rope pulled taut. The sailors in their iron suits were blasted off their feet. They disappeared into the dark waters below. 
 
    In the light and heat of the pulsing hearts, Zhe could see as though it were daytime. 
 
    From somewhere up above him, the main deck ruptured, and a dragon built of iron burst out into the night air. Riding on the back of this massive creature was Diarmuid.  
 
    Zhe had never seen a dragon so large before, nor one made of iron. Its eyes glowed like blackrock coals, and its teeth looked like rows of knives. Across the lap of the saddle, Logaire lay unconscious, the stumps of his arms bound roughly with blood-stained bandages. 
 
    Diarmuid angled the dragon upwards towards the dark clouds. It breathed a column of fire that seemed to clear a path through rain and cloud to the sky above. Then the iron dragon beat its wings twice and disappeared into the night, the clouds closing behind it. 
 
    The burning twin heart of the eternal lovers hung in the air in front of Zhe. The heat was so great that it burned the skin, and he couldn’t look at it directly. Steam rose from his clothing.  
 
    It drifted away from Zhe and over the water. As it slowly sank towards the sea, the water was pushed aside like a bowl being pushed down in a tub of water. With each pulsing throb of the hearts, they grew in size and power. 
 
    As he hung there watching the hearts, Raquel slid down the deck beside Zhe. Moments later, they were joined by Razor, who had their bags worn awkwardly on their shoulders and back. 
 
    “What did you do?” Zhe asked. 
 
    “While you were hanging around, watching the weather?” Razor said. “I negotiated a deal with Queen Diarmuid: our weapons and armor in return for letting her live and leave. Though, I must admit if she had told me about that iron dragon, I would have thought twice.” 
 
    “You didn’t think twice to negotiate calling off their attacks on Raquel and me?” Zhe asked. 
 
    “I have great faith in you both and felt this was the best use of my unique position at that moment.” 
 
    “What do we do?” Raquel asked. “We’re going down with this damned ship. It’s so big it will surely pull us under with it.” 
 
    Zhe nodded towards the pulsing hearts nearby. They had tripled in size since they had arrived. Though they were several times farther away than previously, they hadn’t shrunk at all in perspective. 
 
    Beneath them, the water continued to form a bowl shape and steam rose from it. As it sank, it was slowly forming a sphere of air pushing into the water. 
 
    Zhe turned to Raquel and offered his hand.  
 
    “See that tender over there? The boat? You need to get into it and loosen the ropes,” he said. “It’s our only chance.” 
 
    Pushing himself off the nearly vertical deck, Zhe swung backwards and then forwards, gaining momentum. He released Raquel, who dove through the air and just barely managed to grab the side of the boat in her hands.  
 
    She pulled herself inside and began to work on the ropes. 
 
    “Your turn, friend,” Zhe said and offered his hand to Razor.  
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    “You’re a fool and we both know it,” Razor said and took Zhe in an embrace. “We will run together.” 
 
    They both ran backwards as far and as fast as they could. Then they ran forwards until the rope ran out and they arced upwards. At that moment, Zhe reached up with a bone dagger and sliced through the rope.  
 
    The Bone Mages flew through the air and hit the side of the tender with the full force of their bodies. Raquel was nearly knocked from the boat, and Zhe barely managed to grab hold of the side of the boat to stop them falling into the water. 
 
    They both climbed into the tender, just as Raquel released the last of the ropes securing the boat in place. It slid down the deck towards the black waters of the North Sea at high speed.  
 
    All around them crates, ropes, and other objects tumbled into the waves. Also men, some of them screaming, some already dead, fell into the swirling waters.  
 
    Then the forward section of the ship broke from the sheer weight of being lifted into the air. Suddenly, the deck stood almost horizontal again as the bow fell into the water with a crash. 
 
    Their tender struck the deck and continued sliding, but now it shot off the end of the ruined ship and through the air. Behind them the stern had already fallen away, beneath the waters. The bow was already rising again and would soon follow below the waves. 
 
    The Bone Mages hit the edge of the sea bowl formed by the energy of the fused hearts and were drawn downwards in an accelerating spiral. The heat in the area around the hearts was intense, and the seawater felt like a bath. A swirling cloud of steam formed above them. 
 
    Soon they were in the bottom of the bowl, circling it rapidly, like a leaf around a drain in a rainstorm. Zhe looked up towards and past the fused hearts. The bowl was forming into a full sphere like a giant bubble of air. It was more massive than the iron ship, which could have fit inside of it. 
 
    The hearts were like a red sun, glowing above them in a strange sky. The clouds of steam thickened, and it began to rain warm water inside the giant air bubble.  
 
    The light of the hearts passed through the walls of the sphere, illuminating the ocean beyond. Zhe saw the iron ship sinking beside them, trailing pieces of the ship, along with dead and dying Malgent sailors. 
 
    For hours they continued downwards inside the bubble, which was like a world unto itself. Finally, they reached the bottom of the ocean, and their tender came to rest on the sandy bottom.  
 
    Climbing out of the boat, the Bone Mages looked around them. Zhe walked to the closest edge of the sphere and reached out to the wall of water, touching it. It looked like liquid, but it was hard and impassable. 
 
    “Where are we?” Raquel asked. 
 
    “There are only two possibilities,” Razor said. “Firstly, we are on a brief stop before we die under the weight of the entire North Sea.” 
 
    “I hope the second possibility is better,” Raquel said. 
 
    “The second possibility is that we have arrived at the kingdom of Semit’o,” Razor added. 
 
    Zhe ignored their conversation and watched the slow-motion disaster of the iron ship’s stern settling on the ocean floor. It was soon joined by the bow of the ship, which landed on top of it. It tumbled off to the side and disappeared over a ledge that went even deeper. 
 
    “Let’s explore and see which is the more likely answer,” Zhe said. 
 
    The three of them began walking the perimeter of the sphere. It had grown in size as they had descended until it was the size of a small city, perhaps half a league across. Above them the hearts continued to blaze, making the air hot and humid. 
 
    Though they could see through the walls of the water sphere, the world beyond looked like a strange desert, not like any kind of kingdom. It seemed they were simply trapped on the bottom of a dark, icy sea. 
 
    The two hearts began to move. At first, it wasn’t noticeable, but then it picked up speed. They were definitely moving sideways, and the Bone Mages, when they realized what was happening, walked in the same direction. They didn’t want to find themselves pressed against the rear wall of the bubble. 
 
    In short order, the hearts had accelerated further, and the Bone Mages had to run in order to keep up.  
 
    A long time seemed to pass, and the hearts weren’t stopping or even slowing.  
 
    Razor, who had lost considerable blood on the iron ship, stumbled and fell to their knees. Zhe and Raquel helped them to their feet to continue running. 
 
    With the humidity it was like running in a jungle stripped of foliage. Zhe also began to tire and wondered how long they could keep it up.  
 
    In the murky distance, Zhe saw a shadow approaching. It grew and grew and soon it became apparent just how large it was. It seemed like they might be approaching a cliff face.  
 
    And then what? If they were blocked from running along with the bubble, would they be crushed by the far wall of the bubble against the cliff face? Would they be thrust out into the depths of the sea bottom? 
 
    “Finally,” Razor said, panting and hobbling as best they could. “We will die, and I can stop this bloody running.” 
 
    More and more the dark shape grew. It was only when it was very close that it became clear that it wasn’t a cliff face at all but, rather, the silhouette of a massive building.  
 
    It, too, was inside a bubble, though it was without the benefit of the light of the fused hearts. The castle sat in the cold darkness of the sea bottom. 
 
    Reaching the bubble of the palace, their own fused with it. Together the bubbles created an even larger bubble. Now, looming in front of them was a palace larger than any that Zhe had ever seen. 
 
    It was clear that once the palace had been a thing of intricate and ornate beauty. But those days had long since passed. What remained was a dim and dingy shadow of its former self. Around the palace squiggled paths that once must have been part of elaborate and beautiful gardens. But only black earth and a few skeletal trees remained. 
 
    The fused hearts reached a point directly above the palace and shone down upon it. They stopped their sideways motion.  
 
    “The underwater kingdom of Semit’o,” Raquel said in awe of what was before them. “Incredible.” 
 
    They moved towards the front gate in the crumbling outer walls of the palace grounds. It hung open.  
 
    Lying on the ground were strange skeletons from creatures Zhe had never seen before. Beneath them were the remnants of armor that had rusted and collapsed. 
 
    Whatever else they had been, they had also been palace guards. 
 
    Zhe touched what was left of their armor, and it crumbled into dust. He sniffed the air and noted how musty it was, even with the addition of the fresh air that they had brought with them from above. 
 
    “This is a place of death,” he said. “And it has been for a long time.” 
 
    “That bodes poorly for gaining the Sea God’s assistance to fight the navy of Malgent,” Razor replied. “Unless your plan includes raising the skeletons of the Sea God’s army to float upon the wrecks of his navy.” 
 
    “Could the Sea God have died?” Raquel asked. 
 
    “Possibly,” Zhe replied. “But then I think that the bubble would not have been here. My fear is more that he has gone mad and will be of no use to us.” 
 
    Zhe stood and strode through the gate, into the remnants of the ancient gardens. The lack of wind or life had left the pathways mostly cleared, other than a thick layer of dust that puffed upwards with each footfall. 
 
    The Sea God must have looked out every day from wherever he had ensconced himself and watched his kingdom decline before his eyes. Now, under the bright light of the fused hearts, the full extent of the decay was apparent, and the shadows cast by the hearts made it sadder and eerier even than it would have appeared in the permanent twilight. 
 
    In front of the palace were wide steps of coral that rose to a set of double doors that were also made from coral with fixtures of polished salt and sea gold. They climbed the steps and walked through the doors. 
 
    The light of the hearts penetrated into the main entry hall through the dust collected on hundreds of stained-glass windows. It gave the space a muted look, though here and there a beam of light cut through the air and lit a section of the floor.  
 
    In doing so, it revealed the intricate mosaic tiles that once displayed an illustrated history of the Sea God and his relations with other gods. Filth had mostly erased the details. 
 
    From the main hall they entered into the throne room. It was a colonnaded room meant for banquets. Four long tables were still set with cutlery and candelabras. The remnants of some food lay like skeletons on serving trays. 
 
    The tablecloth that had once covered the table was little more than fragments beneath plates and other objects. The rest had been eaten by insects who had themself finally died in small piles on the table. They were desiccated, and the slightest breeze caused them to blow off the table and flutter to the floor. 
 
    The Sea God was not here either. 
 
    “This palace is so massive that we could be searching it for years,” Raquel said.  
 
    “If you take a moment, you can feel the magic,” Zhe said. “A god has no need to disguise it, not for us in any case.” 
 
    Raquel closed her eyes and lifted both hands, palm up, slowly turning around as she lifted her head as though sniffing the air. She opened her eyes and smiled. 
 
    “I can feel it in the air, you’re right. It’s like the feeling in the air during a lightning storm.” 
 
    “Where is he then?” Zhe asked. 
 
    “Up,” Raquel replied. “And that way. Must be in one of the towers.” 
 
    “I agree,” Zhe said. 
 
    They continued down the wide hallways sculpted from mother of pearl and decorated with sconces of giant sea conch shells. Eventually, they reached a winding staircase inside an enormous snail shell. It led all the way to the top of a tower with a round and bulbous peak.  
 
    Reaching the top, they found closed double doors. The thick carpet of dust on the floor made it clear that they hadn’t been opened in many centuries. Still, the handles turned easily, and when Zhe pushed, the doors opened smoothly.  
 
    Before them spread a massive and spectacular bedroom blanketed in darkness. While there were a series of windows around the entirety of the room, the shutters were closed so tight that not a speck of light could enter.  
 
    The light from the door spilled across the polished floor like a pathway, leading to a canopied bed. While the sealing of the doors and windows had kept out the dust of centuries, it hadn’t stopped the fabric from decaying. It hung from the canopy in strands. The blankets on the bed looked like shredded wool in a heaped pile. 
 
    Zhe indicated for the others to remain where they were, and he made his way across the room, following the path of light from the open door. As he approached the bed, he could see the form lying in it beneath the heap of fabric that had once been blankets. 
 
    To the right and left of the bed were large windows. Zhe wanted to stay as close as possible to the light and not stray into the darkness. With the power of the god’s magic in the room, Zhe couldn’t tell if there were any particular spells or magical creatures, but he assumed that the Sea God would not have left himself unprotected all this time. 
 
    On reaching the bed, Zhe looked upon it and saw the face of the Sea God.  
 
    He looked like a statue with pale skin and sculpted features. His eyes were closed, and he didn’t seem to be breathing. 
 
    Having reached as far as he could, Zhe stepped out of the beam of light and into the darkness in order to approach the shuttered windows. 
 
    Red eyes opened all around him. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Zhe felt the sharp sting of fangs sink into his calf and shouted in pain. He spun around and unsheathed his sword, swinging it at the red eyes next to his leg. The sword passed between the eyes as though there was nothing there.  
 
    Then the eyes scattered and flew off on an erratic path into the darkness. 
 
    Another bite on his forearm. He thrust his blade into the place where the animal’s abdomen should have been. Again, it met no resistance of flesh, and again the eyes flew off. 
 
    Zhe took a moment to examine his forearm in the dim light. There were the marks of a wolf or another animal of similar size, and blood flowed freely.  
 
    Feeling the cool, wet nose of a wolf’s snout brushing his leg as it was about to bite, Zhe spun on it. This time he didn’t try to stab at the wolf. Instead, Zhe grabbed at the eye, wrapping his fist around it. 
 
    He rolled into the light beam that fell across the room from the door to the bed. 
 
    In his hand he felt the buzzing of a large insect. It stung his hand over and over, but Zhe squeezed his hand tight to stop the creature from moving or biting him any further.  
 
    “What is it?” Razor asked from the doorway. 
 
    “Stay in the light,” Zhe replied. “There are some kind of enchanted guardians moving in the shadows.” 
 
    Opening his hand slightly, Zhe peered at what he held. It looked like a desert scarab but larger. It had a red and black pattern on its back that could easily be mistaken for an eye. And it had sharp pincers that had drawn blood on Zhe’s hand in several places.  
 
    As Zhe opened his hand a little wider, the light from the hearts that hovered above the palace outside struck the insect. It sizzled and hissed, releasing a hideous smelling puff of smoke, then crumbled to dust. Zhe brushed it off his hands.  
 
    “Give me your bow and an arrow,” Zhe said to Raquel.  
 
    From the doorway, she tossed them to him.  
 
    From his bag, Zhe dug out some strong twine made of braided gut. He affixed the twine to the arrow and fired it into the closest window. He yanked the twine, but instead of opening the window, the twine broke.  
 
    It was locked. 
 
    “Should have known that it would never be that easy,” Zhe said. 
 
    “I still have some chimera paste in my bag,” Razor said. “I could shapeshift and deal with them. They’re just insects in the end.” 
 
    Zhe held up the wound on his forearm and explained what had happened. 
 
    “While you are striking at wolves they are flying and biting like insects. When you swing at them like insects, they are biting you like wolves,” Zhe said. 
 
    Zhe drew his dragon sword and concentrated, bringing it to life. It glowed orange, then red and finally white hot, casting a light that wasn’t as bright as that of the fused hearts. But it was something, and the heat was substantial.  
 
    Stepping again into the darkness, Zhe spun the blade and moved in a complex dance across the floor as a means to keep the insects away.  
 
    He struck insects that exploded into flames and collapsed to the floor. More than once he was bitten, but the insects found it hard to close in on him. When they did, they were quickly killed. 
 
    When he reached the far wall, where the window stood, Zhe completed the arc of his sword by swinging it at the shutter. It exploded into fragments that burned and crumbled to the floor. 
 
    Light poured in, and dozens of the large scarabs burst into flames with a sound like a boiling kettle of water. Zhe danced and spun his way to the next shutter and then the next. He destroyed them one after another until the room was filled with light, and the smoking corpses of the insects lay scattered in their hundreds on the floor of the room. 
 
    “You dance divinely,” Razor said. 
 
    “I’m not sure the creatures of the insect world would agree with you,” Zhe said. 
 
    Over on the bed, the Sea God stirred as the light cut a swathe across his face.  
 
    All turned towards him, and Zhe cautiously approached the bed. Who knew how the god might wake up, and Zhe didn’t want to be too close if he awoke from a thousand-year sleep in an explosive mood.  
 
    As the Sea God moved more and more, Zhe could see why he had looked like a sculpted statue. What appeared to be white skin and hair was actually a thick layer of dust that had settled upon him and turned to a coating of stone. It now cracked and began to fall away. 
 
    The god muttered and cursed as he fought to stay asleep, tossing his head from side to side ever more violently.  
 
    Zhe backed off towards the door and stepped outside onto the stairs. He wanted to be able to make a quick exit. The other two were several steps below him. 
 
    The Sea God’s eyes shot open, and he sat up sharply in bed and looked around in confusion. 
 
    “Light,” he said and threw his legs over the side of the bed. 
 
    The Sea God pushed himself to his feet and collapsed to the floor. His legs had grown weak from sleeping for centuries. Zhe watched as he dragged himself across the dusty floor with his forearms, pushing aside the blackened insect corpses.  
 
    The god reached the window and pulled himself up with difficulty. Zhe wasn’t sure if he should offer to help or not. How would he react to a mere mortal being in his palace and offering to help him, a god? Zhe remained silent. 
 
    The Sea God looked to his sky at the top of the bubble that arched over the palace and gardens. 
 
    “My son, my beautiful son!” the Sea God cried out. “You have returned to me. I am so sorry and have so much shame. But…how?” 
 
    “It was us, Your Holiness,” Zhe said. “We brought Kihideti and Ibabi to you from the volcano on the island Tilik’u.” 
 
    “The island Tilik’u? I don’t know this island. Perhaps while I slept…” 
 
    The Sea God seemed disoriented and confused. Then again, he had slept for at least a thousand years and had gone to sleep before Kihideti had rewarded the four sisters of Nik’u by turning them into islands. 
 
    “You have been asleep for a very long time,” Zhe said and then retold the legend as he knew it, leaving out the lies that Osun had told him to get his seed. 
 
    The Sea God nodded, dust rising from his skin and hair as he did so. 
 
    “My foolish pride left me heartbroken and alone for a thousand years, and I slept for a thousand more,” he told Zhe. “My brothers sent me to the North Sea where no other gods lived. I was on my own until I had Kihideti as a son. When he left me, my brothers mocked me. My sister, the Goddess of the Flat Sea, tried to help but was so far away.” 
 
    The Sea God chuckled and shook his head again, setting a hand on Zhe’s shoulder. 
 
    “None of that matters any longer. My boy has returned and has brought the light of his love with him. I will never be alone and nor shall he. I have no words to thank you.” 
 
    “I lost a son once,” Zhe said. “I understand your pain. It was almost too much.” 
 
    “What can I do to return the great favor that you have done for me?” 
 
    Zhe explained to him what was happening in T’iru Midiri and how his brothers supported Malgent’s efforts to conquer T’iru Midiri. He told him of his son and Osun and his daughters.  
 
    Normally, in addressing a god, Zhe would have flattered the god and told them that he wanted only to serve. He would have manipulated the god just as Osun had manipulated him. And realizing that, Zhe decided to tell the Sea God the truth of what had happened and what he needed, unvarnished and without distortion. 
 
    The Sea God pursed his lips and furrowed his brow as Zhe spoke, clucking his tongue more than once. When Zhe was finished speaking, the Sea God embraced him like a father would a son… or a madman would a stranger. 
 
    “I will give you what you need. A thousand times over if I must,” the Sea God said. “Come, let us raise a navy from the sea floor!” 
 
    The Sea God burst out of his bedroom door, still wearing the raggedy bed clothes that he had worn for his thousand-year sleep. Patches of flesh were visible on all parts of his body through the gaping holes in his night clothes.  
 
    So joyous was he with the return of Kihideti, he didn’t care. He rushed down the stairs, taking them two at a time like a young child. 
 
    As Zhe followed him, Razor pointedly scratched at their temple and looked in the direction of the god. The meaning was clear. 
 
    But Zhe didn’t care if the god was barking mad, just as long as he gave them the means to defeat Malgent at sea. Until they were defeated there, T’iru Midiri could never be free. 
 
    They arrived outside the palace finally. As they did so, rushing through the Sea God’s garden, the god waved his hands this way and that.  
 
    Dead trees and blackened piles of dust turned back into plants and flowers. The garden grew from the soil of the ocean floor in seconds. The palace again shone. 
 
    As they walked out of the main gate in the wall around the palace, they found themselves in a strange meadow of purple flowers on yellow stalks. Settled into the meadow's long, flowering grasses, was a three-masted ship with a hundred oars to supplement the ship’s speed. 
 
    On the main deck there were two ballistae and a catapult. The ship was a massive and beautiful thing, with its wood carved in intricate patterns that dazzled the viewer. 
 
    “I will build you a dozen more like this,” the Sea God said. “If you give me a mere century, I will build you a thousand.” 
 
    “That is most kind, Your Holiness. But there is an urgency, and a century is too long. We three shall be dead by then almost certainly.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, I forget that you humans are like fruit flies with your short lives. Sometimes my morning urinations last the lifetime of two generations of your kind,” he said and laughed loudly. “Well, I’ve got eight for you then if you need to leave right away. I shall come with you. So that I can miss Kihideti all over again and then return to him. It shall be glorious.” 
 
    The group were immediately transported onto the deck, and the ship lifted into the air. As they floated upwards, towards the top of the bubble, the Sea God pointed at creatures that he saw on the other side of the bubble. They were transformed into crew on the ship. 
 
    The crew were a strange group, with too many legs and arms or not enough. They had eyes on the sides of their flat heads or chased around a glowing blob that hung in front of their face.  
 
    The most useful were the crew who had been shrimp on the seafloor. Although they were transparent and easy to run into, they had six legs and twelve arms with hands. They never stopped moving and were always working at something. 
 
    Higher and higher they drifted through the air. From seemingly out of nowhere, more ships joined them. They were equally as large and heavily armed.  
 
    It wasn’t an entire fleet, but they would be formidable, Zhe thought, especially with the Sea God as admiral. Who, after all, could sink a god and his ship? 
 
    They passed through the upper wall of the bubble and into the North Sea water above, surrounded by another bubble just large enough to contain the warship. The others were likewise within their own bubble. 
 
    Reaching the surface of the water, the bubbles popped and left them riding on the surface of the sea. The Sea God snapped his fingers, and the wind picked up, driving them southwards, towards Behari. 
 
    In normal ships, a trip from the North Sea to Behari could take a full week, depending on the winds. In two days, Zhe recognized the coastline near the city.  
 
    The North Sea God appeared on deck in full armor and with a sword strapped to his side. 
 
    “I am prepared for battle to defend the honor of T’iru Midiri and to extract vengeance from my brothers,” he announced. 
 
    They were by this time only a day from the port of Behari. Zhe could taste the possibility of defeating Malgent on the water. It would then be a matter of mopping up their infantry on land where they would quickly be starved for supplies from Malgent. 
 
    He stood near the wheel with the Sea God, who had pushed aside a shrimp sailor to take the helm himself. He was determined to lead his small armada into battle. It was not yet dawn, and Zhe thought that he could see the lights of Behari in the distance.   
 
    Around the ship the water began to swirl as something large swam beneath the surface. The other seven ships in their armada were each pulled under the waves one after another. It was as though they were mere twigs and had been grasped by the hand of a great giant. 
 
    When the last of the ships in the armada was gone, there appeared in front of their ship a serpent the size of one of T’iru Midiri’s great rivers in width. It loomed over them, higher than the main mast. It swayed from side to side, its tongue flickering. 
 
    “Brother,” the serpent hissed. “What do you think you are doing? You have humans with you on your boat?” 
 
    “Leave us be, Sister!” the Sea God shouted. “I have come for vengeance and for justice.” 
 
    “Foolish little brother, you know that we may not interfere directly in human affairs,” the giant serpent said. “You may give good weather or churn up fish for them to catch in your waters. But you may not lead them into battle.” 
 
    “I am tired of being alone because of our brothers, and I will have my vengeance then!” the Sea God shouted at his sister. “You have not the power to stop me!” 
 
    The Sea God clapped his hands. He disappeared from beside Zhe and manifested as a great orca, as large as the sea serpent that was his sister. The orca bit down on the body of the serpent and shook her violently. 
 
    His sister shrieked in a rage so high pitched and loud that Zhe, Razor, and Raquel were forced to cover their ears. She writhed and sank her fangs into the back of the orc. Then, she tried to throw him over top of her and away, but the Sea God wouldn’t let go. They both were flung backwards, landing in the water and creating a massive wave that spread in all directions. 
 
    “Grab hold of something!” Zhe shouted and took the wheel. 
 
    The wave rolled towards them as Zhe tried to steer the bow of the ship into the wave. It caught them at an angle and pushed the ship sideways until the tips of the masts almost touched the water. Crates, ropes, and anything not tied down were flung overboard. 
 
    After the wave washed over the ship, it bobbed back upright like a cork. Meanwhile, the battle continued between the two sibling gods. There was blood in the water, and it was obvious that there would be more waves. 
 
    Raquel and Razor rushed to him at the wheel. 
 
    “What do we do?” Raquel asked. 
 
    “If we remain on this ship and the North Sea God is defeated, a wounded Goddess of the Flat Sea will not look kindly upon us,” Razor added, referring to the North Sea God’s sister. “She will do to this ship what she did to the others.” 
 
    Zhe wished they had more time to think. A battle between two gods was not something he had expected, though perhaps he should have. The clue was in the North Sea God’s bitterness towards his brothers.  
 
    Zhe had thought it was a good way to win him over to helping them. Instead, it seemed like it gave him the wrong motivation and convinced him to join them in battle, which drew his sister’s attention.  
 
    If they had just had a small armada of ships, without a god leading it, his sister might have paid it no heed. 
 
    Looking out towards the battle, Zhe spotted a group of albatrosses circling overhead, perhaps thinking that whoever lost would be a magnificent feast. 
 
    “Give me your bow and arrow,” he said to Raquel. 
 
    She obeyed, and he quickly took aim and fired. It struck one of the large birds in the breast. It spiraled downwards onto the deck of the ship.  
 
    Zhe rushed to the bird and stripped it of skin and feathers. He removed the bones he needed for the wand casting and pulverized them in his mortar, then he added the other ingredients. 
 
    As he did so, Razor and Raquel joined him. Razor tied the three of them together and then tied the other end to the mast, expecting more violence from the collision of the sea gods.  
 
    No sooner had they done so than another massive wave washed over them. They would have been sent into the sea were it not for the rope.  
 
    Zhe covered the top of the mortar to protect the concoction from the seawater. He continued to cast the wand with an incantation and by forming it, then carving it with symbols before hardening it. 
 
    With the wand finished, Zhe stood and peeked over the side of the ship towards the ongoing battle. The water was stained a deep red as the blood from both gods flowed freely. The Flat Sea Goddess seemed to be gaining the upper hand. At the moment, she had the North Sea God in her mouth and was shaking him. 
 
    More albatrosses had gathered and were diving into the sea to get a drink of the bloody water or snatch up the pieces of flesh that had been torn from one god or another. 
 
    Zhe performed the incantation, twirling the wand in the air with intricate motions and singing in the ancient tongue.  
 
    Albatrosses would swoop into the water and then make their way to the ship’s deck. They assembled like an audience at a sporting event or concert, watching Zhe attentively. 
 
    “Help me with the tender,” Zhe said and rushed over to one of the lifeboats on the side of the ship. 
 
    While Raquel climbed into the boat and organized the ropes, tying them together into a series of harness-like knots, Zhe and Razor dragged the boat over to the middle of the deck. 
 
    The ship was struck yet again by a massive wave, forcing the albatrosses to scatter and causing the boat to slide back to the other side and almost over the edge. 
 
    When the ship returned to its upright position, Zhe called again to the albatrosses. As they arrived, the three Bone Mages looped the harnesses that Raquel had created around the albatrosses in a way that didn’t interfere with their wings.  
 
    The three of them climbed into the boat, and Zhe waved the wand once more, issuing a command to the albatrosses. They lifted off the ground until the ropes went taut.  
 
    Still, they struggled to lift it. Zhe wondered if they would be able to do it. 
 
    Flapping their wings, the birds dragged the boat across the deck of the ship. It scraped along the wooden deck boards, picking up speed but still not rising off into the air. Faster and faster they went towards the railing, skidding from side to side. 
 
    “I feel like this is not going as planned,” Razor said. “Am I correct?” 
 
    Zhe wished that he still had the bone wings from the battle at Ashtar or those that he had created in the volcano, after recovering the fused hearts of Ibabi and Kihideti. But he didn’t. 
 
    He touched his chest and remembered that he was wearing his bone armor. It gave Zhe an idea. Placing both hands on his chest, he sang another incantation. He didn’t have much time as the railing was only a few seconds away.  
 
    The tender burst through the railing and over the side of the ship. More albatrosses joined them and placed themselves beneath the sinking boat, giving it more buoyancy. It still wasn’t enough and was only delaying the inevitable crash into the water. 
 
    As Zhe finished the incantation, his bone armor peeled itself apart and began to take on a new form. From being armor that wove itself around Zhe’s body, it became a pair of wings that grew like bamboo at high speed from his shoulder blades.  
 
    Zhe launched himself into the air and reached down to grab the thwart, a piece of wood that extended from one side to the other in the middle of the boat. He flapped his wings and pulled up the bow of the boat before it crashed into the water. 
 
    Behind them the massive serpent collapsed backwards onto the ship, with the full weight of the orca on top of it. The ship was split in two with both ends rising into the air before its inevitable disappearance beneath the sea. Meanwhile, a massive wave spread out in all directions, racing towards them like a wall of water. 
 
    Zhe and the albatrosses pumped their wings to lift the boat higher. They needed to get above the approaching wave, which would certainly destroy them all with its force. 
 
    Shouting with the effort, Zhe pumped his wings with all his power.  
 
    The wave scraped the bottom of the boat before passing beneath them and then crashing down like thunder upon the previously calm seas. 
 
    They flew towards shore and away from the battle that was farther and farther in the distance behind them. Up ahead the shores of T’iru Midiri were visible but still some ways off and barely more than a line drawn on the horizon. 
 
    “Do you have the strength to make it?” Razor asked once they were a safe distance from the site of the gods’ battle. 
 
    “The magic does most of the work,” Zhe said. “I could almost sleep and fly.” 
 
    “Please, don’t,” Razor said. 
 
    “Can someone explain to me what in the name of all that is holy just happened?” Raquel said. 
 
    “Family quarrel,” Razor replied. “But with gods it is always rather more dramatic. Thankfully, I don’t have much experience with such things.” 
 
    “Nor I, thankfully,” Zhe said. “However, I think that was a strong sign that we shall not be rescued by gods or demons. Only through our own efforts.” 
 
    “I concur though it is rather a shame,” Razor said. “I was hoping for a little deus ex machina, as it were.” 
 
    On they flew for several hours until finally Zhe could continue no farther. Not because his wings were tired but, rather, his arms with which he held the boat. They descended towards the sea. The keel of the boat skimmed the water and finally came to rest upon it. 
 
    Zhe allowed himself to land in the boat and lay back as his wings returned to their original form as bone armor. The albatrosses, which had been sharing the burden and flying in shifts, still had the energy to pull the boat across the water like a horse and carriage of the sea. 
 
    Up ahead was Behari Beach, a wide, sandy beach that, despite its name, was a half a day’s ride north of the city of Behari. They arrived, and the albatrosses pulled them right out of the water before running out of momentum.  
 
    The birds settled on the sand and complained loudly about the harnesses. Zhe and Raquel set them free while Razor unloaded the boat. 
 
    When they were finished, they sat down on the sand to eat lunch and decide on what to do next.  
 
    Raquel gazed towards the horizon in all the landward directions. No human civilization was visible, not even a single house. 
 
    “We’ve got a long walk ahead of us,” Raquel said. “No matter where we’re headed.” 
 
    “Where are we headed?” Razor asked. 
 
    “Behari City,” Zhe said. “With the Malgent navy spared, thanks to the Sea God’s sister, we need to prepare to attack from land.” 
 
    “We should be going to Midway then, should we not?” Raquel said. “In order to warn the defenders of the city.” 
 
    “We cannot warn them when we do not know ourselves,” Zhe replied.  
 
    “A land assault on Behari seems a little…expensive, if you know what I mean,” Razor said. “If we besiege the city from land, they can replenish their supplies from the sea and bring in Dragon Riders. They will simply attrite us.” 
 
    “That’s exactly why we must go to Behari,” Zhe said. “We need to work with people on the inside in order to prepare the city for attack. Make it more vulnerable, especially after the Malgentians built new walls. Our strength is our people.” 
 
    “Who do we have on the inside of Behari City?” Raquel asked. “Besides maybe Dolores the horse breeder.” 
 
    “She is no small thing. We would never have escaped Behari with the Relic of Goliyadi without her,” Zhe reminded her. “But I was thinking more about Freya.” 
 
    “What?” both Razor and Raquel replied simultaneously.  
 
    “Do you intend to gut her and leave her on the steps of the city hall as a warning?” Razor said. 
 
    “I can get behind that,” Raquel said. 
 
    “You both need to learn that sometimes your worst enemy is really your best friend,” Zhe said and smiled. 
 
    Then he stood and began walking towards Behari. 
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    After walking south from Behari Beach for most of the day, they spent the night camped on the scrubland that lay to the north of Behari City. The air off the ocean at that time of year was warm and soothing.  
 
    In the peaceful night air, away from the war and the cities and the battles of angry gods, Zhe could let himself relax for a moment.  
 
    As he stared up at the stars, he thought of many things, both past and future. He wanted to plan out what they would do in the city and to review their strengths and weaknesses, but his mind kept returning to his time on the volcano with Osun.  
 
    She had tricked him, but he had to admit to himself that he half knew she was doing so, and he let her anyway. Sometimes one must lie to oneself in order to break with the past and find a new future, Zhe thought. But more than that, he thought about her lips and the feel of her skin.  
 
    When he met the shade of his dead wife, Ayana, in the underworld, she had told him to move on. She knew about his son, Isaac, and that Osun was the mother and didn’t feel betrayed. At that point, he hadn’t even consummated with Osun, though they had been formally married. 
 
    But he hadn’t been able to let go of Ayana or the guilt that plagued him. Had he failed her and his daughters. Had he betrayed her unwittingly.  
 
    Now, he felt like he finally had moved on. Not his love for her, of course. That would never pass. She was the mother of their children, and they had grown up together in Behari. That bond was eternal, but life had a way of filling all empty spaces. 
 
    He woke the next morning with the sun already rising in the west. He had fallen asleep with his thoughts. 
 
    After a breakfast of fish that Raquel had summoned while standing up to her knees in the sea, they continued on their way. For another full day they trekked, wishing that they had a horse.  
 
    Zhe considered conjuring them a ride with crows or finding a wild dog, killing it, and summoning others to carry them. But he felt like it was an indulgent use of bone magic when they could just as easily walk.  
 
    A’tiniti, as much as any god or demon, hated indulgences from his followers. 
 
    At the end of the second day, they stood on a hill looking towards Behari’s lights in the distance. They were close enough that they could hear the shouts of angry mothers and merchants hawking wares. From their distant perch they could see clearly the new walls Malgent had built. 
 
    “They look strange, those walls of iron that they’ve erected around the city,” Razor said. “It is as though one of their hideous ships, even more enormous, has grounded itself.” 
 
    “How do the walls stay upright?” Raquel asked. “When they were putting them up, the last time we were here, they seemed thin. Don’t they overbalance and fall?” 
 
    “It’s possible that they are partially buried in the earth or buttressed from inside the city,” Zhe said. “It’s even possible that they are more for show than actually practical. That’s why we need to get inside the city. We need to see how we can breach them.”  
 
    “Maybe we should enter at night when we are less likely to be recognized,” Raquel suggested. 
 
    “By ancient custom, the gates close when the last sliver of sun disappears behind the sea,” Zhe told her. “Anyone arriving in a hurry before the hour of closing is treated with suspicion and is held until the morning. It was that way even when I was a child.” 
 
    Early the next morning, they crossed the fields of mustard flowers until they reached the stone road. Along this road, side-by-side with other travelers, they walked the last league to the city, arriving at the gate before lunch.  
 
    Zhe still had gold wafers left from Meder, and he could have tried to bribe the guard to let him in with one of them, but such a large amount would also have aroused suspicion.  
 
    Instead, he slipped the guard several silver coins. Even that caused the guard to raise an eyebrow. But it wasn’t so great an amount that he would give up a valuable bribe to report it. 
 
    “The key to effective bribery is to be on the high end of acceptable practice,” Razor told Raquel once they were inside. “You want to open doors but not a cell door.” 
 
    Making their way through the streets, it was clear that Malgent was accumulating their forces in Behari to strike outwards and retake T’iru Midiri. They had lost Ashtar, Meder, and Midway outright. And Nik’u was now isolated by land because Midway sat at the crossroads to the north, as well as the south. 
 
    The Malgent navy could travel southwest, to Squid Lake, but they were probably already aware the lake had become extremely dangerous. Zhe’s summoning of the giant squids had ensured that.  
 
    It meant Malgent had to defeat Midway or remain trapped in Behari.  
 
    A trapped occupying army wouldn’t last forever. Sooner or later T’iru Midiri’s cities would mount a counter-attack to drive out the occupiers. An offensive on Midway was a certainty. The only question was when. 
 
    Zhe and Razor were unperturbed by the soldiers who patrolled the streets everywhere they went. But Raquel was obviously nervous and skittish, which was the most dangerous thing of all. To avoid attracting suspicion, Zhe led them down the familiar side streets of his youth. 
 
    In the northern quarter of the city there were still some small farms and animal husbandry, surrounded by urban density. It was a legacy of Behari’s ancient origins. The area had only been incorporated within the walls of the city itself perhaps a hundred years previously.  
 
    On maps the neighborhood was called Farmtown but everyone knew it as Shitsville for the enormous amount of animal dung that was just left in the streets. It was illegal to not clean up after your animal because of the fear of disease but no one did.  
 
    When making it illegal didn’t work, the city hired people — the “shitters” — to sweep up as a solution. It seemed like a thankless job, but people wanted it because not only was the pay good, but also everyone loved the shitters. Especially in the summer. 
 
    Zhe and the Bone Mages tried to step as lightly as possible through Shitsville, avoiding the piles wherever they could.  
 
    “My people, the fishers, never come here,” Zhe said, reminiscing. “We looked down on the people of this quarter because they stank.” 
 
    “And the fishers?” Raquel said. “Didn’t they stink, too? Every fisher I’ve ever met smells like dead fish.” 
 
    Zhe laughed. 
 
    “That was the funny part. The people from here thought we smelled disgusting, too. None of us could smell ourselves because we were used to it.” 
 
    After wandering deep into the neighborhood, they reached the gate to a lovely stone building. It was unlike the other buildings in the neighborhood, which were farm like at best and more likely just shacks of rotting wood with heaps of moss on their roofs.  
 
    This three-story home was in good repair and recently painted. It even had glass in the windows!  
 
    A fence circled the entire property, and it had an ornate iron gate, which must have cost a significant amount of money. Inside the gate, beautifully kept horses wandered freely. They strutted not only in the yard and garden but also in and out of the house. 
 
    Just inside the gate was a large, silver bell with a chain that hung over the gate on the outer side, for visitors to tug on and alert those inside of their presence. Zhe tugged the chain twice, ringing the bell, and then stepped back from the gate. 
 
    After a moment, a horse appeared from inside the house and looked out at the gate from the wide front porch. The horse itself wore no saddle but had a kind of shirt front around its neck, extending to its shoulders.  
 
    The horse turned its head to look back inside the house and seemed to be listening to something or someone on the inside. It then turned back towards the Bone Mages and made its way down the stairs and along the curving path through the citrus trees to the front.  
 
    Reaching the gate, the horse used its hoof to lift a latch on the inside. It could have more easily done it with its snout, and Zhe immediately realized that the point of using its hoof was to show the visitor it was a weapon. The hoof was covered by shining metal that ended in a sharpened blade that surrounded the front and sides of the hoof. 
 
    One kick would put an end to any ideas a criminal might have to rob from the house or steal the horse itself.  
 
    Having opened the latch, the horse pushed open the gate with its head, never taking its eyes off the Bone Mages. Then it stood aside and let them pass in front of it, signaling with its head for them to approach the house. 
 
    Zhe and the other two bowed slightly to the horse and made their way up the path. As they walked, it became clear that the purpose of the citrus trees — and other flowering shrubs beneath them — was to add natural perfume to the air. They made Shitsville less… well, shitty. 
 
    Entering the mansion, they were greeted by another horse. This one wasn’t armed with metal-coated hooves. It had fabric and beads woven into its mane, and it wore a kind of jacket. 
 
    “What is this madness?” Razor whispered to Zhe. 
 
    “A showroom of merchandise for Dolores the horse breeder,” Zhe said. “Without a sales pitch, she has already demonstrated her abilities as a trainer and a breeder, has she not?” 
 
    “I cannot argue with that,” Razor replied. 
 
    The horse greeter stepped forward, nodded its head at their shoes, and then tapped each of their feet lightly with its hoof. It wanted them to remove their shoes, undoubtedly infused with animal droppings from the nearby streets. 
 
    As they did so, another horse arrived and delivered to them satin slippers from a bag it wore over its shoulders. It resembled a saddle bag but had the slippers displayed for the guest to choose their size and preferred color.  
 
    Once the Bone Mages had chosen and put on their slippers, the greeter horse with the decorated mane led them farther into the house.  
 
    The house was well-appointed with beautiful wood and silk furniture. Everything was built, however, with an eye to the scale of a full-grown horse, rather than a human. Ceilings were higher and hallways were wider to allow two horses to pass each other without knocking over tables or paintings from the walls. Even some of the furniture seemed to be designed for horses to sit on. 
 
    They reached the back of the house, which had an entire wall of glass with a glass door in it. The wall looked out onto a rich garden of yet more flowering trees, shrubs, and plants. In the distance, the harbor was visible, lying on the lowest part of the city, while Farmtown was on a hillside. 
 
    The horse stopped next to the door and pushed it open gently with a hoof, then indicated for them to pass through. Zhe bowed his head as he passed the horse on his way outside. The horse returned the bow. 
 
    They followed a path that led down to an arboretum that resembled a small forest. Again, more aromatic trees. The path led to a clearing in the middle of the arboretum that was shaded. There were benches and a pair of small fountains and a gazebo of stone in the center of the clearing. 
 
    Sitting in the gazebo, being served tea by another servant-horse with a special mount for a tea service, were Dolores, the horse breeder, and Freya, the renegade Bone Mage. 
 
    Before Zhe could react, Razor had a handful of bone stars in hand. Their arm was drawn back in order to throw the weapons.  
 
    Out of nowhere appeared three massive horses with plate armor and helmets. They too had hooves of sharpened metal. 
 
    The warrior horses placed themselves between the Bone Mages and the gazebo.  
 
    “Put away the throwing stars, Razor,” Zhe said.  
 
    “Did you know that traitor would be here?” Razor replied, arm still drawn back. “She cost me two fingers and aided the escape of Queen Diarmuid, which could cost many lives.” 
 
    “I knew that she would be here because I summoned a crow while we were on the Sea God’s ship and had it deliver a message to Dolores,” Zhe said. “And Freya betrayed us because I asked her to do so.” 
 
    “What?” Raquel said. “I’m sure you must have had a reason, master, but what…” 
 
    “Ah, I see our Bone Mage friends have arrived,” Dolores said from the gazebo. “Sorry about my armed goons, but if you put down those weapons they won’t stomp you into pulp, I swear.” 
 
    The moment of surprise having definitely passed, Razor lowered their arm and put the stars back into their belt. 
 
    “You’re going to have to drop the belt to the ground, hon,” Dolores said. “I’ve seen how fast you are, both your hands and your temper.” 
 
    Razor glared at Zhe as they loosened and dropped their belt. As a simple courtesy, Zhe did likewise, followed by Raquel. The horses stepped forward, picked up the belts and weapons, and then left the clearing. 
 
    “Much better,” Dolores said and laughed. “Come, we’ve got enough tea to go around. It’s good stuff, too. We make it from leaves and flowers from right here in the garden.” 
 
    Zhe and the others walked to the middle of the clearing and mounted the steps to the gazebo. Freya stood and bowed to the three of them, which was returned by Zhe. Then they embraced. 
 
    “You have done excellent work,” Zhe said. 
 
    Razor held up their two hands, showing off the missing fingers on each of them. 
 
    “Yes, excellent work. I am very impressed.” 
 
    Freya looked at Razor with scorn. 
 
    “You thought that war didn’t have a price? Stop complaining—” 
 
    “Both of you stop. We don’t have time for this,” Zhe interrupted. 
 
    “Definitely agree with that,” Dolores said and nodded to the horse with the tea service. 
 
    The tea horse extracted three teacups with saucers from a bag and, with surprising dexterity, laid them out on the table and then poured tea into the cups. It then turned and walked down a ramp to the clearing, moving a discreet distance away to chomp on some ferns. 
 
    “Let’s make this quick,” Dolores said. “I’m honored to have you here — the legendary Bone Mages and the thieves who stole the Relic of Goliyadi from the Mint — but I’ve got things to do, business to attend to, and horses to train.” 
 
    “First, I must ask about our families,” Zhe said to Freya. 
 
    “What about them?” Freya replied. 
 
    Zhe told the story of being captured by and then escaping from Diarmuid and the badly injured Logaire. 
 
    “Queen Diarmuid said that you had helped her to capture our families and bring them back here.” 
 
    “That’s a lie,” Freya replied. “No doubt to win your submission. Malgent won’t enter the Forest Between the Rivers where your families are with the forest people. It would be opening a second front when they’ve just had reversals on the main one, and for what gain, a few hostages that would change nothing?” 
 
    “That makes sense, but I needed to know,” Zhe said. “Is Logaire still alive? I separated him from his hands, and his survival seemed uncertain.” 
 
    “He is…but altered,” Freya said. “Though he protested, Diarmuid used her magic to give him hands of iron using demon magic. As you can imagine, the king of a people dedicated to science and hatred of magic is filled with rage to be dependent upon magic.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s hope that it makes him foolish,” Zhe said, then recounted the rest of their journey, including the battle of the gods off the coastline to the north. 
 
    “It ruined my hope that we could easily destroy the Malgent navy and make quick work of them,” Zhe said. “But, on the other hand, it means that the gods are now forbidden to intervene any further in our conflict.” 
 
    “Other than with magic mumbo jumbo,” Dolores clarified. “Like you lot use.” 
 
    “That is different,” Zhe said. “Gods and demons grant mages access to magic, but it is the mage who must learn to make use of that like the earth gives us iron but the blacksmith must learn how to work it. The iron doesn’t forge itself.” 
 
    “I’ve heard the same in the palace about the gods,” Freya said. “There will be no more special winds to aid the Malgent navy nor storms to scuttle opponents and protect the Malgentians. It was using that advantage that allowed them to betray and destroy the pirates who had aligned themselves with them.” 
 
    “That is good news,” Zhe replied. “But what can you tell us about the iron dragon that Diarmuid is now flying? She fled the iron ship on that thing, and it was massive — the largest dragon I have ever seen.” 
 
    “In the castle of the Queens of Doveny, there was a skull of a Royal Dragon,” Freya said. “It was the largest skull ever discovered in the Hero’s Belt Desert that takes in the northern part of their kingdom. The Dovenians believe that the original dragons — the Royal Dragons — were much larger than the final species. But they’ve only ever found one skull, which they had worshiped in the central temple in their capital. She had that skull shipped here and convinced Logaire to have his ironsmiths build it a body of iron, both its skeleton and its scales.” 
 
    “Is that possible? I thought that her magic only worked if the dragon was made of organic materials like wood and fish skin,” Zhe said. 
 
    “Stoorworm wants vengeance on the people of T’iru Midiri and on you in particular,” Freya said. “The demon somehow made it possible for him to inhabit an iron dragon. Its fire burns hotter because it has no fear of its own body catching on fire. And it is almost impenetrable by ordinary weapons.” 
 
    “Then we will make extraordinary weapons and destroy it just as I destroyed the last incarnation of the demon,” Zhe said. 
 
    “Zhe, I am worried about this thing. I have seen it up close,” Freya said. 
 
    “I wonder why it didn’t attack us on the iron ship in the North Sea,” Raquel said. 
 
    “Perhaps because of the grave injury suffered by King Logaire," Razor said. 
 
    “Do you know the next steps of Diarmuid and the Malgentians?” Zhe asked. 
 
    “They leave inside of a week to march on Midway,” Dolores said. “They’re already gathering troops and equipment to the south of the city. Three more iron ships of soldiers and weapons are expected to arrive within a week or so from Malgent.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” Freya said. “I have heard nothing of this in the palace.” 
 
    “They don’t trust you as much as you think,” Dolores said. “You could save the queen a thousand times and give them the keys to Meder, and you’d still be a Bone Mage.” 
 
    “And they trust you?” Razor said. “A horse trainer?” 
 
    “Have you seen my horses, you low-class big mouth? They are the finest quality! Fit for a king or queen.” 
 
    “What Razor means—” Zhe began. 
 
    “I know what they meant,” Dolores interrupted. “I don’t have connections amongst the Council of Ministers or whatever those Malgentian scum call their toads, but many of their officers already owe me enough favors to spill a few beans in my salon.” 
 
    “Could be lies,” Zhe said.  
 
    “I doubt it,” Dolores said. “Go see for yourself, outside the southern wall. I’ve been. It’s like its own small city already.” 
 
    “Then we need to act quickly,” Zhe said. “Have a falconer deliver a falcon to your house as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Why?” Dolores asked. 
 
    “I want Razor to fly to Meder to tell our comrades there that the time has come to march with whatever they have to Midway,” Zhe explained. 
 
    “I will send a horse to fetch a falcon in the market,” Dolores said and stood to leave. 
 
    “Your great support of our cause is duly appreciated,” Zhe said. “We will request more of you if you feel that you’re able.” 
 
    Dolores smirked in obvious bemusement. 
 
    “I grew up a street urchin,” she said. “You can’t understand the pleasure I take in getting one up on my betters. Ask away and if I can deliver — and I can deliver more than you’d think — then I will do so.” 
 
    She pounded Zhe once on the shoulder, gave Razor a dirty look, and then disappeared up the path towards the house. 
 
    “Her horses shop for her as well?” Raquel said in disbelief.  
 
    “I have seen them myself,” Freya said.  
 
    “Will it be enough?” Razor asked. “By my calculations, if Malgent has three iron ships, and each one can carry at least two thousand soldiers…”  
 
    “That’s close to their capacity from what I’ve been told,” Freya said. 
 
    “It is unlikely that Bone Claw and Toro will have raised even a third of the total number of just the soldiers arriving by ship,” Razor continued. 
 
    “What about Garotte?” Raquel asked. “She was off to recruit experienced soldiers from the hand of god monasteries.” 
 
    “Perhaps another thousand at most,” Razor replied. 
 
    “We are defending from behind a wall, on the opposite side of a river,” Zhe said. “We have the advantage and even more so if we can sink those ships.” 
 
    “Without the Sea God’s navy,” Freya reminded him. 
 
     “As you reminded me, Malgent has made other enemies who sail the seas and know how to fight,” Zhe replied. “We will go south to Mangrove City and recruit the pirates there.” 
 
    “We stole one of their ships and sank another,” Raquel reminded him. 
 
    “When they worked for Malgent. Since then, Malgent has slaughtered dozens of pirates and betrayed their deal,” Zhe said. “We can win them over.” 
 
    “I should stay here,” Freya said. 
 
    “No, already we can see that Diarmuid and her court don’t trust you. It wouldn’t surprise me if they killed you before they launched their offensive on Midway,” Zhe said. “Have you surveyed the iron walls that they’ve erected around the city and found their weak points?” 
 
    “I began as soon as I arrived here with Diarmuid. The walls are mapped, including the points where we can weaken them without detection,” Freya said.  
 
    “Razor, you wait here for the falcon,” Zhe said. “We don’t have much time, and I want to see the walls and then leave tonight for Mangrove City.” 
 
    They left the home of Dolores and let Freya lead them directly to the nearest wall of the city. She wore a hood in case anyone should recognize her, but it seemed unlikely. 
 
    The soldiers were bustling to and fro, which accorded with Dolores’ claim that they were getting ready to launch an offensive on Midway. None of them gave so much as a second glance at the three of them.  
 
    Soon they arrived at the iron wall constructed just outside the ancient stone and mud wall that had fallen into disrepair. From above there was the screech of a falcon, and Zhe looked up. It circled them and landed briefly on Zhe’s shoulder before taking off again and disappearing over the wall. 
 
    “Razor,” Zhe said. “They’re off.” 
 
    They walked along the wall a short distance until they came to the end of one of the iron panels. Up and down the seam where two iron panels met were a series of large bolts. 
 
    “Each panel is either male or female,” Freya said and showed them how one panel slid into a slot in the next. “When they are connected that way, they are then together bolted as you can see.” 
 
    “Don’t they worry that locals will remove the bolts?” Raquel asked. “It doesn’t look very hard to do.” 
 
    “They’re bolted tightly,” Freya said. “But it’s true that if someone, for some reason, wanted to remove the bolts and were determined, they could do so. Except for two things.” 
 
    “What are those?” Zhe asked. 
 
    “Even if you take the bolts out, it’s not as though you can take the iron wall segment away. It’s too heavy.” 
 
    “Did they put them in place with Dragon Riders?” Zhe asked. 
 
    “Exactly. You can see that at the top there are holes where Malgent connected hooks and chains. This allowed them to lift them from the iron ships and carry them through the air,” Freya explained. “Two of the panels were dropped during the process. One destroyed a house, and the other landed on a busy market and killed several people. They are very heavy. They are also buried in the ground to the height of a man.” 
 
    “We don’t need to lift them,” Zhe said. “We just need to be able to connect cables and pull them apart so that they fall to the ground. A team of horses for each one ought to be more than enough.” 
 
    “I haven’t gotten to the second problem yet and it’s the bigger one,” Freya said. “Guards patrol the wall in teams. At least one patrol passes every single joint once a day, sometimes twice. In critical sectors it’s three times a day.” 
 
    “That poses a challenge,” Zhe agreed. 
 
    “And that’s why I need to stay behind,” Freya said. “I can work with Dolores to recruit several teams of rebels, train them, and organize a plan to remove the bolts in several key panels the night before the assault.” 
 
    “Why not leave that to Dolores? No one suspects her, and she has the connections,” Zhe replied. 
 
    “Because she is a fixer. A great resource person. But she’s not a soldier. This is what we trained for, Zhe, for years.” 
 
    Zhe knew that she was right, but he didn’t like it, not one bit. Everything told him that Diarmuid suspected that Freya was not to be trusted. Freya had rescued Diarmuid, saved her in Meder, and told Diarmuid and Logaire where to find Zhe in the North Sea. If they didn’t trust her after all that, it was because they knew something or thought that they did. 
 
    “Sixteen years ago, I betrayed the Bone Mages, Zhe, because I thought that Najashi was the man to bring peace to our people and that the Bone Mages were too powerful. I helped him destroy our people, and I owe a debt for that,” Freya said. “You have to let me repay that debt, no matter the cost. You have to let me lead this.” 
 
    Zhe sighed and looked to Raquel who was watching their discussion closely. If Zhe refused Freya’s request, it would look like he was making decisions based on fear and emotional concern, not on what was best for the struggle against Malgent. That would be bad for his training of Raquel as well as bad for the war. 
 
    “You are right,” Zhe said. “Much as I hate to admit it. You will need to recruit enough teams, probably at least twelve, to bring down enough wall panels for our army to storm the city in the most effective way. Behari has six main boulevards that spoke outwards from the piers. Make sure that we have access to all of them.” 
 
    “When you arrive in the fields outside of Behari, I will send you a signal to let you know that we are ready,” Freya said. 
 
    It was decided, and there was nothing more to do about it.  
 
    Freya shook Raquel’s hand, gripping her forearm like a fellow warrior. Then she embraced Zhe. 
 
    “I will see you at A’tiniti’s banquet,” Freya said. 
 
    “We will meet again before then,” Zhe replied. “A’tiniti can wait a while longer.” 
 
    Freya nodded and then went off back towards the center of the city, towards the palace.  
 
    Zhe and Raquel made their way in the opposite direction, to a street farther away from the wall to avoid arousing suspicion. 
 
    “We are a long way from Mangrove City,” Raquel said. “Have you thought of how we can get there and convince the pirates who hate us in enough time to stop the iron ships?” 
 
    “We will have to fly, of course,” Zhe said. “And it will have to impress the pirates enough that they let us explain our intentions before they string us up from a lamp post.” 
 
    “I’m not fond of the idea of us being strung up,” she replied. “Let’s definitely make sure it’s impressive.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was the Season of Memory, and the Necropolis outside of Behari was filled with the families of the dead. Zhe felt a fool for having forgotten a holiday that had been so central to his youth. Not that they could have waited in any case. Time was short. 
 
    Each caste of people inside Behari had their own dedicated day during the Season of Memory, when they would travel to the giant Necropolis outside the city walls and pay their respects to their ancestors.  
 
    As soon as they set upon the road outside of the city, Zhe realized that it was the season of the fisher people. His people.  
 
    They were accompanied by lines of Malgent and Najashi-aligned city guards. There was obviously fear of trouble or conspiracies amongst the ordinary people of Behari, and they were there to stop it. 
 
    Zhe had left Behari as a young teen to dedicate himself to the Order of Bone Mages, some twenty-four years earlier, and he had never returned. It was long before the Shade War, and Bone Mages were still just a despised demonic sect that hid in the forests and met in secret parlors in the cities.  
 
    Choosing to be a Bone Mage over being a fisher or even a butcher, as was his mother’s day time profession, was considered a disgrace. A shame upon his family. His parents didn’t feel that way.  
 
    His mother came from a family of Bone Mages, though it was secret from the community in which she lived. Zhe’s father knew but hated the royal dynasty and so had no qualms about having a rebel sorcerer for a wife. 
 
    When Zhe left, with tears and embraces from his family, and scowls and spitting in the streets from his neighbors, he swore that he would never return. And he never did, not even upon hearing news of his parents’ death during the Shade War.  
 
    His mother was discovered to be a Bone Mage by Arwe’s soldiers. Both she and his father were executed publicly.  
 
    Such brutality was intended to keep others from revolting against Arwe. In the end, it just accelerated his downfall as he was abandoned by the people, the elites, and even his own army. 
 
    All this came back to Zhe as they made their way towards the Necropolis. He was glad that the pilgrims wore hoods by tradition, allowing him to hide his face. He did think that he saw people he recognized on more than one occasion, but he didn’t approach them.  
 
    He wondered if their views of the world had changed as a result of all that had happened — the Shade War, the dictatorship of Najashi that followed his assassination of the Bone Mages, and now the occupation by Malgent.  
 
    For a brief moment, during the Shade War, the Bone Mages were even seen as popular heroes before Najashi maligned and then destroyed them. Did his childhood friends regret their treatment of him during those moments? And did they return to despising him during Najashi’s campaign against them? 
 
    Zhe resisted the urge to despise the people for being so fickle and easily swayed by the latest campaign by their rulers. He was, after all, leading a campaign to win their liberation.  
 
    And not for nothing. He did it because he was one of them. 
 
    As they walked the path that led off the main road, up the hill to the Necropolis, a group of community leaders was handing out candles for the pilgrims to take to the graves.  
 
    One of the leaders was definitely known to Zhe. He was called the Lord Mayor of Fishers and was a consummate politician, though he had helped spirit Zhe out of town on the day of his departure.  
 
    Zhe didn’t know if it was out of the goodness of his heart or because he wanted to prevent a riot that would make him look bad to the higher-ups in the city government.  
 
    Whatever the reason, while Zhe was grateful for helping him escape, he was glad that the man didn’t recognize him when Zhe took a candle from his hands. 
 
    They arrived at the graveyard proper like a cavalcade of light from all the candles. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Raquel asked. 
 
    Zhe had explained back on the road what was happening and that it was “his people”, but at the time he had intended to just follow them to the graveyard and then go on his way. The bone repository was beneath the hill and that was what he sought, not the bones of those who had been buried within the last century. 
 
    “I want to pay my respects at the gravesite of my parents,” Zhe said. “I’ve never visited.” 
 
    “Me either,” Raquel replied quietly. “I don’t even know where mine are.” 
 
    Arriving in the fishers section of the Necropolis, Zhe and Raquel walked the aisles looking for where they might be buried. He passed up and down every row but couldn’t find them.  
 
    Finally, Raquel offered to go and ask a local who might know so that Zhe didn’t have to risk being recognized. She approached an elderly lady who was resting on a gravestone nearby.  
 
    As Zhe watched, Raquel exchanged words with the woman, who pointed and nodded. Then Raquel came back. 
 
    “Your parents aren’t buried with the fishers,” she said simply. 
 
    “Where are they?” 
 
    “Let’s just go get the bones from the repository and get to Mangrove City,” Raquel said. 
 
    Zhe knew not to ask any further. His parents’ bones weren’t in the graveyard, not with the fishers and not with the butchers.  
 
    He didn’t want to know if they had been fed to the dogs or tossed into the ocean to feed the fishes. He didn’t want to know if their neighbors had tried to give them a burial, turned their heads, or even cheered on the authorities. Knowledge of any of these things would not serve him in his current tasks. 
 
    Turning his back on the fishers, Zhe walked to the monument that marked the entry into the fishers’ section of the cemetery and set the candle upon it. There were dozens of other candles set there as well. It was the tradition to lay a candle there for those fishers who were lost in storms at sea. 
 
    In a way that was an accurate description of what had happened to his parents. 
 
    Zhe and Raquel then continued on to the entry to the repository. 
 
    Beneath the above ground Necropolis was the even larger and more ancient underground Necropolis. Once a certain amount of time had passed, the bones of those who had been interred in the cemetery were transferred to their caste “neighborhood” in the underground.  
 
    Zhe and Raquel gathered bones from the area of the Necropolis that held those of sailors and of fishers. For his purposes, Zhe wanted bones that had “knowledge” of sailing, which was the closest profession to flight. 
 
    With samples of bones in hand, they returned to the upper world. Zhe cast an animation wand in the shadow of the entrance to the underworld Necropolis. From their perch, they could see the fisher pilgrims in the lower cemetery continuing with their rituals and offerings. 
 
    Whole families cooked meals and sang songs of the fisher people. Flowers were left along with fishing lures, tackle from the ships, nets, and more. After the end of Memory Season, the cemetery looked like an abandoned marketplace. 
 
    With the wand cast, Zhe began the incantation to animate the bones of dead ancient seafarers. They rose from beneath the earth and out of the entrance portal, swirling around Zhe and Raquel, glowing softly with underground mosses and fungus. It was like a faerie dance. 
 
    Commanding the bones to take the form of a flying ship, Zhe thought of his father’s fishing vessel. It was built in the style of Behari fishing vessels but had its own touches, ones specific to his father — based on his experience on the seas and his own style.  
 
    Zhe’s mother had made him a number of wind chimes from bones in her butcher shop, for instance. They were to keep away the seagulls and albatrosses that forever tried to steal the catches of the fishers. She also made him Bone Mage amulets and wards against evil to protect him from sirens and other creatures that hunted seafarers. 
 
    These found their way into the creation of Zhe’s ghostly flying vessel.  
 
    In short order there was a boat that looked like the boat he had grown up on, except that it had eight wings along the length of its hull. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Zhe asked, and Raquel nodded.  
 
    The two of them climbed onboard the vessel and it lifted into the air. They flew over the Necropolis and the gathered pilgrims of the fishers who were finishing their night time meals at the gravesides of their ancestors. 
 
    Zhe brought the glowing replica of his family vessel low so that the celebrants could clearly see it. He watched as they looked up and pointed at it, drifting over top of them. He knew that they would recognize it as a Behari fishing vessel and the old timers would likely recognize it as that of his father. 
 
    “Redeem yourselves!” Zhe shouted over the sides at the shocked people below. “Pray for the souls of Petrus the Fisher and Georgina the Butcher, whom none had the courage to bury with their ancestors.” 
 
    He watched as the people, beginning with the elders, fell to their knees and prayed just as he told them. 
 
    “Is it not cruel to scare your people like that as though we’re haunting them?” Raquel asked. 
 
    “We are haunting them,” Zhe said. “But they were haunted before tonight. I know my people. They lacked the courage to bury my parents here, but it would have tormented their sleep because it contradicts our values and traditions. They are also proud, too proud to submit to prayer to redeem themselves for the cowardice and crimes against our ways. It seems like a cruel trick, but I’ve just set them free from their own shame.” 
 
    They traveled through the night on tireless wings that kept their flying boat in the air. As they passed over Teardrop Lake, Zhe was sorely tempted to land on the shore and seek out his daughters.  
 
    But there simply wasn’t the time. He didn’t even know where the village of the forest people was located in the Forest Between the Rivers. It could take days of searching. Days that they didn’t have.   
 
    And so he gazed towards the shore, wondering how they were faring and hoping that he might see a fire that would give him cause to set the boat down. 
 
    Sometime during their flight, Zhe fell asleep staring across the lake. He dreamt of being with his daughters and laughing. Sometimes they were children again, bouncing on his knee. Then, suddenly, they would be as he last saw them, after rescuing them from Najashi, as fully grown women. 
 
    Waking with the first rays of sunrise, he saw Raquel sitting across from him in the bow of the ship. She had caught a pair of birds and was cooking them with a curved glass. 
 
    “I thought I smelled something good,” Zhe said.  
 
    “It’s not much,” Raquel said. “But a bird in the hand…” 
 
    “Indeed.” Zhe laughed. 
 
    “What is our plan when we get to Mangrove City?” Raquel asked. “I mean, the pirates are probably not going to be happy to see us.” 
 
    “I have been thinking about that,” Zhe replied. “You are right. I think that we have to come to them with an offering that is concrete and not simply a proposal that might or might not have value.”  
 
    “Yeah. Especially after we stole their ship and their crew and then got them killed while feeding the other crew to some crocodiles.” 
 
    “Agreed. That’s why we are going to the golden whale graveyard,” Zhe said.  
 
    “The golden whale graveyard? To build ships from the bone deposits?” 
 
    “That is my plan, yes,” Zhe said. 
 
    “Is it a good idea to try and win favor with the pirates by making enemies of the golden whales?” Raquel asked. “I’m not of the sea like you, but I’ve heard that the golden whales are both smart and deadly.” 
 
    “I think that I know how to win the whales over to the idea. With your help.” 
 
    “I will trust you because you are my master,” Raquel said, “but I reserve the right to consider the idea mad.” 
 
    “You and Razor are of similar minds.” Zhe laughed. “And, of course, it may well be.” 
 
    As they passed over Bladder Lake and then entered the Liji Desert, where the heated sands created an updraft, Zhe turned their ship towards the Flat Sea. He didn’t want them flying over Mangrove City. 
 
    It would probably be safe, but he didn’t want to risk the possibility that the pirates would fire ballista bolts at them. He wanted to gather the pirates’ “presents” before they made an appearance in the town. 
 
    They coasted over the water, enjoying the calm and sunny day. The Flat Sea wasn’t as smooth as glass, but the crests were small and the skies blue.  
 
    It was almost the same distance to the golden whale graveyard as it was from Behari to Mangrove City. That meant another day and night spent in the flying boat. 
 
    The next morning, Zhe spotted a bale of sea turtles near the surface of the sea waters. He lowered the boat into the sea and speared one of them, dragging the massive thing back into the boat with more than a little difficulty.  
 
    After a hearty breakfast, Zhe removed the turtle’s key bones, while Raquel salted the flesh and set it out to dry. When they were once again flying, Zhe worked on creating a shapeshifting paste from the key bones. 
 
    Late in the afternoon, they arrived at the location of the whale graveyard and circled above it. The waters were still and clear, allowing them to see a long way down, almost to the bottom.  
 
    “The sun will be setting soon,” Zhe said. “It is best if we wait until the morning. The graveyard is protected by golden whales, and I want as much daylight as possible.” 
 
    The tireless wings of the bone ship continued through the night as they slept, circling the spot in the ocean. With the first rays of the morning sun, Zhe smeared himself with the turtle paste and strapped a belt loosely around his chest. As they landed on the water in the bone ship, he performed the incantation and then leapt over the side into the sea. 
 
    He had barely struck the water before he felt his body changing, his bones cracking and twisting into their new form. He swam ever deeper into the sea as the light from above slowly turned to shadow. 
 
    When he was still some distance from the bottom, he could see the massive piles of whale bones that had settled on the ocean floor. He could also see the heaps of ruined ships of treasure hunters who had come to scavenge golden whale bones. 
 
    The bones, even in the dim light, gleamed. For reasons that no one understood, the bones of golden whales, as well as in their skin, contained real gold. It was this that drew the treasure hunters to the whale graveyard and why the golden whales protected it, destroying the scavengers. 
 
    Not dissimilar to the Necropolis outside Behari, the golden whale bones were organized according to time since death. Gliding through the gravesite, Zhe noted piles where the bones were little more than heaps of sparkling dirt, so long had they been decaying. In other areas, the connective tissue between the bones still held the skeletons at least partially together. 
 
    Zhe rounded one heap and saw a pile of the freshest dead whales. Some still retained skin, and the mound was alive with carrion eaters like shrimp and worms.  
 
    As he watched, a group of golden whales escorted a sick whale to this pile and eased it onto the top. 
 
    The escorted whale was clearly ready to die and swam with great difficulty at an unhealthy tilt. As the escorts eased it onto its final resting place they stayed by its side, presumably so that it would not be alone in its final moments.  
 
    As they aided the dying whale on its passage to the next world, they sang a mournful song that resonated through the deep waters.  
 
    Or, at least, it seemed to Zhe to be a mournful song. For all he knew they were singing joyously or singing of the dying whale’s great heroism in life. 
 
    Zhe paddled backwards, away from the death ritual of the whales, and returned to the oldest bones that were still in one piece. He wanted to ensure that what he gathered didn’t crumble to dust as he swam to the surface or before he was able to get them into his ship. 
 
    Swimming to the side farthest from the death ritual, Zhe stopped at a pile of loose bones in one of the largest heaps. He had worn the belt around his chest so that he could store the bones that he gathered while he swam back to the surface with his arms free.  
 
    The challenge he faced was that he had flippers and not hands. He couldn’t simply grab a bone and slide it between the belt and his chest.  
 
    He tried to use both flippers to grab the bones, pressing it between them. In this way he managed to pick up some pieces of bone of a manageable size.  
 
    But he couldn’t get them into the belt, and he was running out of air. 
 
    Zhe closed his eyes and concentrated, singing an incantation in his mind. In this way he was able to transform his fore flippers back into his human arms and hands. Then he gathered several bone fragments and some of the smaller bones and wedged them behind the belt. 
 
    While this had solved one problem, it created another, more dangerous one.  
 
    The golden whales had paid him no mind when he had been a turtle. To all of their senses he was just a normal turtle, perhaps lost from its bale.  
 
    Now he was a human grave robber, and his scent had traveled quickly through the water. 
 
    From out of nowhere, a golden whale appeared. It was ten times the size of Zhe and had a mouthful of sharp teeth each as large as his hand. The whale swam at Zhe, and he barely managed to dodge it as it smashed into him with its tail.  
 
    Zhe needed to get back to the surface and back onboard their boat. And he was rapidly running out of air.  
 
    It was simply impossible for him to swim quickly enough with his human arms, so he awkwardly squeezed himself into a gap between several bones in the pile and hid. 
 
    That gave Zhe the time to reverse the incantation that had transformed his arms. But it also gave time for more whales to arrive, and they wouldn’t be fooled again by his transformation. Nor were there any other sea turtles amongst whom he could hide. 
 
    Looking out from a pile of whale bones, Zhe watched a dozen golden whales patrol the sea in search of him.  
 
    The situation with his breath was getting desperate.  
 
    At what seemed the most opportune moment, Zhe launched from under the pile of bones, straight upwards towards the surface. He pushed his fins as hard as he could and climbed towards the growing light. 
 
    There was a powerful tug on one of his rear fins, and Zhe felt himself no longer moving forward. He looked down and saw a golden whale had snapped onto his fin and was dragging him backwards. Others were approaching from multiple directions.  
 
    Previously, Zhe had felt sympathy towards the whales, but now, as his breath left him, he felt a combination of rage and growing panic. He needed to reach the surface.  
 
    That rage caused Zhe’s body to begin morphing almost of its own accord. He grew in size and new limbs sprang from his sides. His head throbbed as it expanded massively. He was once again a giant squid. 
 
    Acting on instinct, Zhe wrapped his tentacles around the golden whale, squeezed it hard, and stabbed it with his sharp beak. The startled whale released Zhe’s fin, now tentacle, and swam away to reassess. The other whales also stopped their approach, now that the strange human/turtle hybrid had become a giant squid — the mortal enemy of whales. 
 
    He had thwarted the attack, but with the change in his body, the belt had slipped off, and the whale bones were pirouetting back towards the sea floor.  
 
    While the golden whales were disoriented and not attacking, Zhe moved quickly. He knew that while he could now breathe under the water, he didn’t have much time before the sea water took his consciousness.  
 
    Zhe dove rapidly towards the bones and snatched them in his tentacles and then bolted upwards. As he broke the surface, he flung the bones onto the deck of the bone ship.  
 
    Then he pulled himself onto the deck and lay there like a beached sea creature. As he slowly transformed back into a human, under the concerned gaze of Raquel, he commanded the bone ship to return to the air. 
 
    As his body took form again, Raquel helped him to his feet. His right foot was badly mangled from the whale bite, and there was a lot of blood, which looked stark against the white bone of the ship’s deck. 
 
    “We need to bind that,” Raquel said. “I’ll get my kit.” 
 
    “We don’t have time,” Zhe said and reached down, touching the open wound on his foot. 
 
    The blood stopped flowing, and a kind of thick scab formed on it.  
 
    “How did you do that?” Raquel asked. “That isn’t bone magic.” 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure. I just knew to reach down and grip the wound.” 
 
    “It’s happening again,” Raquel said. “You’re growing more powerful, just like before you became a threefold mage. It’s been since you began shapeshifting.” 
 
    “It must be related,” Zhe said. “Osun said that I was becoming a demigod, and it was connected to our time on the volcano.” 
 
    “When you had sex with her.” 
 
    “Does everyone know of my private matters?” Zhe asked. 
 
    “I’m a teenager, master. I understand a few things, and when a beautiful goddess takes a man to a mountaintop to be alone with him, it isn’t to discuss theology.” 
 
    “Yes, then it may be that, but I am no expert in these matters.” 
 
    Zhe turned and walked to the side of the ship to put an end to the conversation. He looked over the side at the sea beneath them. They hadn’t risen much above the water, just enough to keep out of reach of the whales.  
 
    Below them a small pod of the guardian whales, perhaps twelve in number, swam in circles. Occasionally, one would leap in the air, attempting to reach their ship. 
 
    “I think that the whales will destroy any ships that you create before we can return them to the mainland,” Raquel said. “They are very angry over the few bones that you have gathered already.” 
 
    “It does pose a problem,” Zhe said. “But I have a solution. I’m going to cast a wand of animation, and I need you to cast a wand of summoning for the whales.” 
 
    “That is beyond me, master,” Raquel said. “The whales are massive — much larger even than gray bears.” 
 
    “They are large in size and stranger than bears, at least for us as land creatures, but you won’t need to control them and compel them to do something, just communicate with them,” Zhe said. “It is good practice for your future advancement.” 
 
    The two of them cast their wands side-by-side with Zhe occasionally offering suggestions or corrections to Raquel. She took her time and was very studious with her process, which Zhe appreciated.  
 
    His own wand was also complex and served two purposes. The wand not only had to animate the bones of whales, Zhe had to use them to create complex forms. 
 
    Once they were completed, Zhe brought the ship closer to the water as Raquel performed the incantation of summoning.  
 
    The whales, some of which had drifted away, gathered in a circle around the ship. They weren’t leaping out of the water at them but neither did they seem intent on cooperation.  
 
    “They want to know why we summon them after stealing their dead,” Raquel said to Zhe. 
 
    Zhe spoke to the whales directly, rather than to Raquel, though she translated to them through her mental-magical connection with them. 
 
    “We are on a mission to liberate our people in T’iru Midiri from the conquerors from Malgent,” Zhe said. “To do that we need the bones of the great golden whales to build ships that can sink the Iron Boatmen of Mun.” 
 
    “The whales don’t care about the problems of humans.” 
 
    “I understand that,” Zhe said, “and I would rather not disturb the golden whales or their sacred burial sites. However, we can help you and in doing so help our own cause.” 
 
    “How?” was the simple answer. Raquel then added: “They are very skeptical and are basically buying time so that they can gather more whales to come and kill us.” 
 
    “Then I’ll try to make this quick,” Zhe replied before continuing with the whales. “Those who disturb your graveyard and leave their ships to pollute it can be convinced to stay away, with your help.” 
 
    The whales swam in a circle quickly, spraying water from the spout at the back of their head and making clicking noises.  
 
    “That definitely got their attention,” Raquel said. “They want details.” 
 
    “If you permit me to use some of your bones, those of your choosing, I will use my magic to repair the sunken ships and sail them back to T’iru Midiri,” Zhe said. “There, I will offer these ships to the pirates who come here to try and steal your bones. I will give the ships to the pirates in return for their guarantee to never approach the whale graveyard again.” 
 
    “The pirates steal their bones, but it is the fishermen from Behari who hunt them,” Raquel said. 
 
    “If we drive Malgent from T’iru Midiri with this help from you, I promise you that hunting of golden whales will be forbidden.” 
 
    The whales, which had been swimming in circles beneath them, disappeared beneath the water.  
 
    “Did they say anything before they left?” Zhe asked Raquel, who simply shrugged. 
 
    They waited for some time for the whales to return. Finally, they ate a lunch of salted turtle and discussed Raquel’s further training as a Bone Mage summoner. There was little else to do for the moment, and Zhe was certain that the whales would return. 
 
    From over the side of the ship they heard the clicking of the whales and went to look. A dozen of the whales were there, each with a bone or bone fragment in their mouths.  
 
    Zhe lowered the ship further so that he could reach them, though it also put them in reach of the whales if it turned out to be a trick. 
 
    “They are saying that you may use the bones of the dead whales but only those of their criminals, who disgraced their kind,” Raquel said. 
 
    Zhe bowed his head to the whales in thanks. 
 
    “I will do as you ask and promise that I will keep my word, on my life,” Zhe said. “When the ships are done, you may accompany us to the mainland to communicate directly with the pirates so that they understand why this is important to you and the consequences should they break the treaty you will agree with them.” 
 
    Keeping his word required Zhe to cast another wand that was specific to the bones of the disgraced whales who were kept in their own place, separate from the rest of the dead. By the time he finished, the sun was turning orange and climbing down. 
 
    Normally, he would have waited for the morning to perform such a complex incantation, but Zhe was anxious to demonstrate his intent to the whales. He didn’t want them to think that he had taken their bones simply to sell them back on the mainland. Only by removing the “pollution” of the ships from their necropolis could he do so. 
 
    He began the incantation and sang the song of animation in the ancient, arcane tongue that the Bone Mages used. As he did so and performed complex motions with the wand, Zhe added elements to the song directing the bones to where they needed to go and what they needed to do. 
 
    Animating bones to take on specific forms and tasks was a process of coaxing the energy that remained in bones from their time as part of living beings. To Zhe it felt almost like training an animal but through the use of channeled magic, instead of commands. 
 
    Doing so required also channeling the correct magical energies.  
 
    In the ether that connected all things were currents like one would find in a wide and deep river. Some were fast, others slow and ponderous. They flowed through the world and passed through people and things as though they were fishing nets or water plants. 
 
    For the magic to work, not only did Zhe have to “convince” the bones to do his bidding and provide sophisticated directions to them, he also had to find and channel the correct current in the magical ether, amongst thousands of currents.  
 
    To perform complicated magical spells required finding and braiding together multiple, disparate currents of magic in motion.  
 
    As the spell unfolded in the sea beneath them, bubbles rose to the surface like a pot of boiling water. The previously clear waters became cloudy as the actions of the bones and the shipwrecks on the sea bottom churned up silt and sand.  
 
    More than an hour passed. The sun was dipping its bottom edge into the sea on the distant horizon when the first sunken ship’s mast rose above the water nearby.  
 
    It was a recently sunken ship, and the remains of sailors clung to its deck, though they were bloated and half-eaten by the same shrimp and worms that cleaned the whale carcasses.  
 
    This ship was followed by another and then another.  
 
    By the time the upper edge of the sun clung to the horizon like rosy fingers slipping beneath the waves, a dozen ships floated on the surface. Some were strange monstrosities made from combining multiple ships that had disintegrated significantly with time. 
 
    All were repaired with glistening, braided bones of gold. The golden whales swam in a wide circle around the ships, joined by others that had been called to the graveyard by the guardians. They frolicked and sang in celebration of the fact that the graveyard would be cleaned of human pollution. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re not a Forest Mage of the sea, master?” Raquel said with a small smile. “You have restored the place of the whale graveyard from the pollution of human carelessness and greed.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if there are Sea Mages”—Zhe laughed—“but if there are, I would almost certainly like to be one.” 
 
    Looking out at the strange, gleaming ships Zhe did indeed feel a sense of pride.  
 
    He had restored the whale graveyard and had created an armada of ships. They now had a chance to destroy the Malgent navy and drive them from T’iru Midiri. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Captain Bild stood on the docks surrounded by hundreds of sailors and pirates. They were staring at Zhe and Raquel as they drifted down towards the water from high above in their bone fishing vessel. Behind them, in the small harbor in front of Mangrove City, were a dozen three-masted sailing ships. 
 
    The ships gleamed in places where the golden whale bones had been used to make the ships whole again. Some of the ships were almost completely wrought of the golden bones.  
 
    Also in the harbor were two dozen golden whales swimming back and forth. They rose to the surface, leapt through the air, and spouted water, making themselves deliberately visible. 
 
    Before their dramatic landing, Zhe had led their flying, ghostly white fishing vessel in a circuit of Mangrove City. He and Raquel both shouted over the sides of the ship that any patriotic pirate with courage should go to the docks.  
 
    It had the desired effect, including on the “supreme commander” of the pirates, Captain Bild. He looked like he had just woken up but had managed to pull on pants and a jacket in order to be presentable.  
 
    A shirt had proved too much, as had a comb for his hair and scraggly beard. He was at least sober, which was more than could be said for most of the pirates. 
 
    Zhe’s boat glided across the water and up to the pier where Captain Bild stood and came to a stop. 
 
    “What wizardry is this?” Captain Bild said as Zhe and Raquel disembarked. “This is a respectable town, and you’re making a clatter in the middle of the night with that demonic thing.” 
 
    “Easier to be heard when the drunks are already all asleep and the bars are closed,” Zhe replied. “And Mangrove City is little more than a pirate cove. There is nothing respectable about it.” 
 
    “You still haven’t answered what wizardry this is? We’ve had just about enough of that after the Dragon Riders destroyed my fleet and half my sailors.” 
 
    “It’s bone magic,” Zhe said. 
 
    “Bloody briskets, I knew I recognized you,” Bild groaned. “You freed those two crippled wizards and then stole the Black Death from me and nearly scuttled the Marionette. You’re as bad as the Dragon Riders. I advise you to get back in your flying death ship and be gone.” 
 
    “I’ve come to offer you a fleet of golden vessels, a chance at vengeance, your weight in gold, and the opportunity to be a hero of T’iru Midiri all in one go,” Zhe said. “But if you’d rather stay here and slowly drink your way through what’s left of your past thievery, then we shall be off.” 
 
    Bild scowled and eyed Zhe, then turned and looked at his own sailors.  
 
    They were a sorry looking group of men and women. Half of them were so drunk that they could barely stand. They all wore tattered clothing, and many suffered sores and black eyes, along with signs of malnutrition.  
 
    His “fleet” had become nothing more than a group of scurvy-ridden scallywags, who looked at him with dog eyes, desperately hoping that he would take this magical offer. 
 
    “Go on,” he said simply. 
 
    “Those ships in the harbor are many of your own as well as from other treasure hunters who sought gold in the bones of whales,” Zhe said. 
 
    “The golden whale graveyard…” a sailor next to Bild whispered in awe. 
 
    “Yes,” Zhe replied. “A sacred place for the golden whales that you desecrated for an easy take of gold. Or so many thought until the whales made it clear that they would defend their dead. I have reached an accord with the golden whales.” 
 
    “An accord? With whales? Are you off your nut?” Bild said.  
 
    “I stand here with a flying ship, and behind me are a pod of golden whales. Behind them are the ships that were sunk while trying to steal the bones of their dead. They gleam with the golden bones of dead whales, granted freely by the whales. You are standing here surrounded by drunks, wearing a jacket and no shirt,” Zhe said, nodding to Bild’s naked chest. “Who might we say is off their nut?” 
 
    “The wizard has a point,” a drunken woman missing patches of hair on her head said. 
 
    “Shut it!” Bild snapped. “What is the accord you have negotiated with… whales?” 
 
    “They will give you this armada of ships, more even than you lost,” Zhe said. “In return, you must swear to never return to the whale graveyard.” 
 
    “Perhaps we should kill those whales, take the ships, and then sail them right to the graveyard,” Bild said, causing much laughter. 
 
    It was cut short as Zhe had his glowing dragon blade at the throat of Captain Bild.  
 
    The other sailors shrank away from the heat alone. 
 
    “I gave those whales my word, and I would see your head split in two before my word was betrayed by a petty thief like you,” Zhe hissed. “You either accept my terms or you don’t. If you try to cheat them, I will kill you all and use your bones to build latrines.” 
 
    To emphasize the power in his hands, Zhe blasted a nearby rowboat with a column of fire from the dragon sword, turning it into a blazing heap that quickly sank. 
 
    “Take the bloody offer, you half-dressed idiot,” the patchy-haired woman said. 
 
    “What is it expected that we will do with those twelve ships?” Bild asked as sweat from the heat of the blade poured down his face. 
 
    “There are five iron ships on their way to T’iru Midiri. They are filled with soldiers and the gold to pay them. The soldiers are meant to join an offensive against Midway before heading on to Meder. If they are successful, they will come here next and finish you off well and good.” 
 
    “A dozen wooden ships against five of those iron monstrosities?” Bild scoffed. “They will have Dragon Riders in the air as well, I’m certain. We wouldn’t stand a chance.” 
 
    “Four of the ships will be soldiers and one will carry the gold to pay them,” Zhe said. “And you will have two Bone Mages on your side as well. As you can see, we are not without our own significant powers.” 
 
    “What about them whales? Will they fight with us as well?” 
 
    Zhe hadn’t considered that. He glanced back out into the harbor and then to Raquel.  
 
    She remained in contact with the whales through her summoning spell. 
 
    “They will,” she said. “But in that case, you must promise to not only stay away from the whale graveyard, but you must also defend it with regular patrols to keep away other treasure seekers.” 
 
    “Each of ’em ships carries two thousand men,” the patchy woman said. “That’s a lot of gold. I’ll guard the whale graveyard, the crab graveyard, and the bloody lice nursery if I hafta.” 
 
    The sailors who heard her shouted in approval. Bild could see where the sentiment of his sailors was located. He could hardly say no.  
 
    “When do the iron ships arrive?” he asked. 
 
    “Within days,” Zhe replied.  
 
    Bild looked around at his drunken sailors. They stank of booze and filth. It was worse than the smell in Shitsville. They needed a reason to sober up and get themselves back together. 
 
    “I accept your offer — or the whales’ offer — but I choose my own captains,” Bild said, and another cheer went up from the crowd. 
 
    “You know your people and who is worthy of a commission,” Zhe replied.  
 
    “We will speak in the morning,” Captain Bild said, then he turned and left. 
 
    Zhe returned to the bone ship with Raquel. Behind them, the sailors had found a new reason to continue drinking, at least for the night. They staggered off singing pirate songs, fighting, or vomiting on the pier. 
 
    “The whales aren’t convinced that these sailors can even urinate over the side of a ship without drowning,” Raquel said. “Except they didn’t use the word urinate...” 
 
    “They are demoralized from the great defeat that they suffered at the hands of Malgent. This will give them their confidence back. Once they sober up, I am sure that they will prove to be fine sailors.” 
 
    “And why did you lie to them?” Raquel asked. “You told them five iron ships, but we were only told three.” 
 
    “We were told three ships filled with soldiers,” Zhe said. “That means that there will be a fourth ship with their pay. They always keep the gold ship away from the soldiers or things have a tendency to go badly.” 
 
    “And the other ship that you said?” 
 
    “I want them to be prepared for the worst and be cheered by the sight of better odds,” Zhe replied. “It will make them fight with more hope. Fighters with hope are better fighters.” 
 
    “I will have more hope if they bathe and sober up,” Raquel mumbled in response. 
 
    The next morning proved too soon for the pirates to embark. Too many were sick with the drink. But there were enough that were able to function that they could outfit the ships with all the tackle that they needed, including sails and rope.  
 
    For two days, they prepared the ships for sea and for battle. As more and more sailors reached sobriety, the workforce grew.  
 
    By the fourth day, the ships were ready to set sail.  
 
    Zhe was anxious to leave, worried that the Malgent ships would pass outside of the sight of the harbor. The captains of the iron ships would know that Malgent had betrayed the pirates and that they should avoid sailing too close to the pirate cove of Mangrove City. 
 
    Captain Bild wanted another day to make sure that they had enough food, but Zhe insisted that they leave at nightfall. They didn’t need to go far, just out into deep waters where they could intercept the iron ships when they arrived on their way to Behari. 
 
    As Bild led the dozen ships — and the whales — out onto the Flat Sea, Zhe and Raquel flew ahead in their bone ship. Once they got into the deep black waters that were almost halfway to the whale graveyard, Zhe and Raquel turned south. They had barely traveled for half a day when they spotted the fleet of iron ships on their way to Behari.  
 
    They were, indeed, four ships. The fourth ship was smaller and likely faster than the others but was no shirk for armor and weaponry.  
 
    All the troop ships had two catapults and two ballistae onboard. The gold ship had one of each. They were at full sail, and black smoke chugged from the burning pit in the center of the ship.  
 
    The oars were in the air and would only be manned when the ships went into battle. Rowing was hard work, and there was no point in killing one’s rowers when it was better to conserve them for battles. They gave a heavy ship excellent maneuverability and extra speed for ramming. 
 
    One thing that Zhe didn’t see were Dragon Riders flying patrols in the air. Zhe wasn’t sure if that meant that there were no dragons or whether, like with the rowers, they were being allowed to rest.  
 
    They would find out soon enough. 
 
    Zhe kept them high in the air and far away from the fleet of iron ships. They were small in their flying fishing boat, and the sun was at their backs to make them less visible still. When they saw the ships, Zhe immediately maneuvered close to a cloud bank. 
 
    Having made the sighting and their assessment, they returned to the pirates and glided down until they were at the side of the flagship of the pirate fleet. Bild, now wearing a shirt under his jacket and with his previously wild hair and beard trimmed, stood at the rail. Zhe told him what they had seen.  
 
    Bild lit the battle torch to let the other ships know to prepare themselves. Raquel, meanwhile, communicated with the golden whales, whose number had grown to a hundred. They were highly motivated by the possibility of finally achieving peace from both hunters and scavengers. 
 
    Hours passed as they waited anxiously for the iron ships to arrive.  
 
    During the days when the ships were being outfitted and prepared for battle, Zhe and Bild, along with Raquel and Bild’s chosen captains, had discussed their battle plan to take on the iron ships. 
 
    The first and most important detail of the coming battle was that ships needed to avoid being rammed by the iron ships. There would be no surviving a ramming. That meant coming at them from the side or keeping their distance. 
 
    Half of the ships would be focused on artillery fire to cause fear and chaos, while the other half would come at the ships from the sides and try to board. Zhe and Raquel in the flying ship would perform different tasks depending on how the situation unfolded. 
 
    As the sun set, the lights of the iron ships became visible in the distance. The open hole in the main deck of the ships glowed with the coal fire that burned below. Portholes along the sides and in the bow of the ship glowed with the lights of the interior of each ship.  
 
    The black smoke that plumed from the blackrock engine of the ship looked like silhouettes of clouds against the pink light of the sinking sun. 
 
    The boarding ships divided into two groups of three that would approach from either side. As they moved into position, hoping for the element of surprise, Zhe and Raquel rose high into the air and moved straight on towards the iron ships. 
 
    Earlier in the day, Zhe had summoned giant albatrosses, and they now seemed to cover every inch of deck on the flying bone ship. He had considered battle eagles, but they were too far from the mountains to be able to arrive in time. And with the size of the albatrosses, they would still be effective if the iron ships had an escort of Dragon Riders. 
 
    Zhe sent a pair of albatrosses off to both his port and starboard side. Through his elevated summoning powers, Zhe could see through their eyes. They landed on the yardarms of both groups of ships and stayed put so that Zhe could see the status of every ship in the fleet. 
 
    When they had reached the agreed upon point and the iron ships were approaching the intercept location, Zhe had the flying ship dive towards the water.  
 
    It was a near full moon, which wasn’t ideal, especially in a boat of white bone descending from the sky. He hoped that any sailors who spotted him would think them a ghost. 
 
    They reached the water and flew at speed just above it towards the lead ship in the fleet of four. Zhe drew his dragon sword and moved to near the portside bow of the ship as the sword began to glow and grow hot. 
 
    He looked to the small army of albatrosses that sat calmly on the ship, leaning into the powerful wind generated by their speed. Raquel stood at the stern of the ship, holding the wheel.  
 
    As he caught her eye, they exchanged a small laugh at the absurdity of the albatrosses.  
 
    They passed the large pod of golden whales, which Rachel had sent ahead so that they would arrive around the same moment as their flying ship. The whales clicked and blew waterspouts into the air. 
 
    From onboard the ships, an alarm was sounded. A growing number of bells and the sound of horns filled the air.  
 
    They knew that they were under some sort of attack, even if they had no idea what it might be.  
 
    Reaching the lead ship, Zhe plunged his sword into the hull beneath the water line. It cut through the metal as though it were soft butter, molten iron dripping away into the sea. 
 
    But something was different from the last time he had sunk an iron ship this way. There was no whirlpool of water being sucked into the hole he was carving into the ship. They must have prepared the ship for this possibility and had sealed the ship with an additional layer of iron at the waterline.  
 
    It wasn’t working. 
 
    “I need a whale,” Zhe said. “To ride.” 
 
    Raquel nodded and brought the ship around, backtracking to where the whales were still catching up with them. One of the whales leapt from the water into the air. 
 
    “That one!” Raquel shouted. 
 
    Zhe nodded and dove from the bow into the water just as the whale arrived. He climbed onto its back, holding its dorsal fin with one hand and then spurred it like a horse to let it know he was ready.  
 
    “Take us below the ship!” he shouted. 
 
    The whale dove into the dark waters. They swam alongside the hull of the ship as they went ever deeper until they reached the very bottom of the hull. Zhe was already running out of air and didn’t have much time. 
 
    Thrusting the glowing blade upwards, he pierced the base of the hull. He saw immediately that water was being sucked through this hole into the ship itself. They hadn’t had time to reinforce the entire ship’s hull, which would have required rebuilding the entire ship.  
 
    He spurred the whale again, and it swam alongside the underbelly of the ship as Zhe held his blade in both hands. He sliced through the hull along the length of its bottom. The whale then turned and doubled-back so that Zhe carved a large oval in the ship.  
 
    A large section of the hull fell away into the blackness of the sea, along with a large number of sailors and equipment. The ship began to list so quickly that it almost smashed into them as the whale rushed out from underneath. 
 
    They broke the surface, and Zhe inhaled a large lungful of air just as he felt like he was at bursting point.  
 
    Looking across the water, he saw the stern of the ship going low in the water as it listed towards starboard. 
 
    The large pod of whales rushed at the ship and dove under the water to push on the keel of the ship, accelerating the ship’s listing. There were shouts and screams from topside as time was running out to abandon the fatally damaged ship. 
 
    In a few moments, the ship turned onto its side, thrusting a large wave at another ship. Then, with the help of the whales, it capsized and disappeared beneath the sea. 
 
    At that moment there came the sound of the first catapults and ballistae from the pirate fleet striking at the other iron ships in the convoy. From where he was in the sea, Zhe could see pirates climbing the ropes that they had thrown over the sides of one of the iron ships.  
 
    From above, on the main decks of the iron ships, sailors fired arrows and poured hot oil on the pirates below. Pirates died from arrows, and others slipped, screaming as they fell off the ropes and into the black waters below. 
 
    Zhe saw the oars of the remaining iron ships lower into the water. They were now ready for battle and would come around quickly to ram any ships they could.  
 
    The whale he rode upon returned him to Raquel in the bone ship, and Zhe climbed back aboard. He took it up into the air and towards one of the other iron ships. As they flew, some of the bones that made up the flying ship came free and affixed themselves to his back, forming wings. 
 
    Zhe handed the albatross-summoning wand to Raquel. She looked from the wand to Zhe. 
 
    “You cast this wand,” she said. “I can’t use it.” 
 
    “I am your mentor, and you are my apprentice,” Zhe said. “As long as the spell is not beyond your level, I can share my tools with you. Use the albatrosses to cause chaos where it’s needed, especially if the Dragon Riders appear.” 
 
    Without waiting for a reply, Zhe leapt over the side of the ship and glided through the air towards a second iron ship near them. As he swooped towards the fire hole that led to the blackrock engine, Zhe could see the pirates clambering up the sides of the ships.  
 
    He was disappointed but not surprised that half of the entire fleet had dedicated themselves to attacking the gold transport ship. 
 
    Zhe had told Captain Bild that it was important that they not do this and leave the others to fight the troop ships alone, but he doubted that Bild had full control over his captains. Bild’s flagship was at least leading the attack on the remaining troop carriers, firing volleys of catapults and ballista bolts.  
 
    But with the distribution of ships out of balance, the two remaining troop carriers only faced one ship each trying to board them. The other four were swarming the gold ship. 
 
    That gave the troop carriers a better chance to fight back. With their oars in the water and an obviously skilled crew, the two ships were able to round on the raiding parties trying to board them from the side.  
 
    The first troop ship rammed one of the raiders, plowing through it as though it weren’t there. The pirate ship split in half and sank in seconds. Pirates flailed in the water, trying to find anything to grab onto to stop from sinking.  
 
    Golden whales tried to help the sinking pirates, and some were saved by the creatures, but sharks showed up with another intention for the flailing sailors, and soon the water was stained with blood. 
 
    From crushing the raiding ship, the iron ship turned towards the artillery ships that were some distance off and headed towards them. It was certain that the iron ship would outrun them and would crush several of them, probably on the first pass. 
 
    Zhe cursed the greed of the pirates who had been so determined to snatch their share of the gold that they had left their comrades to be destroyed. His intent had been to help the raiding parties board the two troop carriers, but he had to change his plans. 
 
    Veering towards the iron ship that was plowing through the water in the direction of the artillery ships, Zhe landed on the deck in a crouch, his wings wrapped around him. Arrows bounced off the bone wings, and once the volley of fire had ended, Zhe leapt to his feet. 
 
    Sailors with curved swords and wearing full armor rushed him, determined to be the one to take off the head of the strange flying man who had boarded their ship. But Zhe was just as determined to not let them have his head.  
 
    Zhe spun the two bone swords in his hands at such speed that they were a blur. The first brave soldier who reached Zhe fell in a bloody heap with his battle cry half-completed. 
 
    Seeing the fate of the first soldier, the others skidded to a stop and formed a circle around Zhe, looking for an opening.  
 
    Zhe didn’t have time to toy with the soldiers. Every second brought the iron ship closer to the artillery ships. With the extra weight of the artillery, they were also slower and less likely to be able to escape.  
 
    Zhe leapt at the soldiers, slicing two with one swing. He then whirled and caught two more that were attempting to rush him from behind.  
 
    Running forward a few steps, Zhe spread his wings and launched himself over the circle of soldiers, landing on the other side, then rushed towards the edge of the fire hole in the center of the main deck.  
 
    A group of six soldiers placed themselves to block him. Zhe threw himself onto his back, using his momentum and the smoothness of the bones wings to slide towards the soldiers.  
 
    Taken off guard by the maneuver, the soldiers tried to dive out of the way while swinging wildly at him. Zhe struck two of them with his bone swords. The power of the blow sent them staggering backwards and shrieking as they fell into the fire pit. 
 
    Zhe followed them over the edge and opened his wings as he became airborne, circling downwards. From his belt, Zhe withdrew the blackrock wand that he had made on the ship with Diarmuid and Logaire. 
 
    Reciting the incantation, Zhe focused his magical energy downwards into the blackrock engine. Soon, the glowing coals came together in the form of a singular, giant fire beetle. The insect roared and reached out to grab nearby sailors, tossing them into its fiery maw.  
 
    When it ran out of sailors within immediate grasp, it climbed out of the fire pit and tore apart the ship around it. Soon, water gushed in through the gaping holes that the fire beetle ripped into the hull. Steam exploded upwards, cooking sailors alive as the fire beetle scurried up the inside wall of the fire pit to try and escape the rising waters.  
 
    Zhe spread his wings wide and let the heated air carry him higher at speed until he was back above the mortally wounded ship and looking down upon it.  
 
    The second ship was now being destroyed and sinking fast, taking her crew with her. The furious beetle quickly reached the main deck and devoured any soldier or sailor who tried to reach the escape rafts. 
 
    Zhe turned his attention towards the third ship, but something had changed. 
 
    The pirate ship hadn’t been rammed by the third troop ship. It was, however, in flames and would soon go beneath the waves. There was only one thing that could have caused such a fire. 
 
    Dragon Riders. 
 
    Over at the gold ship, two of the four ships were also burning. One of them was being battered by a column of fire at that very moment, coming from a Dragon Rider.  
 
    Zhe could see that four dragons were attacking the pirate fleet. Only one was still able to attack with fire as the other three were occupied by swarms of albatross. They flew at the creatures and their riders, harassing them and aiming their powerful beaks at the eyes of the built dragons.  
 
    Zhe spotted Raquel and the flying bone ship. She was above him and to his right, in the shadow of a large cloud. Raquel had wedged herself into the railing at the bow of the ship and was hanging almost horizontal over the open air.  
 
    As Zhe rose higher and flew towards the ship, he saw Raquel firing arrow after arrow towards the Dragon Riders. She hit one of them in the neck, and they tumbled off the side of the dragon.  
 
    Seconds later, when the rider died, their mount exploded into a mushroom-shaped cloud of fire that scattered the albatrosses that had been harassing it.  
 
    Spotting her, another Dragon Rider spun on Raquel and flew towards her. Zhe beat his wings harder, thinking that Raquel couldn’t see the approaching threat.  
 
    But as the dragon got closer, Raquel ran horizontally along the hull of the ship, letting the rope that she had tied to her waist and the other end to the mast take her weight.  
 
    The dragon climbed past Raquel and then stopped, letting itself fall back towards Raquel, its mouth open to unleash hellfire. Raquel pushed off the side of the ship and spun in the air so that she faced upwards and fired an arrow.  
 
    It flew past the snout of the dragon and struck the rider underneath their helmet, piercing their brain. 
 
    The rider slumped forward, dead, and the dragon went into a limp spiral towards the sea, exploding into an all-consuming fire before it reached the water. 
 
    Confident that Raquel could handle the third dragon currently fighting off the albatrosses, Zhe dove towards the Dragon Rider attacking the pirate ship. The ship’s sails were in flames, along with much of the wood on its decking and rails.  
 
    Zhe didn’t bother to aim for the rider, instead heading directly for the dragon. As he dove past it at blistering speed, Zhe swung his dragon blade and sliced the dragon’s head from its body. 
 
    The surprised Dragon Rider turned towards Zhe, and with wide eyes and mouth open, she  spiraled downwards into the ocean, where she too exploded in flames.  
 
    Down at the gold transport ship, Zhe could see that the majority of pirates were swarming the main deck and had seized control of the wheel. He turned back to ensure that the third troop transport wasn’t able to escape or wreak more damage on the other ships. 
 
    Out of nowhere, Zhe was struck by something heavy, large, and metal.  
 
    The impact sent him spinning through the air. He caught a glimpse of what had hit him. 
 
    Diarmuid stood atop her massive Royal Dragon, and as she dove towards the gold transport ship, her dragon was already unleashing a massive column of white flame that boiled the surface of the water. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Zhe was disoriented as blood flowed from a wound on his head. His wings of bone had kept him in the air, but he was barely conscious. He wasn’t even sure where he was, just that he was surrounded by some kind of roar. 
 
    Lifting his head, he saw the wall of flame moving across the water and furrowed his brow. What was behind it? 
 
    Suddenly, there was an enormous bird at his face, hitting him with its feet and its wings. The claws on its feet opened up small cuts on his face.  
 
    It focused Zhe’s mind, which had obviously been the intent — Raquel must have sent it. 
 
    He looked and saw her racing towards the gold supply ship, chasing the Royal Dragon flown by Queen Diarmuid. She waved at him, and he waved back. Ahead of her was a massive flock of albatrosses like the one that had scratched up Zhe’s face.  
 
    The birds dove at Diarmuid, who wasn’t expecting such an attack and was herself disoriented for a moment.  
 
    But it wouldn’t last long, Zhe knew. And when she regained control, she would wreak vengeance first and foremost on Raquel. 
 
    Zhe dove at the Royal Dragon, his arms at his sides and his wings folded back to increase his speed. As he was about to collide with the Royal Dragon, he pulled up and landed on its back. 
 
    The creature was absolutely massive — much bigger than he realized even when he had seen it in the North Sea. It had been in a storm then and in the midst of a battle. It was a blur. 
 
    Zhe could stand easily on the back of the thing, which was as wide as a dozen horses. It was so large that Diarmuid sat not in a saddle but in something more like a cushioned throne on an enormous litter. The head of the dragon itself was probably as large as Zhe’s entire body. He could have fit into its mouth. 
 
    Zhe moved forward towards Diarmuid’s back, but she somehow sensed him and turned around, her lips curling into a smile. 
 
    “I was hoping that we would get the chance to meet again,” she said. “You have become something of a recurring theme in my life like a dream that one has every night and which contains a mystery that one must solve.” 
 
    “The answer to the mystery is to leave T’iru Midiri,” Zhe said. “There is no other solution.” 
 
    “That isn’t going to happen,” Diarmuid replied. “You have blackrock and don’t even use it, and we need it. You are rich with resources and run your kingdom like a farm. We will teach you how to advance.” 
 
    “You don’t teach by invasion and murder, unless what you hope to teach is the art of resistance,” Zhe said. 
 
    He wasn’t really interested in a debate. What he wanted was to destroy Diarmuid’s dragon and, most probably, her along with it. At the very least, he wanted to take her back to prison in Meder.  
 
    Zhe drew his dragon sword and moved towards Diarmuid, willing the sword to life. He would kill her or sever the head of her dragon, whichever was easiest. 
 
    As he approached her, he stopped and looked at the sword. It didn’t glow. 
 
    Diarmuid laughed. 
 
    “It’s a nice trick, isn’t it,” she said. “Do you remember the cell in the iron ship where we held you?” 
 
    Zhe immediately knew what she was referring to. There was something about the prison cell on that iron ship that prevented him from using any magic. 
 
    “Yes, we’ve discovered a way to fuse the iron with another metal and create an alloy that disrupts the flow of magic,” Diarmuid said. “When Freya told us your location in the North Sea, we built that prison cell in order to put you in it and test whether it worked. And it did!” 
 
    Zhe leapt towards Diarmuid with the sword raised. It might not be blazingly hot, but it was still a sharp weapon and would deal a fatal blow, magic or not, but Zhe merely fell forward onto the dragon’s back.  
 
    It clanged from its impact with the sword. It was made entirely from metal. 
 
    Looking back, Zhe saw the pile of bones that had been his wings moments earlier. Somehow, the magic disruption had severed his connection with them.  
 
    “Now, when my dragon turns upside down, after I mortally wound you, you will simply fall to your death,” Diarmuid said and drew a dagger. 
 
    She threw the dagger at Zhe. He dove at the pile of bones on the dragon’s back and then rolled off it into the air. Zhe and the bones tumbled towards the Flat Sea far beneath them.  
 
    Raquel was nearby, aiding the pirates on the golden ship, too far away to be of any help.  
 
    As Zhe fell towards the water — and his death — he felt the distance between himself and the Royal Dragon. Specifically, he felt his connection to the currents of magic in the ether restoring.  
 
    The dragon’s metal skeleton distorted the ether like a rock in a river forces the water around it, displacing the water. 
 
    Zhe sheathed his dragon blade and rolled his body in the air until he was spinning rapidly. As he did so, he drew the bones to himself. They returned to their places on his back and once again became wings. Just above the black waters of the sea, Zhe spread his wings and zoomed over it, then climbed back up towards the Royal Dragon. 
 
    He knew that he couldn’t get too close and couldn’t use magic against Diarmuid. The dragon was so large and powerful that he would also find it difficult to attack her with any success. The middle of a raid to disrupt the arrival of a convoy of iron ships was not the moment to research the powers of this dragon’s bones.  
 
    Zhe needed to find a way to drive the dragon away so they could evacuate what was left of their fleet back to shore. Then he could consider how to defeat and destroy the Royal Dragon. If it was able to lead the attack on Midway, the Bone Mages and even the archers would be powerless against it. 
 
    Turning away from the Royal Dragon and the gold ship, Zhe flew in the direction of the third and final troop transport. The ship’s captain had clearly decided that with the Royal Dragon handling their attackers, they could focus on outrunning the artillery and the pirate ships. They had already put some distance between themselves and the pirate fleet. 
 
    The artillery ships of the pirate fleet were making their way to the gold ship, not realizing that the Royal Dragon and Diarmuid meant death for all of them. T’iru Midiri’s rebel navy would be destroyed after only five days if Zhe didn’t act quickly.  
 
    Catching up with the final troop transport, Zhe landed on the deck. Hundreds of soldiers were on the main deck, watching the battle and the fireworks unfolding behind them. They turned in shock as Zhe stood near midship, at the very edge of the massive bowl that was the glowing fire pit. 
 
    The soldiers, uncertain what madness or demonic power drove his man with wings of bone, approached him slowly.  
 
    Zhe drew the dragon sword. It once again glowed and threw off an intense heat.  
 
    Zhe stabbed the white-hot blade through the iron deck, and an orange pool spread around it, the metal bubbling like lava. Then, as the sailors backed off from the frightening, magical weapon, Zhe took out his blackrock animation wand.  
 
    His goal wasn’t to create another blackrock golem. It was something more spectacular.  
 
    Zhe waved the wand and sang the ancient words of the incantation. Down in the bowl of the fire pit, the burning heaps of coal lifted into the air and rotated.  
 
    Crew who worked in the core of the engine room fled at the sight of the floating, spinning coal. 
 
    Zhe raised his arms, and the burning coal swirled more rapidly. The passage of more air over the already burning coals made them burn more brightly, and the wind of their circular velocity caused sparks to break away from the chunks of coal.  
 
    Faster and faster they swirled, forming a tornado of heat and light. It rose above the ship and into the sky, so high that Diarmuid couldn’t fail to see it. It was so bright that on the iron ship it looked like day.  
 
    The sailors retreated as far from Zhe as possible. 
 
    Once the coals burned at their maximum heat and brightness, Zhe pulled his arms down with all his force. The spinning tornado of light hit the bottom of the ship like a drill made of the most intense fire.  
 
    The tornado burst through the bottom of the hull, causing water to spray upwards and meet the full power of the fire tornado. The heat was so great that it turned a massive amount of water into a vapor cloud that enveloped the entire iron ship.  
 
    From the light of the still-burning coal, the cloud of steam was turned into a strange glowing orb.  
 
    “With the bones of the dead you sail the seas, and now the bones of the dead will take you to the bottom!” Zhe shouted at the cowering sailors.  
 
    His booming voice, the magic, the fire, and the exploding water created a massive panic amongst the crew. That chaos was exactly what Zhe wanted, both to draw Diarmuid and to get away from her. 
 
    Suddenly, her massive dragon appeared at the edge of the glowing fog that surrounded the ship. She was coming in to deal with Zhe and save the last of her reserves, the others having been long since sunk and almost totally lost. 
 
    Zhe grabbed his dragon sword out of the iron deck and bolted across the ship, reaching the starboard side, opposite to the direction Diarmuid approached from.  
 
    The mighty dragon unleashed a blast of flame at Zhe, burning dozens of her own sailors to ash. 
 
    Without a pause, Zhe dove over the side towards the water far below.  
 
    The time to reach the water seemed an eternity, though it was likely less than five seconds. He was certain that Diarmuid would reach out with her dragon’s metal claws and snatch him out of the air. 
 
    Then he was in the cool darkness of the sea and beneath the waves. The weight of his armor and weapons dragged him immediately downwards.  
 
    The darkness made it hard to know which way was up. Concentrating, Zhe turned the wings on his back into two sets of wide flippers that drove him back toward the surface. 
 
    When his head came back above water, Zhe looked in the direction of the shouting. Already some distance away was the last of the troop transports.  
 
    Zhe’s plan had worked.  
 
    The fire tornado had caught Diarmuid’s attention, and she saw it dramatically damage the ship. She had to choose whether to let the last of her reinforcements drown in the Flat Sea or rescue them and their ship and give up on destroying the pirate navy — and Zhe. 
 
    The Royal Dragon flapped its wings, and its claws sunk into the metal deck of the ship. It held the iron ship above water to keep it from sinking and would have to do so the entire way back to Behari.  
 
    Diarmuid had decided to save her reinforcements. Zhe would have made the same choice.  
 
    Transforming the flippers back into wings, Zhe took off back into the air and turned southwards towards the gold ship and the pirate navy. When he was almost there, he encountered Raquel and the flying bone ship. She was flying a circuit around the gold ship, keeping watch. 
 
    “To be totally honest,” she told Zhe when he landed on the ship, “I didn’t really fancy the idea of being on a ship with a bunch of pirates who have just gotten their hands on a big pot of gold.” 
 
    “I’m sure that half the crew are already on their way to drunkenness,” Zhe laughed. 
 
    “What do we do now?”  
 
    “I’m hoping that this and the gift of the ships will be enough to convince the pirates to continue patrolling these waters in case any other iron ships show up,” Zhe said. “They can cut off the supply lines of Malgent — as we had hoped the North Sea God would.” 
 
    “And what if Diarmuid comes back and we aren’t around next time?” 
 
    “She won’t,” Zhe replied. “Diarmuid needs to start her offensive. You can’t keep troops mobilized to go into a fight waiting forever. They will lose morale and cohesion. She almost certainly believes that even with just one-third of her intended reinforcements she can defeat Midway. After all it’s an army made up of petty thieves, washed-up mages, and volunteer farmers and craftsmen. She has a professional army.” 
 
    “You have me half-convinced,” Raquel said. “And, if her dragon can disrupt bone magic, then what can we do? It’s our only advantage, and now it’s gone.” 
 
    “We will just have to block her disruption, at least long enough to kill the dragon,” Zhe replied. 
 
    “And how do we do that?” 
 
    “Let me think about it. In the meantime, we need to go and have a chat with our new rebel navy.” 
 
    “They’re not going to like being in any navy,” Raquel replied. “Not if they have to wash and cut their hair and stay sober anyway.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It turned out that, at least for the moment, Captain Bild and his surviving crew actually did like the idea of being in the navy. It seemed to them that being in the navy permitted them to raid ships for gold and be national heroes while doing so.  
 
    Zhe made it very clear that the only raiding allowed was against Malgent ships. If they raided a T’iru Midiri ship — or broke their agreement with the golden whales — there would be big problems.  
 
    After some arguments — and threats to scuttle their ships — Captain Bild agreed to swear allegiance to T’iru Midiri and her people. 
 
    Zhe suspected there would need to be “refinements” to this accord with the pirates of Mangrove City, but for the moment… well, it would have to do. 
 
    They boarded the bone ship and lifted off into the air, turning south once again. 
 
    “Aren’t we going to Midway?” Raquel asked. “The troop transport ship will arrive in Behari within a couple of days, and then they’ll march onto Midway. They’ll launch their attack within a week.” 
 
    “We face a serious problem,” Zhe said. “Queen Diarmuid’s Royal Dragon can negate my powers and those of any other Bone Mage. She will use its fire to destroy the city wall, and there’s nothing we can do right now to stop her.” 
 
    “Then what is there that we can do?” 
 
    “I need to speak with Osun,” Zhe replied. 
 
    “But the gods can’t intervene in human conflicts, not even indirectly.” 
 
    “Not since the accord amongst the gods was reached, no. But that doesn’t apply to demons, which is why Diarmuid can ride a dragon infused with the spirit of Stoorworm.” 
 
    “But Osun isn’t a demon,” Raquel said. “I’m very confused.” 
 
    “Trust me,” Zhe said. “I cannot explain in a way that would make sense to your mind, but you will see.” 
 
    They flew over the ocean until the land had disappeared from view. The exact location of the Queendom of Osun on the Isle of Sirens was not known, even to Zhe. For one thing it was beneath the ocean like the kingdom of Semit’o where the North Sea God lived.  
 
    The Isle of Sires was also said to move with the ocean currents. Some philosophers even claimed that it was located on the back of a giant jellyfish. Others said that it was on the back of a giant sea turtle.  
 
    Zhe removed the ring that Osun had given him upon their marriage, which had allowed him to breathe underwater before he had developed the skill of shapeshifting. It was made of polished coral and precious gems. 
 
    Using the tip of his blade, Zhe extracted the gems and set them upon the deck of the ship. Then he put the ring into his mortar and crushed it to dust with his pestle. 
 
    “I’m not sure that your wife will be happy with you for destroying the wedding ring that she gave you,” Raquel said.  
 
    “The most irreplaceable part of the ring is the rare gems that have been magically cut,” Zhe said. “Osun will understand the need. And the ring is made from the bones of sea creatures that make up the foundation of her queendom. This allows me to summon her through them. I have no other means of contact.” 
 
    “You could have just said my name, my love,” Osun said from behind him. “I am a goddess, remember? And we are bonded now, are we not?” 
 
    Zhe turned and faced Osun, who stood in front of him in her glory as a goddess, the sun reflecting off her skin and hair. She was wearing a dress of seaweed and shells and not the armor that she had worn when last they met. He bowed his head. 
 
    “Osun, pardon my disrespect,” Zhe said. 
 
    “Don’t speak to me like a subject does a queen or king. You are my husband. We have consummated in the fires of Mount Tilik’u.” 
 
    “What does ‘consummated’ mean?” Raquel asked. 
 
    “Reached an agreement,” Zhe said quickly. 
 
    “It was definitely most agreeable,” Osun said and smiled. “I know you are stubborn, Zhe. Why have you summoned me and destroyed the ring I had made for you?” 
 
    Zhe explained the situation with Diarmuid and the iron Royal Dragon that could disrupt bone magic and likely even his armor. 
 
    “I need you to send me without delay to Doveny, to the Hero’s Belt Desert, where the skulls of the lost dragons are buried in the sands,” Zhe said. 
 
    “All the gods have agreed an accord to not interfere in the affairs of humans,” she said. “I can’t help you, even though you are my husband.” 
 
    “That is true, but that only applies to the time since the accord was agreed,” Zhe said. “Not the time prior to the accord.” 
 
    Osun realized what it was that he was proposing and laughed. 
 
    “That is very naughty, Zhe. I like it,” she said. “I like it almost as much as the wedding gift that I gave you.” 
 
    She kissed Zhe on the lips deeply. He felt his heart pound at her touch, but the spell was broken by Raquel clearing her throat to remind them that she was there. Zhe broke the kiss and looked up.  
 
    Osun was gone. 
 
    Zhe smiled and turned their ship towards the south-west. 
 
    “I’m very confused, master,” Raquel said. “Did we come all the way out here so that you could get a good luck kiss from Queen Osun?” 
 
    “I have a new memory,” Zhe said. “You see, Osun cannot help us now because of the accord.” 
 
    “I know this, yes.” 
 
    “But they hadn’t agreed the accord back when Osun and I were married, all those months ago,” he continued. “Osun is not bound by the same rules of time as we are. She exists in the past, present, and future simultaneously. She went back to the time of our wedding and gave me another gift, in addition to the ring.” 
 
    “And, so, because she changed what happened then, you remember it now as though it happened the first time?” 
 
    “That is exactly it,” he said. 
 
    “I’m still not sure that I understand. What was the gift that she gave you.” 
 
    “We flew on our wedding night to Doveny and recovered a dragon skull from the Hero’s Belt Desert,” Zhe said. “I remember it like…well, it did happen, of course. It was a full moon, and there was no movement of air in the desert. She couldn’t find the skull on my behalf. I had to do to make the discovery using my less-developed powers. To do otherwise would have been against the earlier accord that only permitted indirect aid from a god.” 
 
    “You found a dragon’s skull and hid it somewhere,” Raquel said, realizing where his story was going. 
 
    “Yes, exactly,” Zhe said. “Because it was before this time, I didn’t know yet how or when I would need it. Osun told me simply that I would know without a doubt when the time had come. It is obvious that the time has come.” 
 
    “It definitely has,” Raquel agreed. “But, won’t you face the same problem that you faced fighting Queen Diarmuid two nights ago? Her dragon can block your power.” 
 
    “That’s why we are going to Stemlack Island,” Zhe said. “We need to go to the underworld.” 
 
    Zhe took their ship higher into the sky so that the sails caught stronger winds. As he ascended, he reached into the pouch at his belt where he had put the loose gems. In it he found another ring, with places for the gems to be placed.  
 
    He remembered that Osun had gifted him a spare ring while they were in the desert, after he had found the dragon skull. 
 
    “When you destroy the first one I gave you, you may use this one instead,” she said. 
 
    High in the sky the air was chilly but clear with the heavens filled with twinkling stars. It was long past the winter storm season, so Zhe wasn’t worried about being caught in storm clouds. The waters passed quickly beneath them, and what had taken them almost two weeks by water took only a day by flight. 
 
    The morning of the second day, Zhe came out onto the main deck as the sun rose. He saw the volcano that dominated the landscape of Stemlack and whose lava had turned the entire island black. By lunchtime, he brought the ship into the water next to the ancient docks at the south side of the island. 
 
    They disembarked from the ship and walked inland. Zhe knew where he had to go from memory.  
 
    It was a strange thing to have memories of events he knew hadn’t happened yet but were added later. Still, they were, nonetheless, real. It was a limitation of his mortal consciousness. 
 
    Soon, they reached a small pile of black volcanic rocks that had been stacked in a deliberate way as a clear but subtle marker. A pilgrim walking the path that led to the gates of the underworld would never see it, but someone who knew the approximate location would. 
 
    Zhe removed the rock marker, and then he and Raquel dug into the soil with their hands, tossing it aside into a pile. The dirt was loose there and free of the kinds of organic matter or even clay that would make it difficult to remove.  
 
    Soon, they had revealed the top of the skull and began to dig around it to free it. Even with the loose soil it took hours to even find the full extent of the skull.  
 
    “This is massive,” Raquel said. “Is it?” 
 
    “A Royal Dragon? Yes,” Zhe said. “The Dragon Builders of Doveny have been digging in the wrong place for centuries. The Royal Dragons are some distance away from the dragon graveyard in which they have dug.” 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “I am a Bone Mage. I can sense bones beneath the earth. In most settings there are so many bones packed layer upon layer in the soil that it is not a useful ability. It is background noise. But in a desert where there is no life, the few bones that there are, shine like stars to me.” 
 
    With the top layer of soil removed from the skull, Zhe stopped digging and placed his hands on top of the skull. As he sang an incantation, the loose soil vibrated, and the skull rose little by little from the earth until it floated in the air. 
 
    From the snout to the back of the skull, the dragon skull was massive, at least as large as that which Queen Diarmuid rode.  
 
    “Now do we have to descend into the underworld?” Raquel asked.  
 
    “I will go alone on this journey,” Zhe said. “It will be dangerous, and I cannot protect you from what may happen.” 
 
    He didn’t want to say, but his intention was to challenge A’tiniti. To be able to take on the counter-magic of Diarmuid’s dragon, he needed the full power of the Bony One. A’tiniti would insist that Zhe challenge him, at a minimum, to earn that right.  
 
    In a battle with A’tiniti, the demon would use anything to win, including putting Raquel in danger. Zhe couldn’t risk it. 
 
    “What do I do if you don’t return?” Raquel asked. 
 
    “If I am not back by tomorrow morning, return to T’iru Midiri,” Zhe said. “The magic holding the ship together will last that long. Land her in the Sea of Liji and follow the rivers to Meder. Do not enter Squid Lake as the charm on the giant squids may still be in effect. Tell them what is coming.” 
 
    Raquel knew better than to argue further. It was clear that Zhe’s mind was made up.  
 
    He put on his bone armor, embraced Raquel one last time, and then set out on the path around the volcano, towards the entrance to the underworld. 
 
    The last time he had been there, months earlier, the combination needed for the Bone Mage puzzle had been a challenge to remember. It had been more than sixteen years since Zhe had made the pilgrimage — as was the duty of every Bone Mage. 
 
    But this time, Zhe remembered it well and passed from the great hall directly into the world of A’tiniti’s own temple within the underworld. 
 
    He had brought the Royal Dragon skull with him when he had made the journey. It floated beside him and passed through the gate that he had opened in the great hall. Arriving on the long, stone platform outside of A’tiniti’s temple, the skull was still with him. 
 
    The last time he had been there, with the other surviving Bone Mages, they had battled strange bone creatures that emerged from the sky of bones that marked the upper limit of A’tiniti’s world. He looked up at the strange sky of bones that floated upside down as though on a sea far above.  
 
    None were congealing into attack monsters. That was a good sign. 
 
    On either side of the platform was one of the rivers of lava that snaked through the barren landscape of the underworld. The strange creatures that lived in the lava passed by as they went about their business, hunting creatures stranger still.  
 
    Nothing attempted to attack and stop Zhe, not even the skin vultures, which gave them such trouble the last time until Zhe had cast a skin vulture wand. 
 
    Zhe moved across the platform with his hand on the dragon sword and his eyes open, in case of any surprises. 
 
    At the far end of the platform were wide, enormous stone steps, made for A’tiniti, who had the stature of a giant. Climbing the steps would be a challenge, which would require Zhe to remove his sword and toss it up each step as he progressed.  
 
    Instead, Zhe climbed on top of the Royal Dragon skull and let it carry him up the one hundred stairs until they reached the entryway to the temple. Along the wide front of the temple stood columns of gold with a mirror-like finish. The entry to the temple was a wide portal with no doors. 
 
    Zhe walked through the entryway into the main hallway. A long table of food, wine, and candles was set up that extended the length of the temple. The temple was itself so deep that the far end was barely visible.  
 
    Seated along the length of the table were the Bone Mage heroes of the past. At the far end of the temple hall was seated A’tiniti in his form as a golden skeleton with a ruby in the center of his forehead and rings on each of his bony fingers. He wore a long, bejeweled sword at his waist and ornate armor carved with runes. Blue flames burned where his eyes should have been. 
 
    Zhe walked the long journey down the hall towards the demon, with the dragon skull floating at his side. As he did so, none spoke nor made any noise whatsoever.  
 
    Zhe recognized many of the faces as Bone Mages he had known his entire life, Bone Mages who had died during the Shade War and Bone Mages who had been assassinated in the great purge by Najashi. 
 
    Many of the Bone Mages were completely unknown to Zhe, and by the style of their armor, it was clear that they had died long before Zhe was born.  
 
    He was halfway down the length of the hall when he saw his mother seated at the table. On impulse he took a step towards her, but she shook her head subtly, and he stopped.  
 
    He understood, in that moment, that the banquet was for him and that A’tiniti didn’t intend for him to leave. 
 
    “Welcome, Acolyte Zhe,” A’tiniti bellowed down the length of the hall, breaking the moment of connection between Zhe and his dead mother. The use of acolyte in calling to Zhe was intended as an insult to rankle him, but Zhe was untroubled by it. 
 
    Turning back towards the end of the hall, Zhe continued his journey. As he approached the end of the table, he saw the multifold mages, including Goliyadi.  
 
    She gave him no nodded greeting, but he saw a smile at the corner of her mouth. He hoped to be able to ask her its meaning when this was all over. 
 
    “As you have been promised, the end of your life in the aboveground world is greeted with a banquet of honor in my temple,” A’tiniti said. 
 
    Zhe bowed and went down on one knee in front of A’tiniti. 
 
    “I present myself to you, oh noble A’tiniti, greatest demon of all,” Zhe said. 
 
    A’tiniti laughed but it sounded harsh and bitter. 
 
    “You offer me these honors with your mouth, but you bring that skull with the intention of stuffing me inside it,” A’tiniti said. “Is this how you honor the greatest demon of all who has even set out a banquet for you?” 
 
    “It is true that I come to you with a request, great A’tiniti,” Zhe replied. “But it is only so that I can serve you better as an evangelist of your powers and benevolence in the aboveground world.” 
 
    “A world to which you will not be returning.” 
 
    “But I am not dead, oh great demon.” 
 
    “Yet,” A’tiniti replied. “But you haven’t yet even sat at the banquet that we have prepared for you.” 
 
    “It would be to dishonor the sanctity of A’tiniti’s banquet for a living Bone Mage to seat himself at it. I must die defending A’tiniti’s honor to deserve such a privilege.” 
 
    A’tiniti rose to his feet and stepped down from his throne. He loomed over Zhe, three times his size. 
 
    “Let’s be done with these foolish word games,” A’tiniti said. “They are beyond tiresome. You say that you want to extend my honor to the world above and yet have not increased the number of my followers by even a single person — besides the apprentice whom you brought the last time and who waits for you by your ship outside.” 
 
    “It is difficult to set to the task of rebuilding your following in T’iru Midiri when we are at war, fighting for our very survival,” Zhe said. “Have I not killed King Najashi who murdered so many of your followers in T’iru Midiri that your light was almost extinguished?” 
 
    “And yet you have built no temple to my greatness inside the walls of Najashi’s palatine city,” A’tiniti said. “That was the appropriate action following his death.” 
 
    “I confess that my first concern was to extend our victory before Malgent could counter-attack and reverse our gains,” Zhe explained. “What use would a temple be if it was destroyed by our enemies before it was even completed?” 
 
     “Bah, excuses!” A’tiniti said and returned to his throne, then clapped his hands loudly. “Begin the banquet!” 
 
    Doors opened, and musicians and servants poured out. They carried musical instruments or flasks of wine to be poured for the seated guests. Others had knives to carve the many animals that had been roasted and set upon the table.  
 
    “No!” Zhe shouted, causing everyone to stop. 
 
    “What did you say in my house, at my banquet?!” 
 
    “I am not here for a banquet. My work is unfinished, and I yet live,” Zhe responded.  
 
    He could see that A’tiniti wasn’t going to submit to reason — and even less so to Zhe’s request to inhabit the skull of the Royal Dragon so that they could defeat Stoorworm and Queen Diarmuid. He could understand the demon’s displeasure at the idea of working in collaboration with one of his followers.  
 
    But having a human following made his temple and all the other privileges possible. A demon without followers had to reside in the lower regions without a temple or even a palace. They slept in lava and ate vile grubs and burnt roots.  
 
    A’tiniti, always a fickle demon, seemed to prefer maintaining his pride over his own survival as a demon with a following.  
 
    The demon stood once again, and this time he drew the massive sword at his belt. It was easily the length of Zhe’s entire body. He made his way down to the banquet floor, where Zhe still knelt.  
 
    “I say that your work is finished, and I will solve the second concern right now,” A’tiniti said. “Once your blood spills out of your neck and your brain atrophies, you may join the other champions here. But resist and I will send you to the depths with the fire rats.” 
 
    Zhe knew that he should remain silent and submit to A’tiniti’s demands, but too much rested on his shoulders to go peacefully to an honorable death. Honorable in the eyes of A’tiniti.  
 
    Victory was the only option, and even risking his eternal soul was worth it. 
 
    “The Bone Mages have followed you for centuries because you were a demon that was harsh but believed in justice. You sought to win followers by encouraging free minds that stood up to the darkness of Arwe,” Zhe said. “We followed you under the slogan that only in death is there honor in a kingdom that defiles life. I don’t understand why this seems to no longer be a priority to you.” 
 
    “Because such a foolish and lackadaisical attitude on my part led to having followers like you, Zhe of Behari!” A’tiniti shouted. “You are insolent and insubordinate! You challenge my rule and right to lead!” 
 
    “We gave up everything for you,” Zhe said. 
 
    A’tiniti laughed again, holding his belly as he did so. 
 
    “You humans are worse than gods in thinking that you do anything for any reason other than selfishness,” A’tiniti said. “You were maimed not to save a temple of mine or to protect my flock. You did it to save your family. You stopped worshiping me for sixteen years, neglecting the oath you made to fulfill your obligations, in order to save your family. They will wither and die within decades, while I am eternal — as are my values.” 
 
    “We were killed like lambs for being your followers,” Zhe reminded him. 
 
    “You were killed for being idiots and following Najashi into the slaughterhouse, instead of following my teachings,” A’tiniti replied. “And now you come here in order to repeat the same foolishness. Only this time you want me to humiliate myself by being little more than your trained dog inside that dragon skull.” 
 
    “We will fight together and bring glory upon your house,” Zhe said. “You will defeat the demon Stoorworm and inherit its powers. Does this mean nothing to you?” 
 
    “The fantasies of a madman who would risk my kingdom for his vanity.” 
 
    Now it was Zhe’s turn to laugh. He understood the truth suddenly. 
 
    “You are afraid of Stoorworm,” Zhe said. “You don’t believe that you can defeat it and that you will be destroyed instead. Perhaps you even have reached an agreement with that demon to submit in return for a few temples here and there. You are Najashi, only taller.” 
 
    “You impudent swine!” A’tiniti yelled and swung his sword at Zhe’s head. 
 
    Zhe rolled out of the way, barely dodging the blow, and came up to his feet. He drew his sword, and it immediately began to glow. 
 
    “The A’tiniti of old would have laughed off such an accusation,” Zhe said. “Your rage gives away the truth of what I say.” 
 
    “Your death at my hand gives away the falsity of it,” A’tiniti said and took another swing. 
 
    Zhe raised his sword and blocked the blow, though it sent him tumbling backwards across the floor. 
 
    “Do you really believe that you can make me submit?” 
 
    “No, I see now that I can’t,” Zhe said. “But I can kill you and capture your soul.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Zhe lay on the ground in a pool of his own blood. He stared up and saw his mother’s specter standing at the banquet table and looking over at him. Her expression was tormented at the sight of her son being beaten so badly. He could feel his right eye swelling shut. 
 
    His mother’s eyes flickered towards the front of the hall. 
 
    Zhe rolled out of the way on instinct, just as A’tiniti’s massive bone sword smashed a deep gouge into the floor, sending stone chunks flying. Her frightened glance had saved Zhe. That time.  
 
    He would be unlikely to get another lucky break. 
 
    Zhe had challenged A’tiniti and now faced his immense power and speed. Without effort, the demon could swing his sword and cast a spell at the same time. And he needed no wand to focus the magical energies in the ether. 
 
    As he ran across the hall, seeking cover amongst the columns, Zhe drew the skin vulture wand from his belt and sang the incantation.  
 
    A’tiniti swung his sword, and only Zhe’s reflexes had him duck in time. The blade sliced through the column and cut his hair, barely slowing as it passed through stone.  
 
    The column collapsed to the ground, almost crushing Zhe. Fragments of the stone and gold column flew in every direction. Zhe rolled again and came up on one knee, raising his sword to use as a shield. 
 
    A’tiniti’s massive blade came down at the same moment. Zhe’s angled blade deflected the force of the sword’s energy towards the stone floor, which shattered upon impact. 
 
    For a moment, A’tiniti’s sword was stuck in the floor, and he struggled to yank it free.  
 
    Zhe rolled towards A’tiniti and swung his dragon blade at A’tiniti’s leg, where it connected with his pelvis. The heat of the dragon blade cut through the connective tissues and separated A’tiniti’s skeletal leg from his body.  
 
    Caught off-guard by the blow, A’tiniti twisted and fell forward onto the floor, roaring in rage. Simultaneously, the demon managed to yank his weapon free and swing it around, blocking Zhe’s follow-up blow, which was directed towards his neck. 
 
    At that moment, a flock of the hideous skin vultures descended on A’tiniti, covering him in a writhing swarm of claws and peaks. 
 
    Zhe stumbled backwards to give the skin vultures space and to catch his breath. He didn’t want them attacking him by accident in their feeding frenzy. He turned and looked towards his mother, who smiled at him. 
 
    From behind Zhe came screeching from the skin vultures. He turned and saw the mass of them, still growing as more arrived. But now they were rising above the ground as A’tiniti struggled to rise and push them off. The demon’s arms burst through the heap and rose high in the air.  
 
    From above came a rumbling. 
 
    Zhe looked up and saw that the sky of bones was churning. There were local swirls of bones like whirlpools. He stepped back farther from the vultures, which had increased their attacks on A’tiniti in an attempt to pin him down and finish him off.  
 
    From the sky above the series of strange, bone funnels descended towards the floor of the temple. Sharp-edged bones flew from the funnels, spearing and shredding the vultures into pulpy bits that collapsed to the floor.  
 
    Some of the bones flung from the bone tornadoes collided with others. They self-assembled into creatures of various sizes and shapes. The bone creatures rushed the skin vulture heap and tore at it. 
 
    If the bone soldiers created by A’tiniti had hands, they pulled the vultures off the pile and onto the floor, where they stomped them into a destroyed mess. If they had no hands but had mouths, they tore at the hideous birds with their teeth. And if they had only legs they stomped and kicked at the birds. 
 
    The combined effort of all the attacks took its toll on the vultures, which had stopped arriving to replenish the dead and dying. Their numbers thinned out little by little. 
 
    Finally, A’tiniti burst out of the heap of vultures and tossed them aside, tearing to bits the ones that got too close to his hands. A’tiniti’s leg was back, attached to his body, though it was made from different bones than it had been previously. He had gathered bones from amongst the bone tornadoes that descended from the sky. 
 
    Zhe realized that the body of A’tiniti was more than just the body in which he manifested. His body was, in reality, the entirety of the bones in his realm.  
 
    He was the very sky that floated above them.  
 
    As long as he could draw upon those bones, Zhe could never defeat him.  
 
    Even if Zhe were to destroy every bone in A’tiniti’s current body, he would rebuild himself from the millions of other bones around them. That was A’tiniti’s strength, but it was also his weakness. 
 
    A’tiniti had now risen above the clambering skin vultures. He snatched them with both hands, one after another, tearing them to bits in a rage.  
 
    As he did so, more bones flew to A’tiniti’s body, supplementing it, making it grow larger and thicker. New limbs sprouted from his sides, and new limbs even sprouted from other limbs.  
 
    A’tiniti became a massive and increasingly horrifying monster. No way could Zhe battle all of A’tiniti’s arms, most of which were grabbing bones to use as clubs.  
 
    With little time to spare, Zhe snatched at one of the dozens of small bone creatures that scurried about, killing skin vultures and then joining with A’tiniti’s body. The thing bit at Zhe’s hand, sinking its rat-like teeth into his skin. 
 
    Zhe yanked it free and tore it apart, keeping only a few of the bones. There wasn’t time to cast a wand to make an incantation. Instead, Zhe crushed the remaining bones in his hand into powder, pulverizing them as finely as possible between his palms.  
 
    Smearing the crushed bone powder in lines under his eyes, in the center of his forehead, and in a line down his throat, Zhe acted on instinct. It felt to him like these were anchors that focused the magical energy that moved in a river through the temple.  
 
    In doing so, he intended to copy the demon and use his own body as a wand to congeal and direct that energy. Singing the incantation, Zhe moved his hands as though they carried a wand. Then he raised his dragon sword in the air, feeling its heat as it glowed white. 
 
    A’tiniti stopped growing and adding limbs. The enormous demon halted his destruction of the skin vultures, surprised by the change. He studied Zhe with glowing eyes of fire. The creature looked even stranger with its skull unchanged and body doubled in size. 
 
    That is where his soul resides, Zhe thought. It neither grows nor shrinks for that reason. 
 
    Continuing his movements and singing, Zhe drew as much power to himself as he could. A’tiniti growled in anger, feeling some of his own power migrating to Zhe’s body. 
 
    “The time has come to send you to the Unknown Realm for eternity,” A’tiniti said and approached Zhe, his sword held in a dozen hands. 
 
    “I shall not be traveling deeper into hell today, nor will you,” Zhe said. “My time in your service is at an end, and now you will serve me in the aboveground world.” 
 
    Just as A’tiniti loomed over him, his massive sword raised to strike, Zhe clapped together his hands.  
 
    The clap resonated through the temple.  
 
    All the magical connective tissues that held together A’tiniti’s body turned to dust. The bones came apart like a tower of dominoes tapped with a spoon, collapsing into an unmoving heap. 
 
    And, on top of the heap, rested the skull of A’tiniti, the fire in its eyes still flickering.  
 
    Zhe raised his arms and rolled his hands over each other. The bones of A’tiniti rose into the air and swirled once again. They spun one over another as they flew back up to the bone sky where they reintegrated with that strange floating mass. 
 
    The skull of A’tiniti lay on the ground, emitting a soft hum but nothing more.  
 
    Zhe reached out a hand and beckoned to the massive Royal Dragon skull. It flew over to him, stopping just in front of Zhe. He picked up the skull of A’tiniti and found that it fit surprisingly well into the base of the dragon skull. Zhe held it in place and channeled magical energy through one skull into the other, fusing them together for eternity. 
 
    Zhe turned. His mother stood right behind him. 
 
    “Son,” she said.  
 
    Zhe embraced his mother and wept on her shoulder. 
 
    “I am sorry that I never came to you to ensure that you and my father were buried with the honors you deserved,” he said. 
 
    She waved off his concern. 
 
    “Do you think any of that matters in this place? What do I care if our neighbors were cowards? They will face their own judgment in the end, not mine. In my moment of death, I was only sad that I would never get to see you again. And now I have.” 
 
    “My father…” 
 
    “He is in the place below this one, the unknown realm,” she replied. “I was held here, and we were kept apart all this time.” 
 
    “Was the banquet of A’tiniti…” 
 
    “It was once a great honor, but his rule degenerated no differently than that of Arwe’s dynasty,” she said. “It is a universal rule that all power, in life and in death, is corrupting ultimately. It is a blessing for the king or queen who dies before they are corrupted by it.” 
 
    “So it seems. But now you are all free,” Zhe replied. 
 
    “Free to be dead,” his mother said and laughed. “That too is something, I suppose. No more of this tired charade of banquets that serve the ghost of food that never leaves a taste on our tongue and never satisfies our hunger.” 
 
    She embraced him again, and he thought he saw a tear in her eye, though it was impossible for a ghost to weep tears. She placed a hand on his cheek. 
 
    “You are a demigod now, Zhe,” his mother said. “You have killed a demon and brought his soul under your control. You must be careful with this power or it will corrupt you as well.” 
 
    “I have no wish to rule,” he replied. “Only to free our people at last.” 
 
    “Even a demigod doesn’t get to realize their wishes. You shall rule, that is the truth. If you want to free our people then there is no other path,” she said, then kissed his forehead. “Now, go. You must return to T’iru Midiri.” 
 
    Zhe nodded and turned away from his mother. When he turned back around, she was gone, and the temple was empty. They had passed out of A’tiniti’s temple and into the deeper realm.  
 
    He had hoped to speak with Goliyadi once again or the other multifold mages, to learn from them. Even after coming so far, Zhe still felt that he needed counsel. He would have to make do without. 
 
    With the bone paste still on his face, Zhe went down on one knee and placed his hand on the enormous Royal Dragon skull. The other hand he raised towards the bone sky, moving it as though he were scooping water from a pond.  
 
    One after another, bones emerged from the sky. Only the most enormous were scooped out in this way.  
 
    The first ones drifted down slowly to the dragon skull. Then faster. And faster.  
 
    Soon, Zhe’s hand moved at high speed, vibrating in its motion of picking out bones from the sky above. The chosen bones raced to the skull, building out a dragon skeleton at a speed so impossibly fast it looked like the dragon was rising out of the floor.  
 
    This went on until the dragon all but filled the great temple of A’tiniti, with a wingspan that would extend from bow to stern of a three-masted ship. As it reached completion, the eyes in the dragon skull once again flickered to life as flames, just as they had in the skull of A’tiniti. 
 
    “Master,” the voice of A’tiniti said in a booming voice from within the skull. 
 
    “Whom do you serve?” 
 
    “I serve Zhe of Behari,” A’tiniti replied. “He who may destroy my soul should he wish. He who has conquered A’tiniti. Father of the twice-born son and husband of Osun. Zhe the newest star in the sky, demigod of T’iru Midiri.” 
 
    “And what is my wish?” 
 
    “To destroy Queen Diarmuid and her Royal Dragon,” A’tiniti answered. “To this I am also dedicated.” 
 
    “Do you remember who you were before this moment?” Zhe asked. 
 
    There was a long pause, and the dragon cocked its enormous head as it tried to think through the answer to the question.  
 
    “A’tiniti, servant of Zhe of Behari?” 
 
    Zhe decided it best not to press too hard on that question. He wanted a dragon that obeyed his commands, not a demon’s soul with whom he would have to constantly fight for dominance.  
 
    Climbing onto the dragon’s tail, Zhe made his way up the broad back of A’tiniti the Dragon. As he did so, more bones flew from the sky and formed a kind of saddle-throne between the great beast’s shoulders.  
 
    “Should I have skin, master?” A’tiniti asked. “I am but bone and fire.” 
 
    “Do you want skin?” 
 
    Again, a pause followed as the dragon thought. 
 
    “Am I known as the Bony One?” A’tiniti asked. 
 
    “To some, yes. That is what A’tiniti means in the old tongue.” 
 
    “Then I shall remain bone and fire.” 
 
    Having sat down in the saddle-throne on the back of A’tiniti, Zhe raised his flaming dragon sword and pointed towards the roof of the temple.  
 
    “To the aboveground world, mighty A’tiniti!” 
 
    The massive skeletal dragon spread its wings and leapt into the air, flying upwards in the temple of A’tiniti the demon, who no longer existed. They rose above the temple, the powerful wings of the dragon knocking over columns with both their wind and by collision.  
 
    Beneath him, Zhe saw the great underworld of the dead. Palaces and temples spread out across a thousand islands, large and small. All of it was illuminated by the orange light of lava. Somewhere in the distance, a flock of skin vultures could be seen circling. 
 
    A’tiniti carried them higher and higher towards the bone sky and, upon reaching it, burst through, scattering the bones. The sky that had drifted above A’tiniti’s place in the underworld for centuries collapsed upon his broken temple.  
 
    The patron demon of the Bone Mages was no more. 
 
    Then they were in darkness, and Zhe could only sense their movement by the wind on his face. As they ascended, the air became cooler. There was a sudden jolt, and the earth above them exploded, opening the underworld up to the light of the sun. 
 
    A’tiniti the dragon flew out of the underworld, rising above Stemlack Island and into the clear blue sky. As they circled over the ocean, Zhe saw the earth healing itself, sealing up the underworld once more beneath the lava stone that covered the island. 
 
    With reins of bone made from the spines of unknown creatures, Zhe directed A’tiniti towards the docks. The bone ship was still there, along with several pilgrims’ ships, coming to pay their respects to gods and demons.  
 
    Zhe dove towards the earth and the flying bone ship. Raquel came out on the deck, perhaps sensing his arrival. She shielded her eyes from the sun and looked up to see him.  
 
    Her eyes grew wide at the sight of such a monstrous skeletal dragon flying towards her at full speed. She ducked reflexively, throwing herself on the deck.  
 
    Just before A’tiniti slammed into the bone ship, Zhe pulled up on the reins. The dragon responded without delay. With a mere thought in Zhe’s mind, he instructed A’tiniti to take hold of the bone ship in its claws and rise back into the sky. 
 
    Without slowing, the dragon snatched the boat out of the water and lifted once again away from the sea. Beneath them, Zhe saw the pilgrims standing on the decks of several small ships, pointing up at them. Such a thing as a bone dragon had never been seen in the world and it showed on their faces. 
 
    When they were in the sky, with the water far below and racing at incomprehensible speeds towards T’iru Midiri, Zhe rose from his saddle-throne.  
 
    He walked along the dragon’s spine until he reached its pelvis. He slid through the bowl of it until he could leap out onto the creature’s leg. 
 
    Making his way down the leg to A’tiniti’s claw, Zhe dropped onto the deck of the ship. Raquel had long since picked herself up and gone below deck to hide from the dragon and whatever was happening. Zhe followed after her, finding her praying quietly and ringing a Forest Mage bell that she still carried. 
 
    “Sorry to have startled you,” Zhe said. 
 
    Raquel opened her eyes and took a deep breath. 
 
    “I’ve always thought that an apprentice’s master should be stable and have reached the limits of their abilities and power,” she said. “That’s what makes them turn to being a master, I believed. But you never stop changing, learning, and growing more powerful.” 
 
    “Then I am sorry to not be more boring,” he replied and smiled. “I must admit that I didn’t think that I would still be growing as a Bone Mage at this point. If you had asked me even a year ago, I would have said that life was far behind me. So, I am perhaps even more surprised than you.” 
 
    “Are you even a Bone Mage any longer?” she asked. “It seems that you have risen above it and into something entirely different. You have even defeated and subsumed your patron demon.” 
 
    “I am a demigod now, which Osun claimed was my destiny.” 
 
    “Do you believe that?” 
 
    “I don’t believe in destiny in that sense. It is what the Bone Mages have always stood against as servants of magic and reason,” he replied. “We have always believed that destiny came from what was possible in the world combined with our struggle as individual mages and as a secret society.” 
 
    “Whatever the reason — and I won’t claim to understand it — it makes it uneasy to follow you. It’s like being a farmer and always trying to follow the weather,” Raquel said. 
 
    “The weather is at least sublime,” Zhe said and laughed. “At least you didn’t liken me to a chameleon or an octopus.” 
 
    “Your constant changes and now your domination even of our patron is… a little startling,” Raquel said. “But in the end, it’s probably better to have a master who is still learning. You can understand better what I’m going through, although at a much lower level. And you show me that the learning never has to end.” 
 
    “You will be a great Bone Mage yourself one day,” Zhe said. “I’m sure of it.” 
 
    Although A’tiniti, with his massive and powerful wings, flew at incredible speeds, the distance they had to travel was great. Not only had they to travel across the Southern Sea, but they also had to cross the greater part of T’iru Midiri, in order to reach Midway. 
 
    With the liberation of Ashtar, Meder, and Midway to the north and Mangrove City to the east, the whole of southern T’iru Midiri was free of Malgent’s soldiers. The scars of ruined towns and battles fought could be seen from their great height, but peace and normality was returning. 
 
    But that would only continue if they could stop Malgent at Midway and push them back to Behari and then into the sea. And never was that more on Zhe’s mind than when they had passed over Squid Lake and approached the city of Midway herself. 
 
    The army of Malgent had massed across the Midway River on the east bank. Although they had destroyed two of the three troop transports, the army was still massive. And they were firing volley after volley of artillery at the city walls and beyond.  
 
    Malgent was preparing for the final storming of Midway.  
 
    Zhe hoped that they weren’t too late. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Zhe stood at the large round table and looked around the room. The last time they had been there, this “throne room” of Shereen the bandit queen had been mostly empty, except for her soldiers, piles of weapons, and her throne.  
 
    Now it was decorated like an official hall — the mayor’s hall to be precise. Shereen had settled into her role.  
 
    She was giving them a status situation update. The battle had really only begun in earnest a few hours before Zhe had arrived. The Malgent soldiers had been attacking with artillery for days, but the wall of gargoyles had mostly done its job.  
 
    The artillery had been even more useless when Toro and Bone Claw had arrived from Meder, after the warning arrived from Razor that Midway was under imminent threat of attack.  
 
    The Bone Mages had brought with them a brigade of soldiers recruited from Meder, from Ashtar, and from Asama, the city of slaughterhouses. They were a rag tag group but all fierce fighters, and few could handle a blade like the abattoir workers. 
 
    The bone magic of Bone Claw, Razor, and Toro had also wreaked havoc on the attacking forces, especially their artillery. 
 
    But then Diarmuid had arrived. 
 
    “The height of the walls means nothing to a dragon,” Shereen said. “We’ve evacuated the city of all but fighters, but sooner or later that queen from hell will just burn us all out. Then they’ll march on Meder where our people are and the people of Meder.” 
 
    She turned to Zhe. 
 
    “You got that dragon of bone outside. Can it beat the Queen of Doveny on a dragon of iron?” 
 
    “I do not know,” Zhe said. “Her dragon nullifies most magic, and I have not yet tested A’tiniti against her in battle.” 
 
    “Well, you best do something fancy because while she seems to be having a beauty nap right now, Diarmuid will wake up sooner or later.” 
 
    “I need to defile your cemetery,” Zhe replied. “The large one in the north end of the city.” 
 
    “Will it save lives?” Shereen asked. 
 
    “It should, yes. And it will buy us time to find out if my dragon can withstand her powers.” 
 
    “Then do it,” Shereen said. “The dead don’t care one whit what you do to them and neither do I.” 
 
    Shereen adjourned the meeting, and Zhe left, followed by the other Bone Mages. They went out into the street and made their way to the nearby square, where the skeletal dragon lay curled asleep. 
 
    “I still don’t understand how it is that we have powers if you defeated A’tiniti,” Toro said as they stood by the dragon. 
 
    “I am now the channel,” Zhe said. “I feel the bone magic pass through me as it once did through A’tiniti.” 
 
    “Never liked that filthy demon if I’m to be perfectly honest, but I also don’t like having to curse your anus now when things go wrong,” Bone Claw said.  
 
    “I hope that you won’t,” Zhe replied. “Perhaps you should find another means to relieve your stress in difficult moments.” 
 
    “Are you then a demon?” Toro said, ignoring Bone Claw. 
 
    “A demigod. Defeating A’tiniti completed the transformation,” Zhe said.  
 
    “But you seem unchanged,” Toro said.  
 
    “Yes, why don’t you do something bloody useful?” Bone Claw complained. “Bring down the sky on the bastards at the gates. Pull off the queen’s head. Instead, you’re going to go and play in the cemetery.” 
 
    “You have a serious misunderstanding of what a demigod is,” Razor intervened. “Which doesn’t surprise me. Being a demigod does not mean that Zhe is omnipotent. That he can snap his fingers and toss the sun into their camp.” 
 
    “Razor is right,” Zhe said. “I can still be defeated and can still die.” 
 
    “Then what’s the point? You get to open a temple or sew a badge onto your cape?” Bone Claw asked. 
 
    “I no longer need a wand for incantations. I can directly channel magic from the ether and have more bone magic powers available to me.” 
 
    “And you can impregnate a goddess,” Raquel added. 
 
    Toro laughed heartily. Bone Claw rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Great. A celestial romance will definitely win us the war,” Bone Claw said. “Is your lover here because maybe she could deal with the Queen more efficiently than whatever it is you have planned.” 
 
    Zhe was through with the theology lesson and was growing tired of Bone Claw’s foul mood. He walked away and climbed up the tail of A’tiniti, making his way towards the throne saddle on the dragon’s back. Behind him he heard Bone Claw still talking. 
 
    “That was a serious question,” Bone Claw said. “Is she coming to help?” 
 
    “Shush,” Raquel said. “The gods can’t intervene. Trust in Zhe. He has gotten us this far.” 
 
    “You always get as far as you get until you don’t get any farther, and then you die,” were the last words that Zhe heard as he commanded A’tiniti to rise into the air. 
 
    He left behind the other Bone Mages and made his way north to the city’s great necropolis. There were several other cemeteries, located at three of the four cardinal points, including a very large cemetery for horses to the west. To the east of the city was the Midway River and so no cemetery had ever been built there. 
 
    Reaching the northern border of the city, there were the roads that led to the northwest and northeast. A gap existed between the city proper and the massive necropolis that sat between the two roads. The land was extremely flat there, and at some point in the distant past, an artificial hill had been built.  
 
    The Mound of Kings, as it was called, had a massive monument to the Kokebi Dynasty on top of the underground crypt. Kokebi gave T’iru Midiri Najashi, Arwe, and Sandor in their turns. All but Najashi and Arwe were buried in the mound.  
 
    By tradition, the kings and queens of the dynasty were interred in the palatial city inside Meder for one and one-half centuries until only bones remained. They were then moved to King’s Mound for the rest of eternity. That tradition had effectively ended with the Shade War. 
 
    Arwe was burned and his ashes cast on the Flat Sea. Najashi was interred in the palatial city but only for days. Toro and Bone Claw had already tossed his mortal remains onto the scrap heap outside of Meder. 
 
    “Why do we go to the Midway Necropolis?” A’tiniti asked Zhe as they descended towards it. 
 
    “To create a defensive shield for the city,” Zhe replied. 
 
    “Why do we not destroy the attacking army?” 
 
    “Because I am uncertain that you and I can defeat Diarmuid riding on an iron dragon inhabited by the soul of Stoorworm.” 
 
    “Stoorworm…I know that name,” A’tiniti said. “I believe that I have enough hate for Stoorworm to destroy it.” 
 
    “It is not the demon that concerns me. It is the metal alloy of the dragon’s body.” 
 
    They landed on King’s Mound, and Zhe climbed down from the back of A’tiniti. He placed a hand on the hillock and closed his eyes. 
 
    “Thirty hundred and thirty-three generations of kings and queens, along with their servants, are interred here,” Zhe said. “We were always told that this mound was built by the Kokebi Dynasty six generations ago. But it is much more ancient than that. They built the monument on top of an older necropolis.” 
 
    “You did not know this?” A’tiniti asked. “How is it that you do not know your own history?” 
 
    “Sandor burned the books and killed the scholars, along with the merchants four generations ago,” Zhe said. “History began with Kokebi.” 
 
    Zhe left the dragon and went to the monument. It was massive and marked the entry point to the tombs beneath the mound. It was sealed after every king or queen who was interred there. With each new king, it required a small army to move the massive stone monument. 
 
    “Lift it,” Zhe said. 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    A’tiniti wrapped his skeletal claw around the enormous stone monument that was the shape of a giant sword embedded in an equally gigantic skull. He lifted it, revealing a set of ancient stairs that led down into the darkness of the mound. 
 
    “What shall I do with it?” 
 
    “Turn it to dust if you wish. I care not, and Kokebi is destroyed by its own corruption.” 
 
    Zhe descended the stairs, picking up the femur of a skeleton that lay curled on the stairs. It was likely a servant who had failed to leave in time and was trapped when Queen Lydia, the last ancestor of Arwe to be buried, was entombed.  
 
    As the darkness enveloped him, Zhe knocked the femur against the wall and said a single word incantation. The bone glowed like a torch. He soon reached the level of the crypt wherein were kept those related to the Kokebi Dynasty.  
 
    There was a circular entry portal with intricate runes and ancient style writing that told the story of the Kokebis. It was, almost certainly, mostly lies. With little past history besides the conquest of the land from previous generations of kings and queens, the Kokebis were forever insecure and forced to create an elaborate and fictional history. 
 
    Besides the circular entry portal, there were three walls built of stones of a different character and age than those of the stairs that descended from the top of the mound.  
 
    Zhe drew his dragon sword and willed it to life. When it glowed white with such heat that Zhe could barely endure it in the small space, he plunged it into the wall.  
 
    Molten stone dripped to the floor as he carved his way through the wall in a rough oval. Zhe then kicked the stones, sending them down into the darkness with a loud clatter. 
 
    Stepping through the hole that he had created in the wall, Zhe descended into the much older parts of the crypt. Centuries of royalty, their relatives, their court, and even their pets were interred there. He finally reached the bottom where a landing extended far beyond the limits of the light from the femur. 
 
    Zhe moved through this area looking for suitable bones, intending to gather a few from each level. He didn’t need to cast a wand, but he still needed to create a connection to the vibrations of each type of bone from each age in order to animate them. As he walked through the semi-darkness, he found himself suddenly face to face with a stone warrior. 
 
    The human-sized statue was exquisitely carved. Moving closer, Zhe realized that it wasn’t carved at all. It was some kind of fossilized mummy.  
 
    What’s more there were hundreds upon hundreds of them. An entire army of calcified mummies, lined up in formation. He understood suddenly where Sandor had come up with the idea to encase the rebels in stone.  
 
    Working carefully, Zhe used a bone knife from his belt to cut through the crust of calcified skin to reach the bones beneath. He extracted a key bone. Then he moved on to several other mummified soldiers, doing the same — archers, infantry, even cavalry on mummified horseback.  
 
    At the far end of the room, Zhe found the mummified family of the first ten kings and queens of T’iru Midiri. They sat upon stone thrones in a semicircle, looking out upon their army. They had obviously added to their numbers over the centuries. Zhe extracted key bones from them as well. 
 
    Moving through the levels, Zhe found no more armies of the dead. Perhaps the queens and kings who followed those first ones felt protected from whatever death and the underworld could send their way by the army beneath their feet. 
 
    By the time Zhe had finished collecting bone samples from all levels, the sun was setting in the distance. He emerged from the Mound of Kings to find A’tiniti curled up and sleeping once again.  
 
    The dragon had somehow pulled the sword from the stone skull, which lay crushed nearby. A’tiniti had the sword laid out by his side, still gripped in his claw.  
 
    Zhe let the dragon demon sleep and went off to the side to perform his incantation. Gathering some branches from nearby and mixing it with grass dried by the summer heat, Zhe built a fire. He placed the ancient bones on top of the fire and reduced them to ash. He mixed the ash with some liquids into a paste that he applied to his hands and arms, up to his shoulders.  
 
    Singing the incantation, Zhe felt the bone paste entering his skin and then his blood. The disjointed memories of the previous owners of the bones flashed through his mind. Ancient times and those more recent appeared to him.  
 
    There were battles and intrigues and even self-sacrifice that led to the deaths of the bones’ owners. Zhe absorbed the nature and history of the bones as well as their relationships to each other. He knew that he would be able to animate the bones in the future with only a song of animation.  
 
    Zhe now sang that song, calling to the ancient bones of kings, queens, and heroes. He called to the concubines of the court and the ministers of the royal councils.  
 
    Around him the winds and sands stirred. A tornado of dust rose from the hole in the ground. 
 
    A’tiniti, curious as to the source of the ruckus, lifted his bleached skull as the flames in his eyes danced in the winds. 
 
    From out of the deep crypt the bones of the past rose by their thousand. Mummified soldiers with their skin of dirt and stone flew into the air. They spun like dancers and landed on the surface of T’iru Midiri for the first time in a thousand years or more. Once again, they stood in formation for battle. 
 
    Zhe left the soldiers in battle formation in the cemetery while he sent the bones of monarchs and their retinues off towards the city of Midway. They swirled through the air like a murmuration of gray and white doves. 
 
    Zhe called to A’tiniti, and the great dragon rose to its full height, lowering its head so Zhe could climb up his neck to the saddle-throne. Then they launched into the air and followed the strange flock of bones to their destination at the wall of the city that bordered the river. 
 
    The first bones were sent by Zhe to impale themselves into the top of the gargoyle wall built with the stone-encased bones of the rebels of Weriki, martyred by King Sandor. Then others joined these anchor bones, crossing and weaving with them and amongst other bones.  
 
    Rapidly, a millennium worth of bones formed a kind of giant, upturned basket that spread itself over the old city, where the soldiers were camped.  
 
    Reaching the boundaries of the old city, the bones wove themselves in a downward arch until they struck the ground. Just as they had with the outer wall, formed of gargoyles made of Weriki’s martyrs, the bones pierced the earth and anchored themselves there.  
 
    With the city covered by a dome of ancient bones, Zhe turned back towards the necropolis. He placed his hands at his mouth and called instructions in an ancient tongue. Each word resonated across the dome. 
 
    Back in the necropolis, the mummified warriors scooped up armfuls of the hard, clay dirt. They carried the dirt a short distance back to the city and moved in a mass across the dome. They tossed the still damp earthen clods on top of the bone basket. Little by little the dome was covered by a thick layer of clay, protecting it further from fire or artillery blows. 
 
    When the mummified soldiers finished covering the city in a massive clay structure, they made their way back to the ground. From there they marched double time back to the graveyard just outside of the city, where the Mound of Kings lay. 
 
    Zhe now flew over the clay roof and commanded A’tiniti to blast it with fire. The heat of his breath melted the clay and sand, turning it into a kind of crystalline substance harder than clay and impenetrable to the heat of fire.  
 
    With the city protected, Zhe landed at the edge of the old town, where he had left one of four large arched entryways into the city. They were all on the west, left bank of the Midway River and while large enough to permit the entry of merchant caravans or even soldiers it would be hard for a dragon to enter through them. 
 
    Shereen emerged from within, along with her generals and the Bone Mages. 
 
    “You are a creature of hell, Bone Mage,” Shereen said to him and nodded towards the dome. “I am glad that you’re on our side.” 
 
    “You need to round up every blacksmith and carpenter amongst the soldiers and have them build solid, well-balanced doors for each of these gates,” Zhe told her. “The iron dragon will never fit its body through the gate, but its flame will be enough to do the job.” 
 
    Shereen turned to the generals and strategized how to get the timber and metal to build the massive gates that they would need. Meanwhile, the Bone Mages approached Zhe. 
 
    “This is an impressive feat of magic, Zhe. Beyond anything that I have seen,” Razor said. “It will defend us well. However, how will we attack to drive Malgent back? The walls against the river are sealed tight, other than arrow slits.” 
 
    Zhe walked over to the dome and drew his dragon sword. When it had become white hot, he sliced off pieces of crystalized clay and the inner bone that formed a kind of skeleton. Zhe took each of these heated pieces and rolled them between his palms as he sang an incantation, forming them into crude wands. 
 
    “These are wands of animation,” he said. “The bone and clay of the dome is fused with the stone of the gargoyle wall. They are one and the same. When the time comes, you may use them to command the gargoyles to move aside so that our soldiers can attack.” 
 
    “I’m not trained in animation spells,” Raquel said. 
 
    Zhe sang the words of the simple incantation and handed her one of the wands. 
 
    “I have imbued them with my power. With the incantation, that will be enough. What you need to do is simple.” 
 
    From somewhere in the distance, the screech of the iron dragon could be heard. The sun was setting behind the sea far to the east. Diarmuid was preparing for her nightly attack. She didn’t yet know that her target was now protected. 
 
    “I will lead her into a trap,” Zhe said. “When she is captive, I will light up the night with a blast from A’tiniti, and that will be your signal. Open the walls and cross the river using Malgent’s own floating bridges to do so.” 
 
    “What if her dragon is able to stop your magic and destroy A’tiniti?” Raquel asked. “If we lose you and the dragon, we’ll be destroyed.” 
 
    “You will have to trust me,” Zhe replied. 
 
    “As you have noted many times,” Razor added, “Zhe has gotten us this far. We must have faith.” 
 
    With no more time to waste, Zhe turned to A’tiniti, who lowered his great head so that Zhe could climb up to his saddle-throne. He was soon in the air and flying over the domed city. As he left, he saw his comrades rushing back through the gate, towards the river wall. 
 
    Somewhere, on the other side, off in the distance, came the shrieking call of the iron dragon. Then a blast of fire erupted from the beast’s maws as it rose into the air. It set its course towards Zhe and towards Midway. 
 
    The iron dragon was incredibly fast and reached the river and crossed it, before Zhe was able to reach it from his side. The iron dragon unleashed a column of flame on the city dome. The flame struck the dome and was absorbed by the thick layer of crystallized clay.  
 
    Zhe could see the flame making the clay glow, but it held. As soon as the iron dragon had passed, the red-hot clay lost its color and darkened rapidly.  
 
    As the iron dragon flew a circuit over the city, searching for a weak spot, Zhe took to the air, approaching Diarmuid from behind. She didn’t see him as he came at her from above, the claws of A’tiniti’s feet extended, and his mighty arm was drawn back with the stone sword held in it. 
 
    Stoorworm sensed A’tiniti’s presence at the last second and rolled to the side, and A’tiniti’s sword struck the iron dragon’s side with a glancing blow. The stone sword shattered, but a wound opened in the iron dragon’s abdomen. Beneath the metal scales of the monster gaped only black emptiness. 
 
    The iron dragon howled in rage and pain as it turned on A’tiniti and Zhe. Diarmuid was visible on the back of the massive creature. She wore her own armor made of the same metal as that of her dragon. 
 
    Stoorworm exhaled a column of fire towards A’tiniti. The bone dragon angled upwards, turning its skeletal belly towards the iron dragon. The column of flame entered A’tiniti’s empty abdominal cavity and was channeled upwards through the funnel of its ribcage. 
 
    Thus channeled, A’tiniti opened his enormous jaws and exhaled the same column of flame back at Stoorworm. Diarmuid was forced to raise a great, iron shield to protect herself, and the iron dragon itself glowed red from the heat of its own fire. 
 
    As smoke and steam rose from the iron dragon, Zhe steered A’tiniti away from the fight and towards the cemetery in the distance. Diarmuid directed Stoorworm to chase after them.  
 
    Reaching the cemetery, near the Mound of Kings, Zhe hauled back on the reins so that A’tiniti rose vertically and rolled. In seconds, they had doubled-back on Diarmuid and her iron dragon. The bone dragon swung a massive claw and struck Stoorworm across the jaw, sending the creature spinning towards the earth. 
 
    The iron dragon struck the earth and dug a deep furrow as its body sent gravestones and crypts flying.  
 
    Zhe landed A’tiniti and spurred it towards the iron dragon. It released its own blast of fire, which engulfed Stoorworm and Diarmuid but left them untouched. The metal of the iron dragon’s scales and Diarmuid’s armor deflected the magic of A’tiniti’s fire.  
 
    The iron dragon rose on its hind legs and swung its claw at A’tiniti. 
 
    The nullifying magic of the dragon’s alloyed metal combined itself with the force of the creature’s blow. A’tiniti’s skeletal body shattered and collapsed in a heap, sending Zhe tumbling along the ground.  
 
    Zhe rolled end over end, protecting his head and sending the energy of his fall through the roll. He came up to his feet and faced Diarmuid and her beast.  
 
    A’tiniti was completely destroyed. The only part of him left in one piece was his massive skull. It rested at an angle against a large crypt nearby, the eyes still glowing. 
 
    Diarmuid loomed over Zhe, who had drawn his dragon sword and held it ready to strike. She laughed at him. 
 
    “You failed to learn your lesson from the last time,” she said. “Or the time before that. Or the time before that.” 
 
    “And yet, you are right where I want you,” Zhe said. 
 
    “Dominating you like a butcher dominates a lamb?” She laughed. 
 
    With a loud and clear voice both beautiful and strong, Zhe sang an incantation.  
 
    Hearing it, Diarmuid laughed louder. 
 
    “Honestly, your determination to be humiliated is touching and quaint,” she said. “Your bone magic cannot defeat the combination of magic and science embodied in my dragon and my armor.” 
 
    In place of a response, Zhe finished his incantation with a loud clap of his hands. The wind around them picked up and dust flew into the air. Zhe turned and ran up the hill, towards the top of the Mound.  
 
    Diarmuid spurred her dragon after him. 
 
    “The time for flight has passed, Zhe. You had your chance.” 
 
    From the graves of tens of thousands of Midway citizens, the bones tore themselves from the earth. They flew in the air as many small tornadoes with no apparent logic. The bones of all sizes struck at Diarmuid and her dragon with loud clanging against the metal of the creature’s alloyed scales. 
 
    “You send insects after me? That is all that you have?” 
 
    “They are not meant for you,” Zhe said. “You are just in their way.” 
 
    Zhe had reached the summit and stood next to the entry to the crypt of kings that lay open near his feet. He turned towards the base of the Mound, behind him. The echelons of mummified warriors waited patiently for his orders.  
 
    As they stood there, the bones of the dead flew at them, assembling into wide and powerful wings that grew from their backs.  
 
    “Now, my army,” Zhe said under his breath, “it is time to strike.” 
 
    The soldiers lifted into the air one line after another like birds of prey. 
 
    Diarmuid was almost upon Zhe and ready to crush him or turn him to ash. The look in her eyes was as fierce as that in the eyes of her iron dragon. Stoorworm remembered well that it was Zhe who had destroyed the demon's physical form after the battle of Ashtar. It intended its own revenge. 
 
    From either side of the iron dragon, a mummified soldier struck the dragon. As soon as they made contact with the dragon’s alloyed scales, their wings disintegrated like moths that had flown into a flame. More struck Stoorworm from every angle. 
 
    “Do you honestly think this will save you? Their magic disappears as soon as they touch my dragon, and they can fly no more.” 
 
    “They only need their magical wings that long,” Zhe replied and moved to the other side of the hole in the ground that led down to the crypt. 
 
    Diarmuid looked puzzled as she tried to reason out what Zhe could possibly mean. Stoorworm was unperturbed and moved towards Zhe, who still had his dragon sword raised.  
 
    The demon knew that while Zhe couldn’t use his own magic, the sword could deflect Stoorworm’s fire. And it could inflict real damage on the iron dragon. It sought an opening. 
 
    More mummified soldiers struck the iron dragon from all sides. They were like mosquitoes to the dragon as it was so massive, but the light of realization dawned upon Diarmuid. 
 
    “It’s a trap,” she said. “Stoorworm, back to the city!” 
 
    But the demon-possessed iron dragon ignored its supposed master and continued to circle Zhe. Diarmuid tried to shout another warning but was struck by a pair of the mummified soldiers.  
 
    What they were doing was becoming clear. As each of them struck the dragon and their wings fell away, they nonetheless clung to the beast. As others struck it, they reached out to take the hands of those who had arrived before them. 
 
    The mummified soldiers’ bodies weren’t held together by magic as their wings were. Instead, they were creations of a thousand years of calcification, along with the ancient art of mummification. It required no magic at all. 
 
    More and more of the soldiers, faster and faster, struck the dragon and gripped the hands of their comrades. By the time Stoorworm realized what was happening and began to stumble, it was too late. Dozens of the soldiers struck it at once, and soon the dragon disappeared under a mound of stone-like soldiers.  
 
    Stoorworm’s limbs were unable to move, and it fell forward to the ground. Its mouth was pinned shut by the stone soldiers, and it could not breathe fire. Its wings were pressed to its sides, and it could not fly. 
 
    As Zhe and the dragon locked eyes, Stoorworm became smothered beneath the soldiers. He was transformed from a mighty, indestructible beast of war into a cocoon of stone. The dragon groaned once more in protest and then went silent. It looked like a strange, massive boulder. 
 
    The last of the mummified soldiers struck the outside of the stone coffin, protected from the alloy by their comrades beneath them. Their wings didn’t fall off. Zhe commanded them to fly. 
 
    With great effort, and ever so slowly, the lump of stone that was Diarmuid and Stoorworm, lifted into the air.  
 
    They drifted just above the Mound of Kings towards Zhe. When they were over the hole in the earth that led into the depths of the crypt beneath it, the soldiers released their hold. 
 
    The boulder fell into the hole and tumbled downwards, smashing the stone stairs and the false walls built by the Kokebi Dynasty to hide the earlier history of kings and queens of T’iru Midiri.  
 
    It finally reached the bottom with a great crash.  
 
    And then there was silence.  
 
    “Fill the hole,” Zhe said to the soldiers who remained. 
 
    The winged soldiers who remained above ground obeyed and began to scoop up armfuls of dirt and carry them to the hole, where they dropped them down. They were tireless and worked at a consistent, relentless rhythm. 
 
    In the distance, Zhe heard the clashing of weapons and the shouting of men fighting and dying. The soldiers of Malgent had seen Diarmuid and her dragon disappear from view, though they couldn’t know her final fate. They had decided to strike, nonetheless. 
 
    Led by King Logaire, they had obviously decided to launch their assault before the T’iru Midiri army was able to take the initiative.  
 
    Zhe hadn’t given them the signal to attack in time. They had lost the initiative. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Zhe didn’t want to leave A’tiniti’s skull behind in the graveyard, but he had no choice. The demon-possessed dragon skull was titanic, and even the flames had gone out in its eyes. He felt certain he could restore the bone dragon, but he didn’t have the time right now. 
 
    Drawing to himself the scattered bones from the mummified soldiers, Zhe made wings for himself and rose into the air. The battle was unfolding with great intensity in the darkness at the eastern edge of the city.  
 
    Malgent had lost its iron dragon, but it had other built dragons from Doveny. And it had a sizable army of infantry. 
 
    As he approached the Midway River, Zhe saw the extent of the battle. It looked terrible. Two dozen Dragon Riders were swooping down and incinerating any T’iru Midiri soldiers who dared to show their faces, even through the arrow slits in the gargoyle wall. 
 
    With the defenders unable to even let fly with volleys of arrows, Malgent could set up their siege engines and heavy rams without interference. Zhe was not powerful enough to take on so many of the Dragon Riders. He was a demigod, but two dozen fire-breathing, undead dragons was too much even for him.  
 
    Returning to the defensive gates of the city, Zhe found them already barricaded with makeshift wooden and iron doors. He hammered on the largest, to the south of the city, and it was opened by the captain of the city guard and his company. 
 
    Zhe didn’t bother with any pleasantries — there wasn’t time. He entered the city and flew again towards the line of battle, soaring above Midway’s buildings and just beneath the dome of mud and bone that Zhe had created earlier that day. He felt certain it would hold against the Malgent artillery but not the gargoyle wall.  
 
    That wall, while thick and fierce-looking, was just ordinary stone and hollow. It would be susceptible to the siege engines and their rams.  
 
    And if Malgent were able to breach the city wall, it would be all over. They would pour into the city, and once conquered, they would slaughter the defenders before spreading south to Meder and Ashtar. It would allow them to link up with their garrison to the north as well, in Nik’u. 
 
    This battle couldn’t ensure the victory of T’iru Midiri and Zhe’s army, but it could most certainly ensure their defeat. 
 
    Zhe found the Bone Mages at the eastern wall, attempting to find a way to regain the initiative, without success. 
 
    “Come,” he said simply, and they followed. 
 
    They soon reached the northern gate, shouting to the guards to open it. Zhe was ahead of them and flew through it until he reached the fork in the road that marked the beginning of the necropolis.  
 
    By the time the other Bone Mages caught up, Zhe was already conjuring the strewn bones that had formed the wings of the mummified soldiers. They swirled in the air in a series of miniature tornadoes.  
 
    No sooner had Raquel, Razor, Bone Claw, and Toro joined Zhe than the tornadoes of bones rushed towards them like swarms of bees. 
 
    The first bones pierced their flesh. The mages shouted in pain as they fell to their knees. They rapidly grew into full-sized wings, almost as large as those of Zhe. In moments they stood near to Zhe, opening and closing their new limbs. 
 
    “You could have warned us,” Bone Claw griped. “I would have prepared a painkiller.” 
 
    “There was no time,” Zhe said, turning to Toro. “I need you to fly towards the road from the Hand of God monasteries and find Laura. If she is marching with the monastery guard, she needs to increase her pace. To the west of Midway, before the mountain forests begin, is the horse graveyard.” 
 
    “I know it, yes,” Toro replied. “They are buried in great pits there. I will raise their spirits and turn the monastery armies into spirit cavalry.” 
 
    Zhe patted his old friend on the shoulder. Toro then rose into the air, turned, and took off towards the west.  
 
    “The rest of us must take on the Dragon Riders,” Zhe said. “At least, without the help of Diarmuid’s iron dragon, we can use our magic. Bone Claw, can you channel the dragon skull?” 
 
    “Aye, I have some more paste for the incantation,” he replied. 
 
    “Razor, extract a fragment of skull from a dragon before killing the rider. Then shapeshift into one yourself.” 
 
    “I have always wanted to shapeshift into a creature of such size. It will represent an extension of my powers,” Razor said. “I would prefer a more tranquil setting, but beggars cannot be choosers.” 
 
    “Raquel, we will need your bear army again to harass their infantry. And the albatrosses.” 
 
    “Albatrosses this far from the sea?” she asked. “And I can’t sustain two summonings at once.” 
 
    “You can and you must. There is a large colony of albatrosses around Squid Lake, including on an island near the north shore. Summon them now, and they will arrive in time,” Zhe said. “Then we will need your bow in the air.” 
 
    Zhe didn’t wait for any further comment. The sound of dragon fire crashing against the stone walls and the shouts of the Malgent assault could be heard in the distance. He had faith that Raquel would rise to the challenge. 
 
    Lifting into the air, Zhe was joined immediately by Razor. He knew that Bone Claw would be behind them in moments. He was already prepared for the channeling and only needed to recite the incantation.  
 
    They flew across the cityscape, Zhe with his dragon sword in hand. Up ahead the Dragon Riders silhouetted against the flames of their attack. He rose high into the air for the advantage of attacking downward, followed by Razor. 
 
    “I will take the first dragon, if I may,” Razor said. “I will need time to perform the casting.” 
 
    Zhe nodded in agreement, and as they approached, he let Razor dive towards the closest Dragon Rider. Razor, as always, moved with almost invisible stealth even in plain sight. In an instant, Razor was behind a Dragon Rider and had rendered them unconscious. 
 
    That was the easy part.  
 
    Razor then had to quickly slice open the tough hide of the built dragon on the back of the dragon’s neck and chip away enough skull bone for the casting. The dragon would certainly object. 
 
    As Zhe dove at the next nearest Dragon Rider, he saw Razor open up the dragon’s flesh and use a small hammer and chisel from their belt. The dragon was immediately alerted and spun on Razor, snapping its jaws.  
 
    The dragon rolled to throw Razor off and succeeded in dislodging them, though Razor still managed to cling to the dragon’s reins, but it was precarious, and the dragon’s long neck allowed it to bend around and reach Razor.  
 
    Turning away from his own target, Zhe reached Razor’s dragon and thrust his glowing dragon sword through its snout, forcing its mouth closed. Zhe was flung back and forth as the dragon tried to shake him off. He held on.  
 
    Razor was saved, which gave them enough time to swing once more with the hammer and chisel. A large chunk of skull broke away, and Razor caught it, stuffing it into a pouch.  
 
    With no more need of the dragon, Razor launched themself into the air by shoving off the Dragon Rider, whose cord Razor had cut. The rider tumbled earthwards and bounced off the stone wall that they had been trying to destroy before Razor had arrived. 
 
    Zhe yanked his sword free as the dragon exploded in flames at the death of its rider. He had barely moved away before the fireball consumed it. 
 
    In the confusion, Zhe angled towards the next Dragon Rider, who had left the circle to fly in the direction of where Razor had gone. Before they could get anywhere close, Zhe removed their head with his dragon sword.  
 
    A second dragon exploded in a fireball and tumbled towards the earth. 
 
    The rest of the Dragon Riders were aware that an attacker was amongst them and broke their circling offensive to take evasive action. Compared to their dragons, Zhe was small in the darkness, even with his glowing sword. 
 
    One of the Dragon Riders did spot him and dove at Zhe, priming his dragon to belch flames. Zhe was caught unaware and rolled away to escape the attack. As he did so, he saw an arrow pierce the throat of the Dragon Rider. They slumped and slid from their saddle. 
 
    Before the dragon exploded in mid-air, Zhe saw Raquel turning away to find another target. It had been her arrow. That meant that she must have completed both of her incantations. She had developed fast as a Bone Mage, and Zhe felt a sense of pride. 
 
    It also meant Bone Claw had to be somewhere nearby in the air.  
 
    As if on cue, on the other side of the dragon circle, a column of fire erupted from nowhere and consumed a Dragon Rider. Both rider and dragon plunged in a fireball towards the earth. 
 
    While their first assault had been a surprise for the Dragon Riders, Zhe knew the next attacks would not be so easy. The Dragon Riders would now be prepared. He could also see that on the ground the Malgent siege army were continuing their work, working to smash through the gargoyle wall of Midway. 
 
    Leaving the Dragon Riders for the moment, Zhe dove at the two most complete siege engines lined up with the city wall. As he swooped down, he sliced at the thick ropes from which hung the iron-tipped ram for smashing the wall. It crashed to the ground, and the flames on the rope, ignited by his dragon sword, spread rapidly across the wooden structure. 
 
    Moving on to the next siege engine, Zhe faced a prepared company of armored swordsmen. He decapitated the first two before he’d even set his feet on the ground. With his wings, he raised a cloud of dust that went into their eyes, and he used the blindness to fell two more.  
 
    The remaining half-dozen guards raised their heavy shields and formed what they thought was an impenetrable wall, but Zhe’s dragon sword easily passed through one of the shields and killed the soldier behind it. The others had seen enough and fled, leaving Zhe to hack at the wooden structure of the engine with the glowing sword, setting it alight. 
 
    Taking off again, Zhe rejoined the fight in the skies. It was folly to believe that the three of them could wipe out the remaining twenty or so Dragon Riders. It would take time, and they would need help, but they could at least stop their attacks on the defenders, allowing them to regain some initiative. 
 
    A Dragon Rider unleashed a blast of fiery breath at Zhe, and he raised his dragon sword to meet it. The sword was like a stone in a river of flames, parting the dragon fire around it so that it passed harmlessly on either side. 
 
    As the dragon blasting him stopped to inhale, another dragon descended from the skies and, with its claws, snatched the rider from their saddle. They were tossed to earth, killing both dragon and rider in the usual spectacular fashion. 
 
    Razor had returned in the form of a dragon. This caused as much confusion in the ranks as did the arrival of Bone Claw with his ability to channel the powers of a dragon. 
 
    As Razor circled around to attack once again out of the darkness, Zhe noticed a pair of Dragon Riders taking on Bone Claw from front and back. Bone Claw managed to dodge the frontal attack but that put him in perfect position for the attack from the rear — as the Dragon Riders had intended.  
 
    The dragon opened up with a blast of fire that struck Bone Claw in the back and destroyed his wings. He tumbled limply towards the earth.  
 
    Zhe dove after his old friend but not before skewering the Dragon Rider that had duped Bone Claw on his way down. With his free arm, Zhe grabbed Bone Claw under the arms and stopped his fall. He shot barely above the ground before soaring back up to the dome over the city, where they landed. 
 
    Setting Bone Claw on the ground, Zhe examined him. He was still alive, thankfully protected from the worst of the dragon fire by his bone armor and helmet, both of which included demon bones. Were it not for those, he would almost certainly have been incinerated. 
 
    “How are you, you careless old fool?” Zhe said to him. 
 
    “Hunh,” Bone Claw grunted. “The damage to my pride to be saved by the likes of you almost makes me want to die.” 
 
    “You will survive both the dragon and the humiliation,” Zhe said. “For the moment, you need to rest, and I need to return to help the others.” 
 
    “Go on, by A’tiniti’s shriveled balls, get out of here,” Bone Claw said and waved him off.  
 
    It was obvious that his friend was in pain and needed treatment, but there simply wasn’t time. He would have to make do on his own. 
 
    Zhe rose back into the air in time to meet with the arriving albatrosses from Squid Lake. 
 
    “They came!” Raquel said from behind Zhe as she swooped in beside him. 
 
    “Good work,” Zhe said. 
 
    “We’ll see about the gray bears,” she replied. “How is Bone Claw?” 
 
    “He’ll survive,” Zhe said. “Now, let’s put these albatrosses to work.” 
 
    As he said it, Raquel transmitted the thought to the birds. They moved in clusters with their massive wings, towards the Dragon Riders. The Dragon Riders, meanwhile, were swooping and patrolling in tight formations to protect themselves from every angle and to protect the infantry on the ground. 
 
    As the albatrosses harassed the Dragon Riders, often sacrificing themselves in the process, they made it possible for the Bone Mages to eliminate their enemy.  
 
    Raquel flew at the edges, picking off disoriented stragglers with her bow, Razor dove and rose through the formations, breaking them and destroying Dragon Riders as they did so, and Zhe used his sword and his speed to great effect. 
 
    Soon, the two dozen Dragon Riders were reduced to less than ten, and the surviving commander ordered them to retreat. There was no point in fighting in the darkness against a nearly invisible enemy whose own powers equaled or were greater than their own. 
 
    With the Malgent Army’s dragon force gone, Zhe dove towards the wall on the western city side of the Midway River. Other siege engines had been rolled into place and were pounding at the wall. Fragments of stone shattered and fell to the ground.  
 
    It was only a matter of time before they broke through. 
 
    As Zhe moved towards the first siege tower, intending on doing to it what he had done to the others, a loud noise of shouting reached him. It was the screams of terrified soldiers.  
 
    Turning, Zhe saw the cause of it. Coming out of the darkness were Raquel’s army of gray bears. Her incantation had worked. They weren’t many in number, perhaps three dozen, but they were huge, vicious, and fearless. Zhe watched Raquel land on the back of the largest of the bears, nock an arrow in her bow, and begin firing. 
 
    Raquel was as fearless as the bears themselves. 
 
    From above, Razor swooped down in their dragon form and blasted a siege engine with an exhalation of flames that set it alight and incinerated its crew. 
 
    The time had come to counter-attack. 
 
    Zhe rushed to the gargoyle wall and placed a hand upon it. The bones inside the stone gargoyles responded to his mental commands and stepped aside, opening up a series of portals in the wall. To the T’iru Midiri soldiers this was a signal to act. 
 
    The soldiers poured out of the city and onto the field of battle. This was what they had trained to do and what they had volunteered for: to drive out the Malgent invaders.  
 
    Malgent soldiers, siege crews, infantry, and archers were thrown back by the counter-attack, driven back across the floating bridges that they had used to reach the wall. The soldiers of T’iru Midiri chased them towards the plains and farmers’ fields on the other side, ready to feed the earth with the blood of their enemies. 
 
    It seemed that a rout was forming. Malgent would soon break and run. 
 
    But then, from the rear of the Malgent forces there emerged the cavalry, led by King Logaire. He rode in a massive, iron chariot pulled by a team of war horses and carried a war hammer with spikes. The power of the cavalry charge halted the T’iru Midiri advance and broke through the lines, causing confusion and even panic. 
 
    Zhe launched into the air and flew at the cavalry, treating them to the same hot blade he had given to the Dragon Riders. Soldiers fell from their horses, their bodies smoking from the fire of the dragon sword. 
 
    The bears now also joined the fray and took on the Malgent cavalry charge. They were heavily outnumbered, but each bear was worth several Malgent knights. Nonetheless, many bears fell in battle. Zhe saw Logaire himself kill two bears that tried to take him on. In sheer numbers, they would soon be overwhelmed.  
 
    Zhe was about to fly at Logaire himself when, behind him, a massive explosion erupted. He spun around.  
 
    Rising from somewhere to the north was an enormous column of light and fire. Debris from the ground rose into the air and then tumbled back to earth. 
 
    He knew what it was. Something much worse than Logaire’s cavalry charge.  
 
    Zhe spread his wings and took to the air, leaving the battle below him. As he rose above the city’s dome, he saw that the flames and blast had occurred in the necropolis. Rising inside the column of fire was the silhouette of a gigantic dragon.  
 
    Stoorworm had broken free of the cocoon of stone soldiers and from the crypt. It seemed certain the T’iru Midiri army would be overwhelmed. 
 
    From the south emanated the whooping and ululations typical of the elite guards from the Hand of God monasteries. There were glowing lines of ethereal cavalry riding northwards.  
 
    Toro had kept his word and had summoned the spirits of the dead horses from the Midway horse graveyard to the west. He had found Garotte and the monastery armies, and now they had arrived. Unlike the popular armies that Zhe and the Bone Mages had raised amongst the people of T’iru Midiri, these were highly trained elite forces.  
 
    The ghostly horses and their riders met the cavalry of Malgent and tore into them, smashing their lines. Initial terror at the sight of the ghostly, skeletal horses soon became panic at the expertise of the fighters that rode on their backs. 
 
    The disruption of the Malgent cavalry gave the T’iru Midiri infantry the chance to regain the initiative. They were a highly motivated guerilla force that would fight to the death but lacked technique. But the combination of a berserker militia and a professional cavalry could be potent. 
 
    Except for Stoorworm.  
 
    Zhe had to find a way to neutralize the threat of the iron dragon so that the army of living beings — human and animal — could do their work. 
 
    Zhe flew to Raquel, who still rode the enormous alpha bear, its claws soaked with the blood of soldiers. He pointed to Stoorworm, rising into the air. 
 
    “We cannot approach her with magic,” he said, “but summoned animals can harass her and make her work impossible. That can give us a chance.” 
 
    Raquel understood and patted the enormous bear on the neck and then flew into the air with Zhe. The albatrosses, which had been diving at the Malgent infantry and knights to hack at their eyes or distract them with flying attacks, followed her skyward. 
 
    Zhe also lifted off and used both the eagle wand and the crow wand that were in his belt to summon the battle eagles and his old friend the crows. Then he dove back to the cemetery.  
 
    Smoking clods of dirt and stone lay strewn about the graveyard, along with the body parts of the mummified soldiers. Far above, Zhe could see the iron dragon rolling and flying erratically as it tried to shake off the soldiers who still clung to it. 
 
    The bones that had once made up the body of A’tiniti’s skeletal dragon lay broken and fragmented on the ground, where they had been strewn in the earlier battle. They could no longer serve any purpose to rebuild A’tiniti’s dragon body.  
 
    Those bones that had served to create the wings of the soldiers and even of Zhe and the other Bone Mages were also not suited to lift the weight of A’tiniti. They had moldered in the earth for too long and it had weakened them. 
 
    Zhe looked towards the dome over Midway City. The clay roof, now crystallized by fire, would support its own weight well enough. And the bones beneath were preserved and calcified in the same way as those of the mummified soldiers. The water that filtered into the crypt had changed and fossilized them until they were equal parts rock and bone. 
 
    He would rebuild A’tiniti with the bones of kings and queens. 
 
    Zhe raised his arms in the air and performed the incantation, loudly projecting the ancient and haunting song towards the city. There was a rumble from within the city, then bones began to fly like bats at dusk, through the northern gates towards the cemetery.  
 
    As the bones approached, Zhe walked to the nested skulls of A’tiniti and the Royal Dragon. He placed both his hands upon it and awakened again the spirit of the demon.  
 
    The flames in its eyes sparked to life. 
 
    The bones reached the dragon skull and fused with it, growing outward along a spine, ribs, and great and powerful limbs and claws. Though he had no lungs and no need of air, the bone dragon seemed to inhale deeply as he rose once again to his feet.  
 
    “It is time,” Zhe said. 
 
    A’tiniti bent his head to the ground so that Zhe could climb up to where the throne-saddle was taking shape, woven into the bones of the dragon’s back.  
 
    “Yes,” A’tiniti agreed. “It is time indeed.” 
 
    They rose into the air on an interception course with the iron dragon of Stoorworm, which was angling and descending towards the battlefield, undoubtedly preparing to drown the armies of T’iru Midiri in fire. 
 
    As Zhe and A’tiniti climbed higher in the sky, they were joined by two dozen battle eagles from the nearby mountains. Along with the eagles came thousands of black crows so that A’tiniti would have been invisible from the ground, surrounded by a black cloud. From the south, the albatross flock, led by Raquel, was also converging with them. 
 
    Even from this distance, Zhe could see that Diarmuid was indeed still riding on the back of Stoorworm. So, she had survived.  
 
    Neither she nor the iron dragon seemed to be aware yet that they were being pursued. 
 
    But she would know of them soon enough. 
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    Zhe knew that even a demigod riding a dragon inhabited by the soul of a demon could not strike Diarmuid down from the sky. She was right that the power of Doveny magic, fused with the science of the Iron Boatmen of Mun was not beatable.  
 
    Not yet. But there was no time to dwell upon how to defeat her and her dragon. 
 
    He had to defeat her army. 
 
    If he couldn’t stop the iron dragon, Stoorworm, he could at least neutralize its attack long enough that the army of T’iru Midiri could send the Malgent army into a full-fledged retreat. 
 
    The mass of eagles, crows, and albatrosses swarmed and harassed Diarmuid and Stoorworm ceaselessly. They prevented her from attacking the T’iru Midiri army or even seeing what was happening on the battlefield.  
 
    But it came at a high price. Birds fell from the sky by the dozen as Stoorworm blasted them with fire and batted at them with its claws. Diarmuid also scythed through the flocks with her blade. 
 
    Though more birds kept coming, Zhe had to act fast before all of them were killed. 
 
    He dove at the battlefield on the back of A’tiniti and unleashed a wall of flame behind the Malgent lines that destroyed them and scattered their troops. Razor, still in the form of a smaller dragon, followed with their own blast of fire.  
 
    Zhe saw Garotte leading her ghostly cavalry in the wake of A’tiniti’s column of fire, adding the sting of the sword and the arrow to that of dragon flame.  
 
    The Malgent fighters, nonetheless, held the line. Obviously well-trained, they formed up with their shields into a series of almost impenetrable tortoise-shaped battle formations. 
 
    To break Malgent lines, Zhe needed to break their key leader. 
 
    Zhe turned A’tiniti towards Logaire who was dominating the battlefield wherever he went with his squad of chariot-riding cavalry. His mighty war hammer knocked men and horses to the ground, where they were trampled under wheels and hooves.  
 
    Coming from behind, Zhe swooped in. A’tiniti snatched Logaire in his claws and lifted him into the air. The stubborn old warrior swung his war hammer and struck A’tiniti’s leg, shattering the bones so that he dropped the king. 
 
    He fell to the ground and rolled, coming up with his hammer still in hand. 
 
    Zhe leapt from the back of A’tiniti and landed in front of Logaire with his dragon sword. Around them the battle seemed to pause as all stopped to see the king of Mun face the leader of the T’iru Midiri army. 
 
    The two men circled one another, seeking an opening. 
 
    “You haven’t a chance, Bone Mage,” Logaire said. “Diarmuid will soon be done with your distraction and will roast your army into a lunch fit for buzzards.” 
 
    “Then all the more shame that you will never live to see it,” Zhe replied. 
 
    Logaire swung the war hammer with great skill and struck a glancing blow off Zhe’s shoulder, spinning him, but Zhe used the moment to follow through with the spin. He came around and struck the handle of the hammer with his dragon sword, severing it from the head of the weapon. 
 
    Logaire tossed it aside and drew his own two-handed broadsword. He swung it at Zhe’s head while Zhe raised his blade to parry. The dragon sword didn’t cut through it but sent sparks flying as the force of the blow pushed Zhe to one knee. 
 
    “It is not just the dragon or Diarmuid that has the alloy,” Logaire said. “I too have been prepared to face the mighty Bone Mages. You have nothing but your human skill to fight me. And, I assure you, it won’t be enough.” 
 
    Logaire took another swing, and Zhe ducked under it. He thrust his sword upwards and found the gap in Logaire’s helmet, the eye-shit. Zhe’s sword sizzled as it entered the king’s skull and fried his brain. 
 
    There was an audible gasp from the king’s soldiers, who surrounded them.  
 
    For a moment, the king stood his ground, Zhe’s sword jutting strangely from his face. Then he toppled backwards like a cut tree in the forest and landed dead on the ground. 
 
    “The king is dead!” one of the cavalry shouted.  
 
    Zhe adopted a crouch, with his sword raised, ready to fend off a vengeance attack by the cavalry.  
 
    Instead, they bolted in retreat from the field.  
 
    And when the Malgent infantry saw that the cavalry was fleeing, they joined in the flight.  
 
    They were running back in the direction of Behari, the city that they had walled, to escape the wrath of T’iru Midiri and the Bone Mages. They were broken. 
 
    Zhe looked at the sky and called off the birds. They served no more purpose, and their further sacrifice would be a waste. The iron dragon broke free and dove towards the ground, landing between Zhe and his army and the fleeing Malgentians. 
 
    “I should burn you all right now,” she hissed at Zhe. “And I could without a doubt.” 
 
    “You would kill many of us. But I am certain that an ordinary, non-magical arrow would find your eye socket or throat, just as Logaire recently discovered,” Zhe said. “Or you would be swarmed and brought to the ground for a war hammer to dash out your brains.” 
 
    “Bring me the body of Logaire,” Diarmuid said, “and we will call the night yours. Pursue us and I will put your army to the torch of Stoorworm’s breath.” 
 
    Zhe nodded to Toro and Garotte. They picked up the dead body of the king and carried him to the feet of Stoorworm. The great, iron dragon picked up the corpse with its teeth and placed him behind Diarmuid’s saddle-throne.  
 
    Diarmuid gazed with narrowed eyes and a deep scowl at all the assembled soldiers of T’iru Midiri. Her look oozed contempt and rage oozed, but she said not a word.  
 
    The iron dragon spread its wings and flew into the air, disappearing into the darkness. Left behind were the broken bodies of Malgent’s soldiers and more than a few of T’iru Midiri as well.  
 
    Garotte approached Zhe and they embraced. 
 
    “A great victory tonight,” she said. 
 
    “Yes. Your timely arrival was certainly a help,” Zhe replied. 
 
    “We flogged a lot of dead horses to get here,” she said with a smirk, and Toro guffawed in the background. “Where’s Bone Claw?” 
 
    “On the dome,” Zhe replied. “He was injured, and I left him there to finish the battle.” 
 
    “I’ll go and recover him,” Toro said. “I want to use these wings before you take them away from us.” 
 
    He took off in the direction of the city’s dome, towards where Zhe had indicated. 
 
    “Do you think that they will return to Malgent now?” Garotte asked. 
 
    Razor landed nearby, still in dragon form, causing T’iru Midiri soldiers to scatter in fear. Then they transformed back into a human. 
 
    “Good work, Razor. You were born to be a dragon,” Zhe said, then turned back to Garotte. “No, they will seek to hold Behari with the intention of trying another counter-attack.” 
 
    “They have lost the king, and their ships are harried by our navy — as you call those filthy pirates,” Razor said. “What hope do they have?” 
 
    “They have a walled port city. They will reroute their supplies to come through the North Sea, where the pirates won’t dare,” Zhe replied. “I am sure that they are building more dragons in Doveny like the iron dragon and more armor like that worn by King Logaire. They will attack again when they have those.” 
 
    “We only barely achieved victory here today against one of them,” Razor said. 
 
    “We might not be lucky enough to have all the elements that allowed us to get the upper hand next time,” Raquel agreed. 
 
    “We almost certainly won’t,” Zhe said. “If only we could be in two places at once: Doveny and in Behari. But if A’tiniti and I aren’t in Behari, Diarmuid will simply torch our army.” 
 
    “Even if you are there,” Garotte said. “No offense but they just need to hold us off, like you said, until they can be reinforced by more alloyed dragons.” 
 
    Toro rejoined them with Bone Claw in his arms. He looked pale and hung limply. He was obviously worse than Zhe had realized when he left him on the dome.  
 
    An army leech came over to provide some basic care and relieve Bone Claw’s pain. Zhe helped by touching Bone Claw’s bone armor so that it opened like a lover releasing a hug. 
 
    The dragon burns were deep, and it was obvious from his breathing that his lungs were already filling with liquid. As the pain medication that the leech applied took hold, Bone Claw’s eyes cleared as he also regained clarity of mind. 
 
    “Not a bad way to die”—he chuckled, looking up at his comrades surrounding him—“fighting for your land and surrounded by your comrades in arms.” 
 
    Zhe didn’t know what to say. There were so many magical things that he could do, but saving his dying friend wasn’t one of them. Bone magic didn’t heal burned flesh, and it didn’t restore scorched lungs. 
 
    “I’m sorry I left you on the dome, my friend. I should have…” 
 
    “Oh, shut it. Your moaning morality is insufferable,” Bone Claw scolded him. “I would have left you. It was the right choice or we’d all be stretched out here staring up at the sun.” 
 
    Zhe nodded. Bone Claw was, of course, right.  
 
    “I didn’t tell you the reason why Toro and I tossed Najashi’s body out of the crypt inside his palace,” Bone Claw said. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Just rest or, if you must, let’s talk about important things, not that coward,” Zhe scolded his friend. 
 
    “No, no, it’s a good story. Let me tell it,” Bone Claw replied and continued without waiting for Zhe’s approval. “We were wandering through Najashi’s castle, making an inventory of everything that he had stolen. We found his trophy room.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Zhe said. 
 
    “Ho, you will,” Toro said. “Tell him, Bone Claw.” 
 
    “That bastard kept the body parts of everyone he ever tortured or dismembered. Labeled them and put them in glass boxes so he could go and look at them.” 
 
    Zhe sneered instinctively at the thought of what they found in that room. 
 
    “My hands were there. Your legs. Garotte’s face… all of it,” Bone Claw said. “So we threw the bastard into the ash heap, where he belonged. In his own trophy room.” 
 
    Bone Claw laughed at the joke that they had played on the dead King Najashi. His filling lungs made him cough, and he couldn’t stop until unconsciousness took him away. 
 
    Zhe turned to the others. 
 
    “I’m taking him to Meder,” Zhe said. “Antonio and Razor, I want you with me. Raquel and Laura, you are to stay here and work with Shereen to prepare the army to march on Behari.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Raquel said. “Why would you leave us to go to Meder?” 
 
    “I can use his hands to save him,” Zhe said. 
 
    “I don’t think that Bone Claw would approve,” Garotte said. “In fact, he just told you that he wouldn’t. The war is the highest priority.” 
 
    “This is about the war and is the only way we can win it,” Zhe said as he bent down and gently picked up Bone Claw in his arms. 
 
    “A’tiniti’s balls,” Razor said. “I think that would be the expression that Bone Claw would use right now to describe this reckless act.” 
 
    “I think I understand,” Raquel said. “I support you, but I should be with you.” 
 
    “I have no doubt that I would fare better if you were,” Zhe said, “but you must lead the animal brigades into the breach. They will be key to sowing panic and confusion.” 
 
    He handed her the crow and eagle wands from his belt, then he kissed Raquel on the forehead and performed a complex hand movement and incantation that transferred their power fully to his apprentice.  
 
    He saw that her eyes were glassy with tears, perhaps of fear or regret, Zhe couldn’t say, but he knew she would complain no more about the task he had set her because she was a Bone Mage and a warrior. Live or die, when the war was over, she would be legend. 
 
    “Raquel will lead the attack from the north of Behari,” he said, “and she will be your contact with the resistance inside the city, especially with Dolores and Freya.” 
 
    “That traitor?” Garotte spat. She knew nothing about Zhe’s plans with her. 
 
    “She’s not a traitor. She’s on the inside at Zhe’s direction,” Raquel said. “We met with her, and she is doing an important job to make our assault successful.” 
 
    “Laura,” Zhe said to Garotte, “you will lead the monastery armies in the assault on the front gate, along with Antonio and his ghost horses. Shereen and her commanders will provide the infantry once the city is breached. Raquel, send a message with an albatross to Captain Bild in Mangrove to be ready at sea for when the Malgent ships flee.” 
 
    Zhe looked at all their faces. He could see that they were skeptical, except for Raquel. 
 
    “What will it take for you to finally trust in me?” Zhe asked. “Because unless you learn to do so, we will never win. I only serve victory and nothing else. Have I led you wrong yet? Even once?” 
 
    There was a pause of silence as the Bone Mages looked at each other.  
 
    Zhe understood their struggle. They had trusted him sixteen years earlier and had suffered for it, though it turned out to be the right — although almost impossibly difficult — choice. They had been betrayed by Najashi and had been made victims by the foolish, naive choices of the Bone Mage leaders during the Shade War.  
 
    It was hard for them to trust, even in Zhe. 
 
    “A’tiniti’s anus,” Bone Claw groaned in Zhe’s arms. “I can’t die in peace until you idiots figure this out. Without Zhe we would not have won back every city in T’iru Midiri except Nik’u and Behari. I don’t even know what he’s talking about, and I trust him.” 
 
    “The dirty, arrogant pig sticker is correct,” Razor said and nodded towards Bone Claw. “As much as I hate to admit it. Let us go where you will take us, Zhe. We will trust that you have a plan and that there is a reason you are not revealing its details to us.” 
 
    “Yes, it is important that you don’t know them,” Zhe said. “You will when the time is right.” 
 
    “We trust you,” Garotte said and embraced him. “I’d still be ugly and spending my days burying placentas in the orchards of the Birth Monastery. You gave us back our dignity and are our path to victory.” 
 
    Toro was already in the air, ready to fly off. 
 
    “Let’s go!” he shouted down at them and laughed. “Before that fool forgets that A’tiniti isn’t holding any more banquets and spends eternity wandering the underworld looking for a sandwich.” 
 
    Zhe smiled and nodded at the others, then launched himself into the air with Bone Claw, once again unconscious, in his arms. Razor joined them, as did A’tiniti.  
 
    They flew as fast as they could through the night, towards Meder, leaving the domed city of Midway behind them. Zhe glanced back once, seeing flames still burning on the battlefields.  
 
    The T’iru Midiri army was still busy in the darkness, gathering the dead and wounded, including the Malgent wounded, for treatment. The Malgent dead would be either left as carrion or tossed into pits — such were the rewards of war for the losers of battles. 
 
    Several hours later, the sun was rising. Meder was visible next to the shining and placid Squid Lake. Even from such a great height, Zhe could see the shadows of the monstrous giant squids moving beneath the dark waters.  
 
    They descended towards Meder, flying over the walls and outer town, then landed in the main square of the Kokebi Dynasty’s palatine city.  
 
    They were immediately greeted by the captain of the palace guard. She was new and had been promoted to replace the former guard captain loyal to Najashi. He was sent to consider his loyalties in the palace dungeon. 
 
    Zhe nodded to the woman but rushed into the palace without further conversation. There wasn’t time. Bone Claw was fading fast, he could feel it in his hands and in his slight loss of weight as his soul ebbed away from his body bit by bit. 
 
    Toro led them into the trophy room, snatching a torch along the way. He needn’t have done so. As soon as they entered the room, Zhe raised a hand, and the bones in the room glowed bright enough to make it easy to see. Toro looked at Zhe in surprise at his power. Zhe was no longer surprised at discovering his own new powers since becoming a threefold mage and now a demigod. 
 
    Toro continued into the trophy room, which was a vast and well-organized museum of horrors. At the center of the museum were five cases arranged in a pentagon-shaped display. Inside of the cases were the withered and dried body parts that had been taken from the last Bone Mages 16 years earlier. 
 
    “Even I am aghast at this display of cruelty,” Razor said.  
 
    Zhe found it hard to contain his disgust but remained focused on the task at hand and said nothing. What was there to say? Najashi was dead and the dynasty gone. 
 
    He signaled to Toro, who snatched a tapestry off the wall. It depicted a battle scene that never happened, illustrating Najashi fighting heroically. Toro flipped it over and laid it on the floor, then Zhe laid Bone Claw on top of it. 
 
    Walking over to a display case that held two mummified, skeletal hands in the air, on top of a golden stand, Zhe used his armored elbow to smash the case.  
 
    He lifted the hands carefully from the case as they were fragile with age and lack of care. Then he set them on the ground near to Bone Claw, whose breath he could hear taking on the rattle of approaching death. 
 
    Zhe kneeled in front of the skeletal hands and began singing and clapping, letting his instincts guide his incantation. He drew a bone blade from his belt in each hand and carved a symbol on the back of each forearm simultaneously with them. He smeared the blood from his arms onto the skeletal hands. 
 
    A damp wind blew through the torture museum. The walls shook, and flagstones rumbled underfoot.  
 
    It had never been just Najashi’s feared opponents who were sentenced to a terrible death. So, too, had his family killed or allowed to die those who built their palace or served within it. Some, as Najashi ultimately suffered, were tossed into an ash heap outside the city walls. Others were buried in the walls and floors of the palace. 
 
    The bones of those long dead were now called back to the service of a living soul by Zhe. They broke through the walls and climbed out from under the floor. They flew on the chill, moldy wind into the museum and swirled over Zhe’s head. 
 
    One by one the bones organized themselves, joining first with the wrist and then forearm bones, then building outwards at ever greater speed.  
 
    Piece by piece a skeleton took form on the floor next to the dying body of Bone Claw. Although the bones were from the bodies of dozens of long dead of different heights and sizes, they twisted, pulled, shrank, and extended.  
 
    Soon there was a full skeleton that matched that of Bone Claw in size and pose. 
 
    Zhe rose to his feet and clapped his hands several times while he stomped his feet on the floor. Dust rose from the stomping of his feet and swirled into a howling whirlwind over the skeleton of Bone Claw.  
 
    From around the palace, mist and water droplets from the multitude of fountains flew towards the museum, drawn like iron to a lodestone. They joined with the dust, turning it into a kind of sticky mud mixture.  
 
    Using the bone blades again, Zhe cut more deeply into his forearms and biceps until rivulets of blood flowed. Instead of falling to the ground, the dripping blood joined with the swirling mud in the air, dyeing it a reddish color. 
 
    Zhe stopped clapping and raised his hands in the air towards the blood and mud tornado, then threw them downwards towards the skeleton. The tornado dove at the skeleton and merged with it.  
 
    It had become a body of blood, dust, water, and bone. And it looked like Bone Claw. 
 
    With the new body created, Zhe put his hands on the chest of Bone Claw and then closed them both into fists. He yanked them away from Bone Claw’s body and now held a mass of softly glowing gossamer in his hands.  
 
    Bone Claw gasped one last time and then his eyes rolled back into his head. 
 
    Zhe spread the gossamer mass across the golem twin of Bone Claw that he had created like a sheet across a sleeping man. It lay on him and then sank into the body.  
 
    For a moment, nothing happened. 
 
    Then the Bone Claw golem gasped, its back arching as it filled with life and soul. Its eyes still closed, it lay breathing on the floor, its chest rising and falling. 
 
    “It is done,” Razor said.  
 
    “Now that we have a Bone Claw of mud, how will this help us win the war? Will he complain us to victory?” 
 
    “Saving Bone Claw was only the first step. I needed to know that my plan would work before I took the next step,” Zhe said.  
 
    Walking over to the case that held the desiccated remains of his legs, severed below the knee, he smashed this glass as well. He nodded towards Razor who snatched another tapestry from the wall and laid it out on the floor. 
 
    Zhe performed a similar incantation to what he had just undertaken to build Bone Claw’s golem body. More bones, more blood and water, swirled into the trophy room. And some time later a second Zhe lay on the floor, almost identical in appearance to the one who had created it.  
 
    There were differences, especially up close. The skin was not fully real looking. The coloring wasn’t quite right, nor the texture. But it was close enough that unless someone were looking for a golem, they would be unlikely to notice for certain. 
 
    And that was more than enough. 
 
    “I am left more confused than before,” Razor said. 
 
    “As I said in Midway, I need to be in two places at one time,” Zhe said. “But that is impossible.” 
 
    “You can send your consciousness from one Zhe to the other,” Toro said and laughed. “That’s your solution. Diarmuid will think you’re outside Behari while you’re actually causing trouble in Doveny.” 
 
    “Not just causing trouble,” Zhe said. “I intend to armor A’tiniti with the same alloy as Diarmuid has used on Stoorworm. That will make it possible to fight them and even to win.” 
 
    “It is that simple then?” Razor asked. “You are able to divide your consciousness between two bodies?” 
 
    “No, unfortunately. That is the one hitch in the plan. I can only be conscious in one place at a time, and it requires significant effort to move between the bodies,” Zhe explained. “I will have to return to Behari before A’tiniti arrives, to be prepared for the battle.” 
 
    “Could A’tiniti rebel against your control while you’re moving from one body to another?” Razor asked. “And if he is outside of your control while manifest as a being in our world…” 
 
    “We could face an attack from A’tiniti at the same time as we face an attack by Malgent on T’iru Midiri,” Zhe finished. “There is a possibility that in relinquishing my control I will not be able to regain it in my new body because he will be covered by the alloy that blocks magic.” 
 
    “I feel uncomfortable with a plan with such a large hole,” Razor said. 
 
    “I feel uncomfortable with any other plan at the moment,” Toro said. “Because there isn't any other plan. If we don’t cover that dragon with the alloy, there’s no way to defeat Diarmuid. And if we don’t smash their ability to make the alloy, any victory we win today will be in danger before sunrise.” 
 
    “I agree,” Zhe said. “There is simply no choice.” 
 
    “Then let us begin,” Razor said. “And later pray.” 
 
    “Antonio, you must return to join the army marching on Behari,” Zhe said. “You will bring my true body with you in a glass case. No one must know that I am not dead, and I must be visible to the enemy outside of the city. Otherwise, they will grow suspicious, and I fear that Diarmuid will send Dragon Riders — or travel herself — to Doveny.” 
 
    “I understand,” Toro said. “I’ll make it happen.” 
 
    He left the trophy room in order to get things organized for the return trip. Zhe turned to Razor. 
 
    “We three will ride on the back of A’tiniti,” Zhe said. “He can fly much faster than we are able across the ocean. It will take only a day to reach Doveny.” 
 
    “What about Bone Claw?” Razor asked, nodding towards the unconscious golem and the corpse. 
 
    “He should awaken any time in his new body,” Zhe replied. “His birth body should be burned now. It has died.” 
 
    “I will make the preparations,” Razor said and walked over to Bone Claw, lifting the dead man onto their shoulder. “Will you now move your body to the golem double you have created of yourself?” 
 
    Zhe nodded. 
 
    “I will need some time,” he said. “When I am done, I will come for you.” 
 
    Razor left the room, and Zhe began the incantation to transmit his soul to the golem. This was all new to him, and while his transformation into a demigod had granted him both power and knowledge, it was still a dangerous challenge. The possibility remained that he would lose his way in the shift between one body and the other.  
 
    A soul without a body would be left to wander the aboveground world as a haunted spirit. And a body without a soul was always a potential target for other haunted spirits and malicious demons.  
 
    He lay on the ground next to the golem Zhe and used the bone knife to carve a symbol onto the palm of his hand. He carved its mirror on his own hand.  It would be like a key into a keyhole and make the connection between them more rapid, if not easier.  
 
    With this finished, he grasped the hand of his double, feeling his blood oozing into the “flesh” of the golem. The golem’s skin, if one could call it that, felt more like sand that had been polished smooth to an alabaster-like finish. 
 
    Zhe lay there, holding hands with himself and softly singing the incantation. It was as though he were drifting off to sleep. The well-known feeling of sinking began to seep in and take over his mind, and he struggled to retain control of his consciousness as it wandered along a series of idea paths, ones only tangentially connected by a smell or sight or memory. 
 
    Then the feeling of drifting off to sleep changed and became something different. It was the feeling of dying.  
 
    He was leaving his body behind, and the sensations and memories came to his mind with a greater sense of urgency and power. His soul dragged these sensory experiences out of the body where they were created and had lived. 
 
    When Zhe’s consciousness was free of the body of his birth, he found himself in a world of undifferentiated color and sound. He had no clear form but felt a shifting series of tingling sensations randomly affecting him. He had entered a state of being a pure soul. 
 
    Without a guide, he realized that he was lost and had no idea how to make the journey to the golem. Although it was right next to him and they were in physical contact, it might as well have been on the other side of the world.  
 
    In his mind a formless panic began to take shape. It was the feeling of being utterly lost from everything in the world of the living with no way of determining a correct direction to travel.  
 
    And, worse, he began to feel something else.  
 
    There were dark energies gathering nearby. Forms that sensed the empty vessel of Zhe’s body that was not yet dead nor alive and which could be inhabited.  
 
    He needed to enter the body of the golem and possess it so that he could cast a spell of protection on the empty shell of his birth body. 
 
    A thought occurred to Zhe. He was lost because he was looking for himself, and he did not yet exist in the body of the golem.  
 
    It had no physical memories of him, no scars of battle, nor of love and loss. It was a blank slate, an uncharted forest on a map to a place he had never visited. He could not be the reference point for his journey. 
 
    He thought about the bones he had used to create his new body as memories unto themselves. They were parts of people who had lives and who had suffered and loved. He reached out with his soul to find them, thinking about the kinds of sensations and experiences that they would have had. 
 
    Zhe thought about the feel of a hammer and chisel in the hands of a stone mason. He imagined a palace maid carrying hot plates to serve a banquet of the royal master. Or a child who died of malnutrition as a teenager though they lived surrounded by the riches of the Kokebi dynasty. 
 
    He probed and tried all of these thoughts, considering all the possible experiences of the bones that made up his new body.  
 
    At first, there was just darkness.  
 
    Then, slowly, a point of light revealed itself.  
 
    It was soon joined by another.  
 
    And another.  
 
    The lights traced the form of the golem’s body, except for its legs, which had been those of Zhe. 
 
    Realizing that the one memory he had avoided, the most painful, was the day on which his legs were taken from him, along with his family. He sought it out like one picks at an open sore. The legs began to glow, revealing their location to him.  
 
    His pain was his anchor and his entry point. From being a place of darkness, he turned it into a place of light.  
 
    Zhe reached out with his formless spirit and took hold of the legs stolen from him sixteen years before. He used them to pull himself into the golem’s body through them like a portal. 
 
    With a gasp, Zhe opened his eyes. 
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    Finally, in the distance, Zhe saw Dragon Bay where the city of Dragonskull sat on the frontier between desert, scrubland, and sea. They had flown for almost two days, longer than Zhe expected, to arrive at the coast of Malgent. 
 
    The city of Dragonskull was the ancient home monastery of the priesthood of Skulldiggers, which loomed from atop the city’s lone hillside. The Skulldiggers scoured the deserts, seeking the skulls of the long-extinct dragons. It was said that the rest of the dragons’ skeletons turned to ash upon death, leaving only the skulls.  
 
    The skulls were taken back to Dragonskull, where they were polished, painted, and inlaid with gold and mother of pearl and then blessed. The prepared skulls were then carried in caravans of litters by slaves, led by the Skulldiggers, with the skulls laid out delicately upon silk pillows.  
 
    Arriving at Diarmuid Metropole, the massive capital city of the kingdom of Doveny, the skulls were brought to the palatine city within the broader city. The palatine city, forbidden to all but the royal family, the court, and the priestly caste, was entirely dedicated to the building of dragons. 
 
    They began with the skulls and built entire skeletons made of smoketree wood, from Smoketree Forest to the west of the capital city. Once the dragons had their skeletons, they were clothed in the skin of fish from Lake Pirarucu. This uniquely durable and thick skin was made into a tough, armored leather using ancient techniques.  
 
    The fish leather was stretched over the wooden skeleton of the dragons so that it looked almost natural.  
 
    Finally, Queen Diarmuid, of which there had been two hundred and thirty-eight, would imbue the built dragon with the souls of dead heroes from the underworld.  
 
    This was by ancient covenant with the demon Stoorworm, who did the work of gathering the souls. In return, Diarmuid guaranteed no other demons or gods would be worshiped in Doveny, on punishment of death. She was aided in the process of animating the dragons by the army of priests who performed the legwork for the incantations.  
 
    It was they who created the incense and burned it in the appropriate censors. It was they who extracted the smoketree nut oils used on the leather to make it pliable. It was they who lit the aromatic candles and drew the tree sap and fermented the wine that sent Queen Diarmuid into the hallucinogenic trance needed to trap and dominate the dead heroes. 
 
    It was to their complex that Zhe intended to travel.  
 
    They flew over Dragonskull city and deeper inland until the massive city made of chiseled sandstone rose before them. Even before they reached the city, and although night was falling, they could see the dragons flying over the city. Some were being trained as future war machines, while others were patrolling the city. 
 
    Bone Claw had woken up some hours earlier but was still disoriented and mostly stared at his hands and cursed over and over again. Razor was concerned that they would have to leave Bone Claw outside of the city, perhaps in Smoketree Forest while they fought without him.  
 
    Zhe felt confident that Bone Claw would soon recover his senses. But he did harbor concern that destroying his birth body had somehow been traumatizing to his soul.  
 
    Had they been hasty in doing so, although speed was the way of the Bone Mages?  
 
    Zhe was concerned about decay. He also had been thinking that publicly cremating Bone Claw, as well as displaying Zhe himself as though dead, would lull the enemy.  
 
    He suspected that there were still spies amongst the palace guard who were in contact with Diarmuid. He wanted word to get back to her. 
 
    All he could do now was hope that Bone Claw hadn’t been damaged by the loss of his original body. It was a problem that Zhe himself didn’t face. He had other problems. 
 
    “What is the plan with Bone Claw and what will it be without him?” Razor shouted to Zhe from behind him. He, like Bone Claw, rode in his own saddle-throne, which Zhe had summoned and then woven into A’tiniti’s skeleton, as was his own. 
 
    “They are the same,” Zhe said. “We destroy every Dragon Rider that we see. I send A’tiniti into the forge where the alloy is made to coat him in the metal, then we destroy the palatine city of Diarmuid.” 
 
    “A’tiniti is an enormous dragon, and we have the element of surprise. Nonetheless, I do hope that our old friend joins us for the battle.” 
 
    “As do I,” Zhe said.  
 
    Razor, without prompting, had already prepared themself for shapeshifting. Zhe could hear Razor chanting an incantation as they smeared themself with the paste made of dragon skull. Zhe turned to look as Razor nodded at him and then rolled off the side of A’tiniti and into the open air. 
 
    As Razor tumbled earthward, their body morphed and twisted. Razor’s limbs and torso stretched out, and their skin became reptilian and scaly. From Razor’s back sprouted leathery wings. They had become a dragon in the style of those flown by the Dragon Riders.  
 
    With their transformation complete, Razor rose on the wind beneath their massive wings and took up a position beside Zhe and A’tiniti. They were by then approaching the edge of Diarmuid Metropole and crossed over its outer suburbs.  
 
    In the looming darkness, it was likely that they hadn’t been spotted. If they had, the population and city guards would be accustomed to the sight of dragons flying overhead. There had never been a dragon attack on the city, not in the thousand-year history of the Diarmuid Dynasty. 
 
    That was about to change. 
 
    Moving ever closer to the circling cluster of dragons, Zhe turned to face Bone Claw. The Bone Mage golem was seated in another throne saddle. Bone Claw looked up from his hands, which were splayed out in front of him. 
 
    “Am I not dead? Isn’t this the underworld?” he asked, his eyes suddenly clear. 
 
    “No, friend. We are in Malgent, on the very brink of vengeance,” Zhe said. “I feared you were not able to take part.” 
 
    “A’tiniti’s balls,” Bone Claw said, and the great dragon turned to cast a glance at him. “Apologies. I would not miss vengeance for anything, but I seem to have misplaced my hands.” 
 
    “Those hands are the ones with which you were born,” Zhe told him and then explained what had happened. 
 
    “A’tiniti’s… By the hounds of hell, you have truly become something monstrous,” Bone Claw said. “Not that I am complaining, but I fear you a little, rather than merely disliking your sanctimonious blowharding.” 
 
    Zhe laughed at his friend. He was back. 
 
    “We dressed you in your bone armor and with your Bone Mage kit around your waist,” he explained. “Are you up to channeling the dragons one last time?” 
 
    “Most definitely,” Bone Claw said and found everything was indeed in place.  
 
    He began the process of preparing himself for the channeling. Bone Claw’s hands shook badly as he smeared on his own channeling paste and began the incantation. It seemed like he still didn’t have full control over the new golem body. Zhe worried that he lacked the control for battle. 
 
    When they had left T’iru Midiri on the back of A’tiniti, Razor had asked Zhe if he would retain any kind of magical control over Bone Claw’s body.  
 
    “You created him, effectively. The golem is a product of a type of powerful animation spell,” Razor said. “Will Bone Claw ever really be autonomous from you?” 
 
    “I will release my power over him as soon as he has power over himself,” Zhe replied. “I have no interest in controlling Bone Claw, no matter how annoying he can be. I am not going to play the puppet master to anyone.” 
 
    But he had not yet severed that final control over the golem body that was now Bone Claw’s. Zhe closed his eyes and sent calming and focusing energy across the ether and into the golem’s body.  
 
    When he opened his eyes, he saw that Bone Claw’s hands had stopped shaking, and he was performing his incantation with confidence. Nor had Bone Claw seemed to have noticed from where his confidence had come, which was as Zhe preferred. 
 
    “I am ready,” Bone Claw said as he completed his incantation. 
 
    “Then, let’s get to battle,” Zhe replied. 
 
    Bone Claw spread his hands apart. He no longer had the bone wings that were part of his now-dead body. But he lifted out of the throne saddle under the power of the magical spell that allowed him to channel the powers of a dragon.  
 
    From where Zhe sat, he could see that Bone Claw’s pupils were now glowing with fire. He looked to Razor, who had been watching things unfold.  
 
    Razor nodded their enormous dragon head.  
 
    They were ready. 
 
    Zhe led them towards the circuit of dragons that flew in patrol above the palatine city, spurring on A’tiniti.  
 
    The Dragon Riders were caught completely unawares.  
 
    When the first ones recognized that A’tiniti was both a Royal Dragon of massive size and a skeleton, it was already too late. 
 
    A’tiniti opened up with a blast of fire that consumed not only the first dragon but two others behind it. Razor and Bone Claw unleashed their own columns of flame that destroyed three more dragons. 
 
    Panic and confusion spread amongst the many Dragon Riders above the palatine city. Zhe and the other Bone Mages showed them the same mercy that they had shown to the people of T’iru Midiri when they came to conquer. Except that those who suffered from the Malgent attack weren’t soldiers like the Dragon Riders but farmers, fishers, and other ordinary people. 
 
    Zhe swooped and angled amongst the panicking Dragon Riders, blasting them out of the sky. They struggled to regain some kind of formation or initiative, but it was in vain as they were attacked from three sides. 
 
    More than three dozen of the Dragon Riders plummeted to the earth, smashing into the buildings of Diarmuid’s palatine city and spreading fire and panic below. Zhe imagined that the inhabitants were horrified to see their glorious dragons falling from the sky in flames.  
 
    Knowing that spurred him on, as it did Razor and Bone Claw. Soon, all but one of the Dragon Riders was dead, and with them likely a decade’s worth of dragon building along with them. The last surviving Dragon Rider turned and fled north-east. 
 
    Razor angled to chase the fleeing Dragon Rider, but Zhe flew in front of them, blocking their path.  
 
    “Let them go!” he shouted to Razor. “He will fly to T’iru Midiri and tell Diarmuid that her beloved dragons are all destroyed, and her city is under attack. I want her to know and be driven to vengeance.” 
 
    “What is the plan now?” Razor asked in a deep, bellowing voice suitable to the dragon they had transformed into. Bone Claw joined them. 
 
    “We find the foundry where the alloy is made, and we coat the bones of A’tiniti in it,” Zhe replied. “Then we destroy the entire palatine city. We show the people of Diarmuid Metropole that their queen cannot protect them.” 
 
    They circled over the city, then as they descended towards it, they got a view of the facilities and the unfolding panic. Priests in robes and scholars caps raced to and fro, trying to put out the fires caused by the fall of the Dragon Riders.  
 
    Mun warriors and iron engineers, recognizable by their armor and clothing, were concentrated in one corner of the central plaza. 
 
    There were buildings of all sizes and shapes, but the vast majority of them were in the ancient style of the royals of Doveny. Among them, however, was a new building massive in scope and different in style, more utilitarian and less ornate. It stood on the edge of the central plaza and thick, white smoke came from a funnel-shaped chimney in the middle of the building.  
 
    That was their target. 
 
    The three Bone Mages landed in the large central plaza.  
 
    Zhe spread his wings of bone and rose out of the saddle-throne. He flew to a nearby priest who was fleeing and landed in front of her, blocking her path.  
 
    She immediately went down on one knee and bowed her shaved head, revealing the Diarmuid Dynasty glyph tattooed on the top. 
 
    “Where is the high priest?” Zhe asked. 
 
    “I… I cannot say, lord,” she replied, her voice quivering. 
 
    “You will take me to them, or I will kill you and then tear this place apart until I find them.” 
 
    The priest nodded and stood, waving for Zhe to follow her.  
 
    Bone Claw joined them, while Razor remained in the plaza in dragon form, next to A’tiniti. 
 
    All around the plaza, priests and other servants and workers continued to run in all directions. They avoided approaching A’tiniti and Razor but could not entirely avoid the plaza as buildings all around them burned and their sense of duty forced them to try and save them.  
 
    All of the priests were bald. The other functionaries wore hairstyles that corresponded in some way with their role. Likewise, the color of their clothing was connected to status and role. They all wore form-fitting leather made of the same fish skin used to create dragon skin. 
 
    The priestess took them into an ornate building carved out of stone to look like a dragon skull even larger than that of A’tiniti and Stoorworm. Inside was a cathedral dedicated to the worship of Stoorworm and to his demon magic with stations for casting, worship and other tasks related to their role as dragon builders. 
 
    Zhe spotted the high priest immediately, recognizable by the tattoos that covered his entire body, as well as by the golden robes that he wore. The priest obviously also understood Zhe’s purpose as well.  
 
    As soon as they locked eyes, the man turned and ran towards the rear of the hall. 
 
    However, he was an old man in a robe and Zhe a demigod with bone wings. He launched himself above the ground and caught the priest before he could get halfway to the throne dais or the colonnaded exit.  
 
    “I am Zhe of Behari,” he said. 
 
    “The Bone Mage,” the high priest replied. “I know who you are.” 
 
    “Then perhaps you know why I am here.” 
 
    “For the alloy, I presume.” 
 
    “That would be a good place to start.” 
 
    “Then you must know that I will not help you in your…” 
 
    Zhe sliced off the high priest’s hand at the wrist with a bone knife. The high priest fell to his knees, howling in pain as blood poured out onto the floor. 
 
    “If you know me and why I have come then you must also know that Malgent and your queen have killed a multitude of my people. I will not hesitate to take your life in the most painful way that I can devise on short notice.” 
 
    “I’m willing to bet that I can add a few more ways to your list,” Bone Claw added. 
 
    Zhe drew his dragon bone sword, and it heated up until it glowed white hot. Sweat jumped to the face of the high priest from the heat of the blade. 
 
    “Why do you not simply take what you want?” he asked. 
 
    “I could tear the roof off of the foundry, it is true,” Zhe said. “And likely destroy everything inside, including the alloy. Such a delicate operation requires a more sensitive touch, and you are that.” 
 
    Zhe pressed the heated blade of the dragon sword against the open wound at the end of the high priest’s arm, cauterizing the wound. It saved him from bleeding to death, but he lost consciousness as a result.  
 
    Bone Claw walked over to a nearby magic station with a bowl of ceremonial cleansing water. He snatched the bowl and came back, tossing it on the face of the high priest, waking him. 
 
    “I will take you, I will, yes,” he said. “Do not take my other hand, I beg of you.” 
 
    They helped the man to his feet, and he stumbled towards the door clutching his wounded arm. Other priests and functionaries rushed out of the way to avoid Zhe and Bone Claw.  
 
    From a side entrance, a squad of palace guards arrived and charged towards the Bone Mages.  
 
    Bone Claw, still channeling a dragon, leaned forward and exhaled a blast of flame that engulfed the squad, sending them screaming in retreat. Others dropped to the floor in a flaming, blackened heap. 
 
    They made their way across the largely abandoned plaza. Arriving at the door to the foundry, the high priest removed a large pendant that hung around his neck from inside of his robe. He pressed the pendant against an identical carving in the door. 
 
    The foundry door opened. Inside was a gigantic operation reminiscent of the underworld. Inside bubbled vats filled with molten metal as large as peasant hovels turned upside down. They poured the glowing liquid into molds on the floor.  
 
    As soon as they entered the door, the high priest dropped face first, dead in a pool of blood.  
 
    Zhe and Bone Claw leapt aside, behind a massive anvil. On top of the anvil an equally massive hammer pounded a disc of metal over and over. It was controlled by a series of gears and chains that went up to a second floor, where workers could be seen hauling on it like teams of rowers in an iron ship. 
 
    Looking back towards the high priest on the floor, Zhe saw that an arrow had struck him in the chest and pierced all the way through. It was a long, thick arrow from a heavy bow.  
 
    The archer could reach them from almost anywhere in the building. But based on the angle of its exit from the high priest’s back, the archer was likely straight ahead. 
 
    “If I let loose in this space, I’ll definitely hit them,” Bone Claw said. 
 
    “If you breathe fire in this space, you could destroy equipment we need,” Zhe said. “We don’t know anything about this alloy, and we have to be very careful. This equipment and that arrow is from Mun, not Doveny.” 
 
    “So, the priest couldn’t have helped us anyway,” Bone Claw said. “This is science, not magic.” 
 
    “Yes. We need one of their machine men who understands how all of this works.” 
 
    “Who probably isn’t an archer, I would guess,” Bone Claw said. 
 
    “Almost certainly not. The people who can run the machinery will be deep in the building.” 
 
    “Why are those ones up there still working the chains and the pots of molten iron?” 
 
    “Maybe if they stop things will break,” Zhe said. “That tells me that this is more delicate than it looks. Meaning that we must avoid a fight.” 
 
    Nearby, Zhe noticed a rat scurrying from place to place looking for something to eat. 
 
    “Rats you shall always have with you,” Zhe said. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s the saying,” Bone Claw replied. 
 
    “In this building it is,” Zhe said. 
 
    Zhe flung a bone knife, killing the rat instantly. He crawled over to it and snatched the body, quickly skinning it and removing its key bones. 
 
    “You’re going to summon a plague of rats?” Bone Claw said. “That seems like it could also cause some damage.” 
 
    “One little rat won’t hurt anything,” Zhe replied.  
 
    He crushed up the rat bones and mixed it with two drops of his blood so that it became a paste. He drew patterns on his own skin with the paste and began a soft chant. 
 
    “Are you shapeshifting? Do you do that now, too? Will you not leave anything for the rest of us?” 
 
    Zhe finished the incantation and felt his bones shifting, twisting, and cracking. It was excruciating, but he was growing used to it, and it was certainly less painful than shapeshifting into a giant squid. In moments, he was on the floor at the feet of Bone Claw. 
 
    “I will circle around and deal with the archers, then call to you,” he told Bone Claw. 
 
    Zhe scurried along the edges of the building, staying in the shadows. Workers were keeping the machinery running and the molten metal moving through its stages. Most of it seemed to be regular iron smelting, which existed on a small-scale in Behari as well.  
 
    But there were other pieces of machinery that seemed more complicated and involved much smaller volumes of metal. Zhe assumed that these were part of the alloy-creation process.  
 
    He found an iron beam that was curved and allowed him to run along it, almost hidden. He soon found the soldiers who were sent to guard the foundry.  
 
    They obviously knew about the dragon attack and that the dragons came with riders. They were all facing the front door, and most of them had arrows nocked in bows as they watched for movement.  
 
    Behind the archers stood two squads of just over twenty infantry in total, with swords in hand. If the attackers — Zhe and Bone Claw — got too close, they would spring into action.  
 
    There was no way that he could take them all on by himself. Even if he could defeat three dozen soldiers with his bare hands, it would be more destructive than calling on the rats. And, for a moment, he considered the rat solution one more time as the least destructive option.  
 
    But summoning animals meant getting them to help you in something using their own means. They still had minds of their own and couldn’t be controlled at an individual level.  
 
    The rats would tear the soldiers apart in their multitude, but in doing so they would also fall into machinery and vats. They would eat other things besides the flesh of their targets. 
 
    As he crouched in the shadows pondering the dilemma, an idea occurred to Zhe. A’tiniti wouldn’t like it, especially because he couldn’t go and ask the dragon first. But it was the best option, and he could manage the fallout afterwards. 
 
    Unable to speak or sing out loud without alerting the soldiers to his presence, Zhe performed the incantation in his head. As he did so, he scratched symbols in the dust in the floor using a tiny claw. In short order, he stood in the center of a complex mandala of symbols.  
 
    From somewhere outside there came a roar of fury, and Zhe saw a column of flame explode upwards from outside. A’tiniti was undoubtedly enraged over what was happening to him.  
 
    The soldiers around Zhe flinched and tensed, expecting the dragon roar to become more.  
 
    But nothing happened. 
 
    For a painfully long period there was silence.  
 
    Then the sound of wind came and a clatter like a heavy hailstorm against a metal roof.  
 
    “You hear that?” one of the soldiers turned and said to another. 
 
    A second later, the squads of soldiers were torn apart by a torrent of dragon’s teeth, razor sharp and in all sizes and shapes. There were hundreds of them. The bodies of the soldiers were pierced and torn, the teeth entering and exiting almost in the same moment.  
 
    Like a hive of angry bees, the teeth swirled around the heap of men lying in a growing pool of their own blood. Then they darted away as quickly as they had come, back to the skull of A’tiniti, who roared again with equal fury at their return. 
 
    Zhe restored himself to human form and stood over the defeated squad of Mun soldiers. He whistled to Bone Claw — a secret call of the Bone Mages from the days of the Shade War.  
 
    Moments later, Bone Claw set down upon the platform, having flown up from below. He returned to Zhe his clothing and armor. 
 
    “I think your dragon, our former patron demon, will want an explanation,” Bone Claw said looking at the mauled forms on the floor. “Maybe the taste of blood will be enough to satisfy him, but I doubt it if he retains any of his former foul, arrogant self.” 
 
    “I had no choice. There were no other options.” 
 
    “I’m not complaining. It’s handy work you’ve done here, I won’t lie. But a dragon whose demon soul might be prone to revolt against his owner could be a problem.” 
 
    “One at a time,” Zhe said and turned around, heading deeper into the foundry. 
 
    They soon found the Mun metal workers huddling in the farthest corner of the foundry. None of them were soldiers. Their only weapons were tools not fit for the purpose of fighting.  
 
    Zhe drew his dragon sword and brought it to life, which was enough to encourage the metal workers to lay down their improvised weapons. They could see where resistance would end for them. 
 
    “Who is in charge?” 
 
    A man stepped forward who wore a long leather apron with hundreds of black, molten metal scars covering the front of it. He seemed to have about as many in the skin of his face, though he wore goggles on his forehead to protect his eyes. 
 
    “How many dragons have been coated with the alloy? How many suits of armor have been made?” Zhe asked. “If you waste my time with lies or half-answers, I will kill you and move on to the next in line.” 
 
    “I won’t lie,” the man said. “My life’s worth more than pointless gestures. There’s none coated yet but the dragon of Queen Diarmuid. And the only armor has been her own and that of Logaire.” 
 
    “Why not?” Bone Claw asked. “Why hasn’t she made a whole army of them?” 
 
    “Queen Diarmuid trusts none, barely even my king, who is her closest ally,” the metal worker boss said. “She didn’t think a whole army of alloyed dragons was necessary, in any case. Not to defeat a few Bone Mages. As for the iron ships of Mun, there’s not near enough of the metal to make whole ships. It will take years.” 
 
    “Well, you are going to coat my dragon in the alloy,” Zhe said. “And prove to Diarmuid she was right to trust no one.” 
 
    The metal worker boss nodded to the frightened workers behind him.  
 
    “There’s none here foolish enough to refuse you. But it took us almost a year to make the armor that her dragon wears. The alloy is hard to work with. The first time you melt it, it melts at low temperatures, but once it hardens, you can’t hardly make a fire strong enough to get it even soft. Never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “My dragon is just bones,” Zhe said. “You will melt a fresh batch of the alloy and I will immerse him in a bath of it to coat the bones. No working of the metal will be necessary. How long will it take?” 
 
    “We can heat it up real quick,” the man said and ordered his workers to do as he directed. 
 
    Zhe left Bone Claw to supervise and make sure that the metal workers didn’t try anything clever. He returned to the plaza outside where he’d left A’tiniti and Razor.  
 
    There had been more attacks by palace guards, and all of them had ended in the same way; the guards were turned to cinder.  
 
    They lay in heaps around the plaza, as though it were the dawn following a night of bonfire celebrations. Except that the charred form of skeletons was visible, destroying any illusion of joy in the fires. 
 
    As Zhe approached A’tiniti, the dragon rose onto its hind legs and bared its teeth in anger. A swirling sphere of fire was visible behind its ribcage.  
 
    “You betrayed me, human,” the bone dragon bellowed. “I am going to…” 
 
    Zhe clapped his hands twice, and the dragon was silenced, bowing its head before him. 
 
    “You exist in this realm at my pleasure,” Zhe said. “Be careful or you will find yourself wandering amongst the lost shades of the underworld for an eternity.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. I forget myself,” A’tiniti said meekly. 
 
    “I apologize for using your teeth as I did. I wouldn’t have done so if I had another option,” Zhe told the dragon. “But you must never challenge me again, under any circumstances.” 
 
    The dragon bowed its head lower still until its chin touched the ground.  
 
    Zhe reached out a hand and placed it on A’tiniti’s bony brow. The flames dimmed in his eyes until they were almost extinguished, and his body collapsed with a rattle onto the paving stones of the plaza. 
 
    “Have you banished his soul to the underworld?” Razor said through the mouth of the dragon, whose form they still held. 
 
    “Return to human form,” Zhe said to them, and Razor did so. “I need you to do something difficult and important for me.” 
 
    Zhe drew his dragon sword, and it blazed to life. He walked over to A’tiniti and found one of the smaller bones in the giant dragon’s body, near the base of its skull.  
 
    The original bones that had made up the dragon, in the underworld, were all massive in size, chosen for exactly that reason. After the initial battle with Stoorworm and Diarmuid, when A’tiniti was shattered, Zhe reconstructed A’tiniti with the human bones of the ancient kings and queens of T’iru Midiri. 
 
    In order for the human bones to work, Zhe had used his magic to weave them together into larger bones like a series of braids. He now cut one of these bones from the spine of A’tiniti using his dragon sword. 
 
    With the bone in hand, Zhe climbed down from his dragon. He handed the dragon sword to Razor. 
 
    “You must remove my left leg below the knee.” 
 
    “By the gods, Zhe, why do you want to do that?” 
 
    “Because my legs are the only part of this body that is truly my own, and I need the shin bone for the casting I’m about to do,” Zhe said. “But though this body I wear is a golem, only recently inhabited by my spirit, it nonetheless feels pain. I worry that I will make an error as a result of the pain.” 
 
    Zhe used the bone knife in his belt to slice marking lines into the mud-flesh of the golem body that he wore. This would ensure that Razor would know where to cut. Having done so, Zhe sat on one of the great claws of A’tiniti and set his leg out in front of him. 
 
    Razor wasted no time and was an expert with a blade. The leg was removed in an instant, almost before Zhe knew.  
 
    The pain was excruciating, but he resisted blacking out. The golem body had no blood and so none was spilled from it. 
 
    With the leg separated, Zhe took the bone knife and sliced through the mud-flesh. He peeled it away from the bone gently and then wrapped it around the bone that he had just removed from A’tiniti.  
 
    Zhe then sliced the tendons connecting the foot to his original shin bone, separating it. From the kit on his belt, he found a special needle and thread made of gut, which he used to carefully stitch his original foot onto the bone taken from A’tiniti. Then he stitched the new shin and foot onto his own leg.  
 
    When the pain became too great, Razor took over stitching the mud flesh of the newly created shin to the flesh of Zhe’s upper leg. The moon had barely moved in the sky during the whole process.  
 
    The connection of the new shin was completed through an incantation while Zhe carved a series of fine lines and patterns in the mud flesh from the upper to the lower leg. Symbolically, this connected the two as one.  
 
    Upon finishing the song, Zhe carefully moved the foot on the new shin, then stood on it to test it.  
 
    It held his weight securely enough though he would have a limp. It didn’t matter; he expected to be back in his birth-body soon. 
 
    Climbing back up the skeleton of A’tiniti, Zhe found the gap left in the upper spine of the bone dragon. He coated his own shin bone in a paste from his belt, which softened the bone. Then he bent it into place, weaving it in with the other bones.  
 
    Using his dragon sword, he heated the bone to sear it into the new position. The bone was now a seamless part of A’tiniti. 
 
    “You still have not properly answered my question,” Razor said. “Why?” 
 
    Zhe nodded in the direction of the foundry. Emerging from the large double doors were the metal workers with a large vat on wheels filled with molten metal.  
 
    They moved it carefully as it sloshed from side to side. Other metal workers worked a giant bellow that kept coals beneath the vat glowing red hot. It was an awkward operation, but they managed it until finally reaching Zhe and Razor. 
 
    Razor turned to Zhe. 
 
    “The alloy?” 
 
    “Yes,” Zhe said.  
 
    “I think that I understand now. Your own bone will remain inside the armored coating on A’tiniti.” 
 
    “You saw his moment of rebellion, short though it was,” Zhe said. “Imagine that he realizes I am unable to control him because he is coated with the alloy. I will have severed our bond during the transfer from this body to my own.” 
 
    “The bone is from your own body,” Razor said. “Your bond will remain.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Zhe said and turned to the workmen. “Coat every bone on the dragon.” 
 
    “My men are afraid your monster will fry them. When the metal hits the bone, it’s going to hurt if that thing has any sense of pain,” the metal worker boss said. 
 
    “He is not consciousness and will feel nothing,” Zhe said, then added, “if they work quickly.” 
 
    The metal worker boss relayed the message, and the men rushed to work. To coat A’tiniti’s body, they used special, heavy rags, coated with an oil to protect them from the heat of the melted alloy. They wore gloves to protect their hands and leather aprons like the one worn by their boss. 
 
    The men would dip the large cloths into buckets with the molten metal and then smear it on the bone, rubbing it to a fine polish. Then they would move onto the next section. When the buckets were empty, they would lower them on ropes to workers on the ground, who would fill them again. 
 
    When the labor was proceeding too slowly, the boss sent out workers as envoys to round up more metal workers to help. Soon there were three dozen men and women crawling over the still skeleton of A’tiniti, smearing the bones with the alloy.  
 
    In the moonlight, he shone brightly. He looked like a metal sculpture, and in flight, Zhe was sure that he would be magnificent and terrifying. 
 
    The work was finally completed and the vat all but empty by the time the first rays of dawn appeared in the west.  
 
    The workers were exhausted, and Zhe sent them home, unharmed as he promised. He told them to ensure that the entire facility was cleared of people, because when they awoke later that day it would be ashes and embers. 
 
    They rushed off in every direction to carry out Zhe’s direction. 
 
    “And now?” Bone Claw asked. “We return to T’iru Midiri?” 
 
    “First, we sleep,” Zhe said. “When we wake, we destroy the palatine city of Diarmuid’s Dynasty. Then we return to T’iru Midiri and finish our job there. Soon, I hope, our people will be free.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Zhe woke with a start inside a glass coffin staring outwards towards the gates of Behari. Above him was a tent, under which someone had placed the coffin in order to protect it from the sun and rain. Still, the heat inside the sealed glass box was intense.  
 
    Zhe’s mouth felt as dry as the Liji Desert. He dried to blink away the dryness of his eyes, but even his eyelids were dry, making it feel like rubbing sand on the surface of his eyes. 
 
    It was clear that Zhe’s coffin and body were placed on top of some kind of wooden platform, elevated above the ground. They had done so in order that his body was visible from the wall of the city.  
 
    They wanted Diarmuid to think that Zhe was dead. They thought this would lull her into a false sense of security that she could just wait them out until more supplies came. She would soon find out differently. 
 
    To prevent anyone from getting too close and tampering with the coffin, a guard was placed at each corner of the platform. They stood there all day and all night, and “out of respect” they faced outwards, away from Zhe’s body. 
 
    Barely able to move his arms, Zhe’s hands were cramped from gripping the hilts of his bone swords for days. His dragon sword was still with his golem, flying back across the West Sea with A’tiniti, Razor, and Bone Claw. But his bone swords, forged from the femurs of his murdered son, Isaac, were in his hands, which had been crossed in front of his chest when he awoke. 
 
    Needing to open the glass lid on the coffin before he ran out of air, Zhe kicked out with one foot. At the same time, he punched outwards as best he could from his crossed arm position with the sword blades. 
 
    The coffin lid popped off and fell to the wooden platform, shattering into several pieces. 
 
    The startled guards spun around to see the source of the noise, likely thinking that someone from the city had somehow struck the coffin with a lucky long shot from a bow. Instead, they saw Zhe crouched on the floor on hands and knees, catching his breath, swords still gripped tightly.  
 
    The guards, like everyone except for the Bone Mages and Shereen, believed that Zhe was dead — the result of an assassin’s attack after the battle at Midway. To see the dead man return from the dead struck fear into them.  
 
    He was, after all, a legendary Bone Mage who had slain his own patron demon. Returning from the grave seemed entirely plausible and terrifying.  
 
    Two of the guards fell to their knees and bowed their heads. Another of the guards fainted, and the fourth ran off to tell his commander. Zhe struggled to clear his mind and orient himself, uninterested in the mental state of the guards. He threw up on the platform and had to place his forehead on the cool wood to keep from blacking out. 
 
    Soon, he felt hands on his biceps and under his arms, lifting him to his feet. He opened his eyes and looked to either side of him. It was Toro, Raquel, and Garotte, while Shereen stood nearby, telling the guards that their job was to keep their mouths shut. 
 
    Someone had lowered the sides of the tent on the platform to give them privacy. It was Shereen and the Bone Mages, Zhe assumed. Her personal guard of half a dozen bulky warriors were there, whom she trusted with her life and all her secrets.  
 
    He had no idea how much time had passed since he had been on the floor, collecting himself, but he hadn’t seen or heard the sides of the tent being lowered, nor any of them arriving. The world swam around him, sometimes clear, sometimes colors and forms and little else. 
 
    He was sat in a chair and was slapped across the face. 
 
    “Don’t beat him to death, you idiot,” he heard Garotte scolding someone presumably Toro. 
 
    “Can you hear us, master?” Raquel’s voice asked him. 
 
    Zhe turned towards the voice and focused his eyes and his mind on Raquel. For a moment he was unable to separate her from the background, but then she became clear; her gentle face filled with concern. He struggled to smile. 
 
    “It is good to see that we are all alive,” Zhe finally managed. 
 
    “I’m not so certain about you,” Toro said. “You look like only the maggots are moving your bloodless skin.” 
 
    “That isn’t helping,” Raquel said. “Were you successful? What about the others?” 
 
    “Water,” Zhe said, holding out a hand. He couldn’t speak another word until he had a drink. 
 
    Shereen arrived and handed him a flask filled with water. Zhe guzzled it down, letting it coat his throat and rejuvenate his lips that felt like dried leaves. 
 
    “We were successful, and soon Diarmuid will know the taste of regret,” he told them and relayed what had happened in Diarmuid Metropole. 
 
    “That is good news,” Garotte said. “We feared the worst. You were gone longer than we expected. There were those who wanted to cremate you before you started to stink.” 
 
    “I was one of those,” Toro said. “Having you up here like a feast season pig was bad for morale.” 
 
    “Have you heard from Freya?” Zhe asked. “We need her to be ready for the attack. To bring down the walls. A lot depends on that.” 
 
    “We haven’t, master,” Raquel said.  
 
    “That city is tighter than a banker’s arse,” Shereen said. “I tried to get one of my best inside and never heard back from him. He’s probably on a spike in a plaza by now, poor bugger.” 
 
    “I will go in myself,” Zhe said. “If Freya isn’t prepared or something has happened to her, we have to change everything. Those iron walls are all but unbreachable unless we can bring them down from the inside.” 
 
    “You need to rest,” Garotte said. “We’ll be worse off if you die from exhaustion.” 
 
    “There’s no time,” Zhe replied. “When the Dragon Rider we let escape arrives here in the next day or two, Diarmuid will not bother to wait for us to come up with a back-up plan. She will fly out of the city to destroy as much of our army in vengeance as she can. Even if we are able to stop her, too many will die. We need to have the initiative.” 
 
    “How will you get inside?” Garotte asked. 
 
    “The same way we will keep the truth that I am still alive a secret,” Zhe said and turned to Raquel. “I need the crow summoning wand.” 
 
    Raquel handed it to Zhe. He took a bone knife from his belt and scored the end of it deeply. He snapped the tip of the wand off and kept it, handing the rest back to Raquel.  
 
    “It’s power is diluted but should still work,” he said. “Use it to summon a crow to kill and cast a new wand that is undamaged.” 
 
    As he spoke, Zhe was already pounding the wand tip into dust in his pestle and mortar. He added more ingredients, creating a paste. Then he spread the paste on his face, neck, and arms. 
 
    Someone arrived with a bowl of broth with pieces of meat. It was passed through the curtain around the tent to one of Shereen’s guards. The guard rushed over and handed it to Zhe, who drank it down all at once without even chewing the meat.  
 
    When he was finished eating, Zhe began the incantation. Moments later he felt his body changing again. It was shrinking, and feathers sprouted from his arms. His face extended into a beak, and his feet turned into claws. 
 
    Transformed into a crow, Zhe leapt onto Raquel’s shoulder and spoke in her ear. 
 
    “By the smell of hot grass in the air, I can tell that it is now past midday,” he said to her. “Summon your bears for an assault at the hour midway between midnight and sunrise. I will ensure that the cables to bring down the iron walls will be in place.” 
 
    “I swear to you that I will be waiting for your signal with an army of bears,” she said. 
 
    “I know that you will,” Zhe said and took off from her shoulder. He pushed through the tent covering and flew towards the city a short distance off. 
 
    The guards that stood at the lookout towers built at intervals along the new, iron wall watched carefully the movements of the enemy. From their positions, they could see the military camp in the fields beyond the city and in the softly rolling hills of the Behari Necropolis. 
 
    But they hadn’t been told to stop the birds of land and sea that passed back and forth over the wall each day. And on this day, Zhe was one of those birds. 
 
    He passed into Behari and made his way to the house of Doreen, where he found her in her garden. She was brushing one of her beloved horses and negotiating with a client for its sale. 
 
    Zhe sat on a tree limb and waited for her to be done with her negotiations. When the client left Doreen alone, leading the horse with him out through the house. Zhe hopped down onto the ground and returned to human form. Doreen wasn’t even startled. 
 
    “You ought to perfect that spell of yours so that you don’t appear naked as the day of your birth when you turn back,” she said to him. 
 
    “Even magic has its limits,” he replied. “Where is Freya? The army is at the gates, and we’ve received no signal.” 
 
    Doreen waved over a horse and told it to bring Zhe some clothes as though she were speaking with a human servant. The horse trotted off and into the house. 
 
    “If she had included me more in her plans, I would have known that you expected a signal. And I would have known what it was that she was up to,” Doreen said. “You might as well fill me in now and let’s get this problem fixed.” 
 
    Zhe explained the plan with the loosening of the bolts on the wall and fixing cables to the hooks at the top of each wall panel. 
 
    “Well, I can tell you that has not yet happened, for obvious reasons. The first being that the rebels in the city have not received any signal to do so from her. And the second reason is because Freya is in the dungeon.” 
 
    “Can you activate the rebels?” 
 
    “No, I don’t do that sort of thing,” Doreen replied. “My connections aren’t the sort of people who engage in sabotage. And my specialty is more limited to the use of animals in wrongdoing.” 
 
    “Fine. Do you have a chicken?” 
 
    “Cooked? Or walking and clucking?” 
 
    “Walking and clucking,” Zhe said. 
 
    “I do, and I don’t want to know why,” she said. “Ignorance is my shield.” 
 
    At that moment, the horse returned with a pile of fresh, folded clothing across its saddle. 
 
    “Do you have weapons, or will you need one?” Doreen asked. 
 
    “Just a pair of knives should be enough,” he replied as he took the clothing and got dressed. 
 
    “Bring our guest a chicken,” Doreen said to the horse. 
 
    “No, that will be unnecessary,” Zhe replied, uncertain how even one of Doreen’s horses could fetch one. “I can catch my own chicken.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Doreen told him and pointed in the direction of the coop. “Godspeed, Zhe. If you need any further animals, don’t hesitate to ask.” 
 
    Zhe bowed, turned, and left. 
 
    After snatching and binding a chicken from Doreen’s coop, Zhe made his way through the winding backstreets of Behari. He knew his way through his childhood home without need of a map or guide. It allowed him to get to the city dungeon without having to take higher visibility streets.  
 
    Although Diarmuid and the Malgentians thought him dead, there were still many in the city who might recognize him. To be discovered in any way could still be dangerous. 
 
    Arriving outside of the dungeon, near the largest temple in the city, Zhe found a spot in the park behind the temple. He waited here, meditating, until nightfall arrived. Then he made his way back to the dungeon, to one of the guarded side entrances.  
 
    Two Malgentian guards stood, half-drunk and looking bored at the old side entrance. Zhe approached with the chicken in hand, smiling. The guards immediately put their hands on the hilt of their weapons and moved in front of the door. 
 
    “None may enter here,” the one soldier said. “Get your ass to the front door. That’s where you make appeals for gifts to relatives.” 
 
    “Oh, but this fine bird isn’t for my brother,” Zhe said. “It is a bribe for the two of you to let me in to visit. I need to tell him that his wife has given birth to a healthy son.” 
 
    “Forget it,” the second guard said. “Whoever he is, he can wave to the little brat from the gallows before they stretch his neck.” 
 
    Zhe moved closer, holding up the fat chicken for them to better see.  
 
    “This is the finest hen in my house,” he said. “My brother deserves to know, and you deserve a fine bird for your pot.” 
 
    The two guards exchanged glances, considering the possibility of a better dinner than they had probably had in some time. Soldier rations were notoriously heavy on lentils and bread and light on meat of any sort. 
 
    “Just take a look at this beauty,” Zhe said and tossed the fat bird at the first guard. 
 
    As the guard raised his hands to catch the bird, Zhe snapped the daggers from his belt. The first was thrown into the eye of the guard to his left. With the second, Zhe plunged it into the man’s heart before he could react. Then Zhe collected the offended chicken that clucked on the ground, unable to run off because of the bindings on its feet. 
 
    “Sorry, sister chicken. I ought to have warned you.” 
 
    He calmed the bird to reduce its loud complaints, then he dragged the two guards into the nearby park and rolled them under a dense brush.  
 
    With the two bodies safely stowed, Zhe removed the pinky finger of one of the men, ground it into a paste, and applied it to his face and hands. With a short incantation, he transformed himself into the guard’s doppelganger. 
 
    On the dead body of one of the guards, Zhe found a set of keys. He returned to the side door into the dungeon and opened it with the key, then slipped inside. Moving quickly, Zhe made his way to the lower levels where the majority of the cells were located. 
 
    Passing from one tiny cell window to the next, Zhe peered in until he found the one that contained Freya. She looked like she had been beaten more than once. She lay on the floor, curled up on the straw, trying to sleep. In the perpetual darkness of the dungeon, there was little else to pass the time but sleep and meditation. 
 
    Zhe opened the door and stepped through it, chicken in hand. Freya leapt at him like an animal that had been waiting to strike.  
 
    Zhe had to drop to the floor to avoid her thrown punches. He rolled out of the way and came up, the chicken dangling from his hand by the feet. 
 
    “If you’re intending on defending yourself with that chicken, you and it are both in for a nasty surprise,” Freya said.  
 
    Zhe waved his hand, said a few words, and returned to his usual form. As soon as Freya saw him, she let out a breath of relief and then laughed. 
 
    “A chicken, Zhe?” 
 
    He laughed as well and tossed it onto the straw cot nearby.  
 
    “It’s not for your lunch,” he said. “I’m exchanging you for the bird in this cell. But it will cost you the tip of your baby finger.” 
 
    Freya shook her head.  
 
    “I play the zither and have no intention of giving that up when peace finally returns. You must leave me something.” 
 
    “Alright, a toe.” 
 
    “I need to run.” 
 
    “Perhaps you’d prefer to negotiate with the guards the fabric of the cord that they will put around your neck.” 
 
    “I’m serious, Zhe. Take a piece of my bottom rib,” she said. “It will serve the spell and it serves me less, day to day.” 
 
    Zhe stepped forward with a knife in hand and placed a hand on her shoulder. He thrust the knife at her abdomen with expertise, piercing her skin just deep enough to reach the bottom rib.  
 
    Freya gasped. 
 
    “You could have warned me,” she said. 
 
    “It’s easier this way,” Zhe replied.  
 
    He twisted his wrist, cutting through the point of the rib and quickly extracted it. Tearing off a piece of his shirt, Zhe pressed it against the wound and then put her hand on it. 
 
    With the piece of bone, Zhe crushed it in his pestle and mixed it into a paste. He took it to the chicken that had managed to right itself on the bed. It stood watching Zhe with its head cocked in interest, making no complaints.  
 
    Zhe drew on the hen’s face and beak with the paste as he sang an incantation. The chicken clucked once and then convulsed.  
 
    Its body stretched and expanded, growing in size in a series of spurts. In a few minutes, it looked like Freya with a hint of chicken characteristics about it. 
 
    Zhe cut loose the chicken’s feet. It stood, walking around the cell in a strange, confused way. Its head was tilted at an odd angle. 
 
    “I don’t look like that,” Freya said. 
 
    “Close enough,” Zhe replied. “The guards aren’t looking that closely, and there’s little light. We just need the illusion to last a day or so.” 
 
    Zhe led Freya out of the dungeon and back out into the street, where they slipped into the darkness of the side streets that Zhe had taken to get there.  
 
    As they moved back towards the city wall, Zhe explained to her what had happened since they last spoke. He told her that the army lay in wait outside the city. 
 
    “How were you caught?” Zhe asked. 
 
    “You were correct that Diarmuid had her suspicions, though never more than that,” Freya said. “But after the defeat at Midway and the death of Logaire, she lashed out at anyone whom she suspected of not being entirely loyal. I was a natural target. I should have made better preparations so that I could be taken out without harming the plan.” 
 
    “Then I wouldn’t have come and rescued you with a chicken,” Zhe said and smiled. “Now, let’s bring this wall down so that I don’t regret giving up a good meal to free you.” 
 
    Freya laughed and took over leading. She knew where she needed to go in order to activate the city rebels and start the process of dismantling the wall. Raquel would finish it with her bears when the first light of dawn came. 
 
    The men and women Freya sought were in a tavern down a very dark street. Anyone not from Behari’s poorer neighborhoods would have been afraid of such a street, but it was just another street for Zhe.  
 
    Inside the tavern, Freya found the group and gave them their instructions. They all left in their own directions. 
 
    “We have fifteen teams of three each in total,” Freya explained. “Two on each team for removing the bolts from the wall and one for keeping watch. First, they remove all the bolts, then they return to connect the cables and hooks to the wall panels. That’s the most dangerous part. You have to get up on the wall, and that’s when the patrols are most likely to see you.” 
 
    Zhe stayed with Freya’s team as they made their way to their assigned section of the wall. They moved fast and in total silence as they extracted the bolts.  
 
    They put short pieces of painted wood in their place. They looked close enough to the bolts that the patrols wouldn’t notice them unless they looked closely. But they were easy to break if someone pulled on the wall panel as the bears would do. 
 
    As they were on the third panel, Zhe heard something from overhead. He looked up and saw high in the sky that it was a Dragon Rider.  
 
    It was flying over the city wall from the west. That meant that it was the Dragon Rider whom they had permitted to escape from the palatine city in Diarmuid Metropole. Very soon Diarmuid would know that her ancient seat of power was destroyed and the alloy stolen. 
 
    “They have arrived much sooner than I expected,” Zhe said. 
 
    “It’s just one Dragon Rider,” Freya replied. 
 
    Zhe explained why the rider overhead was different. Their early arrival meant that they wouldn’t be ready in the way that Zhe had hoped.  
 
    They needed to change the plans. 
 
    “I must go and tell the others that the time has come to begin,” Zhe said. “Soon, it will be Diarmuid who goes on the attack, I’ll wager.” 
 
    “We’ll be done here in an hour,” Freya said. “When you attack from the front, we will attack from the rear.” 
 
    “No, not tonight,” Zhe said. “This is the opening battle, and they will quickly gain the upper hand and pin us down as we have no defense against the iron dragon. Don’t show yourselves yet. Let them think that the attacks are all from the outside.” 
 
    With a quick incantation, Zhe returned to the form of a crow and took off over the wall. Flying back to the T’iru Midiri camp, Zhe found Raquel with a large gathering of bears. She rode on the back of the largest of the group. They were formed up in something resembling lines of attack, though in a rather chaotic, bearish way.  
 
    Zhe returned to human form. 
 
    “The time has come,” Zhe said. 
 
    “I thought you said later than now,” Raquel replied. 
 
    “The Dragon Rider from Malgent has arrived. It’s now or never.” 
 
    Raquel bellowed a call to battle to the bears and raised her sword. The bears responded with their own roar. As they did so, Toro and Garotte rode up on their ghost horses.  
 
    Behind them followed the cavalry of the monasteries, armored and with faces painted for battle. At the sight of Zhe, alive and well, a wave of whispers passed over the troop until Garotte silenced them with a look. 
 
    “We are ready,” Garotte said. 
 
    “Your job is not to attack. Not tonight,” Zhe said. “I have another task for you.” 
 
    “What?” Toro said. “We were promised a battle and victory. You can’t take that away.” 
 
    “I’m not taking anything away,” Zhe said. “This is the order of battle, and you must obey me unless you can find flaw in what I say.” 
 
    “Alright, tell me what you say, and I’ll tell you.” 
 
    Instead of responding, Zhe said an incantation and stomped his foot on the ground. From the nearby Necropolis, bones burst from the ground rising in a swirling mass like a swarm. They joined together and formed into dozens of simple plows. 
 
    “What in the blazes are those?” Toro asked. 
 
    “Plows,” Garotte said. “You want us to till the soil?” 
 
    “I do and you will. The ground here is too hard to simply dig. Take those horses and pull the plows along the ground. Break it and turn it. Tell Shereen to have her infantry dig in the loose soil behind you. The deeper the better. Make it the same width as three men are tall. I want trenches in an arc from the river to the sea. Your lives will depend upon it,” Zhe said. 
 
    Toro grumbled but made his way towards where Shereen was stationed with her infantry. Garotte shouted orders to the monastery troops, and they moved en masse towards the plows.  
 
    Zhe drew to himself bone wings from the Necropolis and flew along with them. Arriving at the plows, he helped the cavalry to connect the plows to the ghost horses. Soon they were split up into several teams, each assigned to their own area.  
 
    They would plow the soil in one area as Shereen’s troops cleared away the dirt. Then they would turn and plow back the other direction, this way digging deeper into the earth until they had an orderly set of connected trenches.  
 
    Some of the infantry pounded the excavated dirt into low dirt walls with arrow slits that would allow their archers to fire upon any attacker in relative safety from the trench. With the cooperation between the cavalry and infantry, along with the plows, the work moved quickly. 
 
    When they were completed, Zhe turned to Raquel, who was struggling to hold back the bears. 
 
    “Are you ready?” 
 
    “I am, master.” 
 
    Zhe climbed onto the back of one of the bears near Raquel. He lifted his hands, and a pair of large bones flew to him from amongst the nearby plows.  
 
    As soon as they reached his hands, they began to glow. Zhe threw them up into the air, high above the military camp of T’iru Midiri. After muttering a short incantation, the bones exploded into a shower of sparks that faded quickly. 
 
    When the last of the sparks disappeared, Raquel barked out the signal to the bears.  
 
    They tore across the open field towards the iron walls of Behari. The bears descended into the shallow valley of fields between the Necropolis and the city itself, which sat on a hill that sloped towards the Flat Sea. 
 
    Ahead, Zhe could see cables dangling from the top of the walls onto the ground. In several locations, silhouetted against the light of the moon, rebels ran along the tops of the walls.  
 
    The rebels carried coils of cable, one over each shoulder. When they reached the eye of iron that was part of the top of each wall plate, they attached the cable by a hook to it. Then they tossed the cable over the wall to the hillside beneath it. 
 
    It was dangerous, exposed work. Zhe saw two of the rebels struck by arrows and fall to the ground on either side of the wall. Then someone else took their place and continued the work of preparing the walls. 
 
    They reached the walls, and Zhe, Raquel, and the other assaulting soldiers leapt from the backs of the bears. The bears positioned themselves next to the cables. The humans then clipped the cables into the harnesses worn by the bears. 
 
    When all the bears were connected to wall panels, Zhe and the others remounted the bears. Raquel raised the call to move carefully until the cables were pulled taut.  
 
    The bears leaned into the cables, in the direction of the T’iru Midiri camp, and pulled. Their claws dug into earth, and their limbs bulged with tensing muscle. Although the walls had been disconnected from each other, they were still buried in the dirt to the height of more than a man.  
 
    At first, the wall panels didn’t budge.  
 
    Raquel had the bears rock back and forth. They pushed forward, then released, pushed forward, then released. The movements were small, almost imperceptible, but they slowly loosened the plates.  
 
    Finally, the walls were rocking back and forth. The soldiers inside the city, on the watch, realized that what was happening was more than a few spies trying to infiltrate by climbing on to the walls. There was a concerted effort to bring down the wall. 
 
    A volley of arrows arced through the air, striking the ground.  
 
    Some of the soldiers on the backs of the bears were prepared and used shields to protect themselves and the bears. Others were caught off-guard. They fell to the ground and the bears, unable to break free, soon collapsed beside them. 
 
    As more of the bears collapsed, Zhe wondered if the plan would work at all. 
 
    Then the first panel came down with a resounding ‘woomf’ that sent up a cloud of dust and tore up clods of dirt. It was followed by more down the line, which were made looser when the panel next to them fell. As the panels collapsed to the ground, the bears dragged them away from their position. 
 
    At first, the panels moved slowly, but the slope of the hill allowed them to pick up speed. They slid along the tall, dried grass of late summer towards the valley below.  
 
    The bears’ greatest challenge became keeping ahead of the enormous wall panels. Some bears leapt onto the panels and rode them to the bottom of the hill. 
 
    As they reached the bottom, the bears began the more difficult work of dragging them up the slope on the other side. It wasn’t as steep as the hill up to the city wall, but the weight of the panels was enormous. The feet of the bears sank into the earth with the effort. 
 
    Zhe ran along the line back up at the wall. He unhooked the dead bears and riders so they wouldn’t add more weight. Other bears were redistributed to fill in gaps, the hooks connected to their harnesses. 
 
    A roar came from within the city, and a massive blast rose somewhere close to the waterfront. 
 
    “What was that?” Raquel asked as she rode up beside Zhe. 
 
    “I believe that was the Dragon Rider delivering the news and Diarmuid rewarding them with death,” Zhe replied. “Her rage is such that she will soon fly to attack our troops, I’m sure of it. We must speed things up.” 
 
    Zhe released his bear to fill a gap where another bear had fallen under arrows. He spread his bone wings and launched into the air. He soared towards the nearby guard towers. The defense by bow and arrow was slowing down the destruction of the wall. 
 
    From his vantage, Zhe could see panels falling all the way along the line of the wall and the bears rushing with them down the hill into the valley. Others were already halfway up the other side. Back at the T’iru Midiri camp the trenches looked to have been dug, and soldiers were already crowding into them.  
 
    Swooping in at the first tower, Zhe bore both of his bone swords. He swiped them at the guards who were firing arrows into the mass of bears and riders below.  
 
    Several archers fell beneath his blows. Some to the floor, where their blood drained out onto the wood. Others fell over the side to the ground below.  
 
    From that tower, Zhe moved onto the next and then the next. The sentries on the towers were so preoccupied by the mass of bears tearing down the walls that they didn’t see Zhe until it was too late.  
 
    One after another, Malgent’s archers fell under his blows, leaving the bears unmolested to continue their work. 
 
    With the bears freed up to take the wall panels back to T’iru Midiri lines, Zhe angled back there as well. He soared low over the ground as he climbed up the hill, landing beside one of the trenches. 
 
    Some distance away, the first wall panel was dragged by bears to cover the trenches. It formed an impenetrable roof that left arrow slits for firing back at attacking troops from Malgent.  
 
    But it would still be some time before the armored trench line was completed. And over the city, he saw the black silhouette of the iron dragon rise. 
 
    Diarmuid was coming to destroy them. 
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    Queen Diarmuid flew Stoorworm over what was left of the wall of Behari and blasted a non-stop column of fire. The bears and riders who were still struggling to bring down their wall panels were turned to blackened heaps and ash.  
 
    In place of a wall of iron, the city became surrounded by a wall of flames. It burned higher than the iron wall had risen. 
 
    Zhe looked in both directions down the line. Much of the trench line was in place, but large gaps still remained. Diarmuid would target those areas and, through them, be able to incinerate much larger numbers of soldiers beneath the roofs. The roofs would be transformed from protection into the walls of a chimney, funneling fire and heat all along the line. 
 
    In addition, Zhe could see that the Malgent army had assembled and were rushing towards them, even leaping through the flame wall. They hollered like banshees and waved their swords as they headed towards T’iru Midiri lines.  
 
    If they could cover the lines with the iron panels, they could repel the assault. But if Stoorworm and Diarmuid could disrupt it and hold open a gap, they were doomed.  
 
    They needed more time, and that meant somehow stopping Stoorworm. 
 
    In the battle for Midway, Zhe had the dirt golems created from the mummified soldiers of T’iru Midiri’s ancient past. No such existed in the Necropolis. But perhaps there was a way to mimic the successful delaying tactic that he had employed there. 
 
    Zhe took several bones from the wings in his back, which were constructed from the bones of the underground Necropolis. He used them to carve a mandala of symbols in the dirt.  
 
    Standing in the middle of the mandala, Zhe sang an incantation and knocked together the bones in his hands. From the entry portal of the underground Necropolis there emerged a massive, headless creature made of the woven bones of dozens of skeletons. At the end of their long arms, instead of fingered hands were giant scoops. 
 
     This bone golem was followed by another and then another until two dozen of the creatures assembled on the Necropolis hillside.  
 
    With their great arms and scoop-like hands, they bent down and dug deep into the soil. Slamming their hands together, they formed the dirt into an enormous sphere.  
 
    The first of these dirt spheres they placed on top of their shoulders. It looked like a strange head. They filled their scoop-hands once again and then thudded forward on their thick legs, towards the trenches.  
 
    Passing over them, they headed in the direction of Stoorworm who had angled in the direction of the trench lines. Zhe leapt from his position onto the back of one of the golems, leading them on the attack. 
 
    The iron dragon was blasting a furrow in the soil as it flew on a trajectory towards the lines. The golems moved in the flickering darkness of the hillside on a collision course with the dragon.  
 
    Zhe knew they had to keep back or the iron dragon could destroy them in a single blow. Its metal claw would dissipate the magic that held them together. They would be turned into heaps of inanimate bones. 
 
    As the bone golems lumbered on to intercept the dragon, they fired the dirt clods in their hands. Then they snatched the strange dirt heads that sat on their shoulders and fired these as well.  
 
    In the darkness, Stoorworm didn’t see the dirt artillery flying in his direction.  
 
    The clods struck the iron dragon in a wave of successive blows. The dragon was sent to the ground, where it wiped out a company of charging Malgent soldiers and rolled over and over.  
 
    Diarmuid clung to her throne saddle for her life. Zhe saw blood on her face, but she was still conscious. 
 
    Before the iron dragon could recover, Zhe led the bone golems down into the valley, kicking and swiping at onrushing soldiers, sending them flying like pebbles on a path. They rushed into the darkness, hiding where the dragon wouldn’t see them immediately upon recovering their last attack. 
 
    They dug up more clods of dirt and replaced their dirt heads with new spheres of packed soil. Above them, the iron dragon rose again to its feet, shaking off the dirt and the effect of the blows.  
 
    Filled with its own rage and directed by the rage of Diarmuid, who sought to avenge the palatine city of Diarmuid Metropole, the dragon blasted an arc of fire. 
 
    Half-hidden and curled into balls near a cluster of boulders, the flames passed over the golems harmlessly. However, dozens of Malgent soldiers were incinerated by the blast from their own queen. Those that survived lay screaming in agony in the fields.  
 
    When the dragon had finished lashing out, it lifted again into the air.  
 
    Before it could orient itself, Zhe had the bone golems leap to their feet and rush at the enormous beast. As it came around, they again threw the clods of dirt in their scoop-like hands and the boulders of mud that made up their heads. 
 
    Again, Stoorworm was pelted by heavy blows and knocked off course. But this time the dragon had braced for it and was able to both shield itself and maneuver away from the worst of the barrage. And it saw from where the attack came. 
 
    Zhe broke the golem attack into three groups that ran in different directions. Stoorworm spotted one of the groups and belched a wave of fire at them, consuming and destroying them in seconds.  
 
    The second group, however, had gathered more dirt and flung it at Stoorworm, knocking him once again to the ground, creating more destruction and chaos. Instead of taking off into the air once again, the dragon instead slunk rapidly along the ground like a hunting cat.  
 
    The iron dragon pounced on the second group of bone golems, swinging its claws at them. They were shattered, the bones scattering far and wide, striking and even killing nearby Malgent soldiers, but also ending the possibility of further assault by them. 
 
    Glancing towards the trenches, Zhe saw that the last of the iron panels was being slid into place.  
 
    Raquel led the bears behind the lines and into the Necropolis. She understood that even if the bears were allies, cramming them into trenches with soldiers was a bad idea.  
 
    If the Malgent army reached and overran the T’iru Midiri lines, Raquel could lead the bears back in a counter-attack, along with swarms of crows and albatrosses. 
 
    Zhe leapt off the back of his bone golem and flew into the air, sending the last group of eight golems on a frontal attack against Stoorworm and Diarmuid. He turned away and flew back towards the trenches, soon reaching it. 
 
    As Zhe landed beside one of the recently covered trenches he saw the golems rush the iron dragon and pelt it with clods of dirt. Stoorworm used a wing to protect itself from the boulders of dirt. And once the golems had finished their attack, the iron dragon smashed them into oblivion with its claws. 
 
    The golems were gone, but the feint had worked, and the lines had been made defensible. Zhe slid through a gap between two panels and into the trench lines beneath.  
 
    They were lit by torches along the length and well organized. As Zhe entered, several large soldiers used long poles to push the heavy wall plates together. Getting in with soldiers or fire would be close to impossible. 
 
    Archers were positioned at the multitude of slits and were kept constantly armed with a steady supply of arrows that runners brought to them. The first Malgent soldiers were coming up the hill and rushed at the trenches. That put them in range of the archers who opened fire with volley after volley. 
 
    As Zhe hurried down the line, looking for the other Bone Mages and Shereen, he heard the shriek of Stoorworm as it rose into the air. The creature flew along the length of the trenches, bathing them in fire. 
 
    The iron panels protected the T’iru Midiri soldiers beneath them. As the iron dragon flew along the length of the trench, the archers backed off from the arrow slits, so that the tongues of flame pushed through them and into the trenches harmlessly.  
 
    The dragon’s fire seemed to do more damage to Malgent’s own troops than it did to those of T’iru Midiri. However, the fire did take its toll.  
 
    Under each panel, there was always one or more archers who hadn’t prepared and were caught by the blast, killing or badly wounding them.  
 
    Given enough time, the iron dragon would wear them down through attrition. Malgent’s commanders also seemed to know this and halted the assault by their own infantry. No point in losing men in a vain assault when they could let the dragon do the work for them.  
 
    Finally, Zhe found the others. 
 
    “We are mostly safe for now,” he said. 
 
    “Aye, but they’ll get us a dozen at a pass until we’re not enough to resist an infantry assault,” Shereen said. “Even if it takes her days and weeks.” 
 
    “She’s right. We need to get out there and smash those Malgent lines and get into the city,” Toro said. “Once we’re in the city, what’re they going to do?” 
 
    “What do you think?” Garotte replied. “Zhe, Razor, and Pierre just burned her palatine city to the ground and destroyed a thousand years of Doveny magic. Do you really believe that she’ll spare Behari because there are civilians?” 
 
    “Laura is right,” Zhe said. “We have to hold out here.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For A’tiniti. He is coated with the same alloy. He is impervious to Doveny’s magic now,” Zhe said. “He should be here with Razor and Pierre by tomorrow.” 
 
    “He’s also impervious to your magic,” Toro reminded him. “As soon as you sent your soul back across the sea you disconnected from him and now can’t connect again.” 
 
    “And he did rebel against you for a moment,” Garotte agreed. 
 
    “I have prepared for that possibility,” Zhe said, thinking of his leg bone that he had inserted in A’tiniti’s spine. “For now, we need to let Diarmuid wear herself out with her passes over our lines and preserve our own, just as Malgent are now doing. Reduce the number of archers at the arrow slits. Enough to act as sentries.” 
 
    They did as Zhe suggested, and the night was spent with the intensity of Stoorworm’s constant blasts but with far fewer casualties.  
 
    Dawn came, and the field of battle resembled the blackened ruin of a forest after a late summer fire. Smoke rose everywhere. Even the soil had been scorched, many places still smoldering. 
 
    Zhe climbed out from under the iron panels and stood on the hill, looking down into the valley. He could see Malgent’s soldiers were forming up, preparing for an assault. It would be bloody, but with the obscurity of the smoke, they might just break through. 
 
    On the top of the hill, where the iron wall had once stood, he could make out the curled-up form of Stoorworm seemingly asleep. He suspected that the one sleeping was Queen Diarmuid. The dragon wasn’t a living thing, and the demon soul of Stoorworm didn’t need sleep, but the human who rode him, his mistress, did. 
 
    She would undoubtedly resume her assault after resting.  
 
    Zhe examined the iron panels themselves and saw something more worrying than the possibility of a frontal assault. The iron was melting and then solidifying again.  
 
    It hadn’t yet been enough to break through to the trenches beneath. But eventually, the iron would fail. Then the panels would collapse upon the soldiers beneath. Or they would fully melt and pour molten metal onto the soldiers’ heads.  
 
    Time was running short. 
 
    Zhe was joined by Shereen and the Bone Mages.  
 
    “Those bloody fools are gonna thrown themselves on our arrows and spears by the looks of it,” Shereen said. 
 
    Zhe pointed to the failing iron panels and explained his concern. 
 
    “You need to send some teams up to the Necropolis. Your strongest men. They should gather stone memorials from crypts and bring them back to use as support columns,” he said. 
 
    “Why not just summon bone columns?” Garotte asked. “Then we don’t have to expose our soldiers to the risk of being out in the open.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Toro agreed. “Their queen won’t sleep too long. Then she’ll be looking for targets on that beast of hers.” 
 
    “Bones won’t support the weight of these panels. And if they heat up under the dragon fire, the bones will burn at a lower temperature than iron melts,” Zhe said. “Stone is more durable for this.” 
 
    “I’ll get teams out now,” Shereen said and disappeared back below the panels to round up the strongest soldiers she could find. 
 
    “I need to find somewhere quiet and safe,” Zhe said. 
 
    “You’re going to return to the golem body,” Raquel said, immediately realizing his plan. 
 
    Zhe nodded. His concern was deeper than he was admitting openly.  
 
    Using stone crypt ornaments as columns would buy them a short amount of time, but it would indeed be short. He suspected that Diarmuid hadn’t given up her fiery passes so much to rest as to let her troops prepare for an assault. 
 
    As soon as they were ready, she would rise and return to blasting the iron plates until they collapsed one after another. Zhe needed to know where A’tiniti was, along with Razor and Bone Claw. They should have been there already, given when the Dragon Rider had arrived the night before.  
 
    Zhe worried that A’tiniti had dumped the Bone Mages in the West Sea and flown off to Stemlack Island to return to the Underworld. If that were the case, then they were indeed doomed. And if the bone dragon had dumped his golem into the ocean as well, there was the strong possibility that he would manifest in the golem’s body at the sea bottom. 
 
    It was a chance he had to take. 
 
    Raquel summoned the great alpha bear she had ridden to the wall the night before, and the two of them rode off to the Necropolis. She took him to the archway that marked the entry point to the fisher’s quarter.  
 
    They dismounted, and she led him to a quiet place near some trees, a place far from the trench line that was on a plateau below them before the hill continued its slope into the valley.  
 
    “I was going to wait until this was over, but this seems like the best, maybe only, time,” Raquel said. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    She nodded with her head towards two new grave markers under a large tree. Zhe read the names on it and felt something catch in his throat. 
 
    “I… don’t understand. How?” 
 
    “After the battle in Midway, when you had left to Meder, and before we marched to Behari, I sent a crow using the crow wand to Doreen, telling her what I knew. She replied right away.” 
 
    “She never told me when I went there to free Freya,” Zhe said. “Are they…” 
 
    Raquel nodded. 
 
    “Your parents were buried in a common grave for criminals amongst the fishermen but apart because they were rebels against King Arwe. It was meant to disgrace them, but ironically it made it easier to find their bones,” Raquel said. “You were right that your people, the fishers, would try to right the wrong after our visit. But getting everything organized while the city was under occupation by Malgent was difficult. Doreen made it happen.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to thank you for this,” Zhe said. “You have restored my family’s honor.” 
 
    “Find A’tiniti and then free Behari. The city deserves it now that your parents are where they should be.” 
 
    Zhe embraced Raquel and then lay on the ground between his parents’ headstones.  
 
    He believed that he could feel their presence beneath him. He looked one last time at Raquel who sat cross legged on a nearby monument humming quietly as her alpha bear cleaned itself nearby. 
 
    Zhe closed his eyes and sent his spirit back to the body of the golem.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Zhe’s golem was tied into his throne saddle to keep from falling out while they flew across the West Sea. With his soul back in T’iru Midiri, the golem was effectively dead. But now he was back.  
 
    The disorientation was less this time, and the journey was less difficult. He was getting better at it. He could imagine a time in the future, if they won the war, when he could swap between bodies as easily as walking across the room. 
 
    But it was too soon to think about the future. He needed to know why they were still over the ocean and not approaching Behari as they should have been. 
 
    Zhe turned in his seat. Razor and Bone Claw were both unconscious in their throne saddles. He couldn’t tell if they were dead or not, but they looked like drowned rats. It seemed his worst fears about A’tiniti were being realized. 
 
    The alloy on his bones made A’tiniti shine like a mirror under the full moon, above the clouds. His wings moved in a continuous and regular rhythm. The air was crisp with the cold at that altitude. 
 
    Zhe began to softly sing an incantation to his own leg bone that was implanted in the neck of A’tiniti. He would cause it to explode and destroy the mighty dragon. It would kill Razor and Bone Claw, too, if they weren’t already dead.  
 
    He would try to return to his body in Behari, but he wasn’t sure that he would be able to do it. The explosion of his bone would almost certainly cause the entire dragon to explode as well, destroying them all instantly.  
 
    But he couldn’t let A’tiniti run wild with the alloy on his bones making him invincible to magic. If he joined with Diarmuid and Stoorworm… 
 
    “You are making a mistake, Bone Mage,” A’tiniti’s voice boomed through the night. 
 
    “Am I? You have only a few moments to convince me.” 
 
    “The other two were rendered unconscious in battle, not by my doing.” 
 
    “What battle?” Zhe asked. “We destroyed all the Dragon Riders.” 
 
    “Queen Diarmuid and her iron dragon, inhabited by the soul of Stoorworm,” A’tiniti said.  
 
    “Impossible. She is in Behari. I know it for a fact.” 
 
    “I have no reason to lie to you, and I have no answer as to how she was in both places at once,” A’tiniti said. “We were close to the coast of T’iru Midiri, and she appeared as if from nowhere, flying from above, out of the moon. We barely escaped her fires, and you did not respond. I had to make decisions on my own.” 
 
    “Are they dead?” 
 
    “I don’t believe so. It was the force of my flying, but it was necessary.” 
 
    “I am sorry. I had to leave. My soul was in Behari, in my other body,” Zhe said. “How did you escape?” 
 
    “I flew into the sea, under the water, and went dark you might say,” A’tiniti said. “Stoorworm spoke to me. In my mind, though I hid my thoughts from him.” 
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    “He said that I am a great demon and that you stole my legacy but that if I joined him, I would return to my rightful place as his right hand. Is that true?” 
 
    “It is true that you were a demon. I defeated you in battle and captured your soul, bringing it out of the underworld and placing it into this dragon. Do you want to serve Stoorworm in the underworld? In your old temple?” 
 
    “I think that I remember that place, and I have no desire to return. Something tells me that you are kinder to me than I was to you.” 
 
    “In some ways that is true. But you gave me knowledge and power as well.” 
 
    “I believe that you have returned the favor to me, Bone Mage,” A’tiniti said. 
 
    It was silent for a while as if in thought.  
 
    “I did not like that demon’s vision. I want to destroy him and the woman who rode on his back. That is what must happen.” 
 
    “I agree,” Zhe said. “But their coming here tells me something. It is not necessary to have a different body on the other end to move at an instant from one place to the next. It is like the wands I used to use as part of my incantations. I don’t need them anymore. I can use other tools, some of them just inside of myself or in the words that I sing. I think that it’s like that.” 
 
    “Are you going to take us to Behari in the blink of an eye as you did when you traveled there and back and as Diarmuid and Stoorworm did?” 
 
    By way of an answer, Zhe sang the incantation of transference that he had sung to move Bone Claw’s soul to his new body and which he sang to guide his own soul back and forth between the golem and his living flesh. He altered it slightly to fit the new circumstance and removed the reference to souls moving to new bodies.  
 
    He didn’t know if it would work, but he felt magical energy in the ether around him thicken.  
 
    Then, they were in T’iru Midiri.  
 
    The air was warm, and they were angling downwards near the city of Behari. The smoke and fire of Stoorworm were visible as a wall of destruction on the hill across from the city.  
 
    Zhe set A’tiniti down some distance from where the battle, such as it was, unfolded. He quickly unharnessed the other Bone Mages and set them upon the ground.  
 
    “Why do you do this?” 
 
    “Not even a warrior deserves to die while unconscious,” Zhe said. “And when they awake, they will be an asset in the coming battle.” 
 
    Moments later they were rising in the air once again. Zhe glanced back and saw his two comrades beginning to stir on the ground. They would be quite confused when they awoke.  
 
    Turning back towards the battle before him, Zhe saw the Malgent soldiers were still on the other hill. They were waiting for Stoorworm to destroy the T’iru Midiri defenses. Then they would storm the trenches. Without fear of counterfire, they watched out in the open as Diarmuid and her dragon passed back and forth, blasting the iron panels. 
 
    It would be their last mistake. 
 
    A’tiniti rose high in the air as they approached, close to the clouds. If any of the Malgent infantry bothered to glance up, he would have appeared as a distant bird or perhaps one of their own Dragon Riders.  
 
    As they neared the enemy lines, Zhe steered A’tiniti into a steep dive. 
 
    Their descent was so fast that Zhe had to hold tight to the reins to keep from being thrown off the dragon’s back. The wind screamed in his ears, and were his golem eyes able to produce tears, they would have been flowing. 
 
    Someone amongst the infantry finally noticed them and pointed up at the dragon, shouting a warning. The infantry broke for cover towards the remnants of the city wall and watchtowers.  
 
    They were too late. 
 
    A’tiniti opened his mighty jaws, and a geyser of white flame burst forth. It engulfed the line of soldiers at the rear and reduced them to cinders. With teeth gritted, Zhe passed along the line of Malgent’s army, wreaking ruin upon them.  
 
    Those farther forward were cut off from retreating to the city. They were blocked by a wall of fire. Nor could they advance because Diarmuid had also used Stoorworm to lay her own wall of flames. She had unwittingly helped to trap her own army, and Zhe would show no mercy. 
 
    He angled back down the hill and came around to lay down another wall of fire that would incinerate those unlucky to be caught beneath him. It would also split Diarmuid’s forces, escalating their panic. 
 
    But Diarmuid had realized that things were going awry with her forces as she performed her own turnabout. She saw Zhe and A’tiniti destroying her troops and sowing panic with those who survived. Meanwhile, the massive iron plates over the trenches, reinforced with stone columns and tombstone monuments, still held. 
 
    In an instant, Diarmuid and Stoorworm were on top of Zhe, smashing them so hard that A’tiniti tumbled end over end, almost striking the ground. He managed to pull up at the last second, avoiding likely destruction. 
 
    Diarmuid was still on top of them and unleashed a column of fire to finish off Zhe and his bone dragon. Pulling up hard on A’tiniti’s reins, Zhe had remembered A’tiniti’s own trick from an earlier battle.  
 
    He angled the bone dragon’s chest cavity to catch the blast of fire. It tunneled up through his empty ribcage and was ejected out of A’tiniti’s skull with the same force and heat.  
 
    Stoorworm’s own fire struck the iron dragon in the chest. He was blasted backwards. His alloyed armor glowed red and then white hot.  
 
    Diarmuid’s hair was burned away in the enveloping fireball, and she shrieked in pain as she pulled her dragon up and away. 
 
    Stoorworm disappeared and then reappeared in an instant some distance away, out of range of A’tiniti’s own blasts of fire. 
 
    “So you see,” A’tiniti said to Zhe, “she can travel from place to place without passing through the space between them. But more quickly than you were able. It seems related to a ring she wears.” 
 
    “As I suspected. I did not know she had such powers,” Zhe said. 
 
    “They are not her own but those of her demon,” A’tiniti replied. “He is jealous with the powers he shares but feels that his goals and even his existence are in danger. It is a great motivator.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” 
 
    “When he called to me,” A’tiniti said. “It wasn’t said, but I could hear it, nonetheless.” 
 
    On instinct, Zhe yanked the reins and sent A’tiniti into a roll through the air that almost crashed them into the side of the hill. Where they had been seconds before was now filled with a fireball. Stoorworm and Diarmuid had appeared directly above their previous position. 
 
    A’tiniti blasted them back as Zhe pulled up on the reins and steered A’tiniti higher and away from the hillside. They were working together like a single unit, with A’tiniti trusting the direction that Zhe gave without hesitation. That left A’tiniti free to return the attack. 
 
    But it still wasn’t enough. Each attempt to counterattack Stoorworm and Diarmuid was stymied by their ability to jump from one place to another in an instant. While Zhe had done similarly with A’tiniti to return to T’iru Midiri, he wasn’t as skilled at it yet. 
 
    At best, they would dance around until one of them made a mistake from exhaustion.  
 
    Below Zhe, the Malgent infantry were regrouping and preparing once again to attack.  
 
    Meanwhile, each time that Diarmuid jumped away from Zhe’s counterattacks, the iron dragon would appear over the panels that covered the trenches and level them with a blast of fire.  
 
    Diarmuid was wearing down their protection, and Zhe didn’t have the maneuverability to do the same. He couldn’t transport A’tiniti and himself by merely touching a ring.  
 
    As soon as Zhe turned A’tiniti towards the Malgent infantry, Stoorworm was on them. This was a battle of attrition, and Diarmuid had the upper hand. 
 
    “A’tiniti, we have only one option,” Zhe said as they narrowly avoided another attack by Diarmuid and Stoorworm. “I am loathe to ask it of you.” 
 
    “I understand,” A’tiniti said. “I cannot disagree and willingly surrender in order to destroy that filth Stoorworm, whom I have decided that I loathe. But will you, afterwards, restore my form? I have grown to like this world above the earth and don’t want to leave it so soon.” 
 
    “I will do what I can, but I can’t promise that it will be possible. I just don’t know.” 
 
    “I appreciate your honesty with me, Bone Mage,” the dragon said. “Do as you must.” 
 
    Zhe took the dragon over the lines of Malgent’s troops and dove at them, knowing what was coming. Before unleashing a column of flame, Zhe pulled up hard on A’tiniti’s reins, and the dragon turned hard upwards.  
 
    At the same moment, as had happened previously, Diarmuid appeared directly above them, already blasting fire. Zhe flew A’tiniti directly into the flames. He felt the golem flesh on his body bubbling and melting, the dirt of the soil turning to molten glass.  
 
    A’tiniti’s alloyed body glowed with the heat and began to crack and fail as some of the bones beneath the alloy turned to dust under the heat.  
 
    The two metal-coated dragons collided at full speed. Both A’tiniti and Zhe were destroyed, causing a massive fireball explosion that spread outwards.  
 
    As an all-enveloping red cloud swallowed Zhe’s consciousness, he saw Stoorworm’s alloy armor turning to vapor, the dragon itself bellowing as it was destroyed along with it.  
 
    Diarmuid was gone somehow. Either thrown off the back of Stoorworm to the ground or turned to super-heated dust, he couldn’t say. And he didn’t have the chance to think about it. 
 
    Then all was blackness. 
 
    Zhe awoke in the cemetery with a jolt. Raquel sat nearby, watching over his body while his soul was elsewhere. There was the smell of burnt soil in his nose, and when Zhe sat up, he saw why.  
 
    The ground around where he had lain was blackened and smoke rose from it. He looked to Raquel, and she stared at him with wide eyes. 
 
    “You…burst into flame,” she said. “Your whole body glowed white like fire. Then it cooled like metal, passing through all the colors.” 
 
    “Did you see what happened?” 
 
    “I saw the dragon fight, yes. It was… something,” Raquel replied. “I wanted to go to the trenches, but I couldn’t leave your body unattended. And then, the explosion happened. I think it’s over.” 
 
    “The dragons are gone?” 
 
    “They aren’t flying over the battlefield. That’s all that I can see from here,” Raquel said. 
 
    “Then let’s get to the trenches and see what is what,” Zhe said. 
 
    They climbed onto the back of Raquel’s bear and galloped down the hill, out of the cemetery. Soon, they were above the trenches and could see the lines where the Malgent forces had assembled for their attack. 
 
    The valley was a black desert of dirt melted into glass. Nothing remained of the Malgent army, not corpses, not even blackened skeletons.  
 
    It had been utterly destroyed. 
 
    The iron plates that formed the roofs of the trenches were half-buried from dirt that the explosion of the dragons had thrown up. Soldiers were digging their way out from underneath, with the first of them now emerging.  
 
    Zhe dismounted the bear and walked towards the trenches. 
 
    Then he was flying through the air, tumbling end over end.  
 
    He hit the ground and continued rolling down past the trench lines and into the valley beyond. The glass desert was still hot. 
 
    Zhe came out of the roll and up onto his feet, spinning around to see what had hit him. 
 
    Standing behind Zhe was Queen Diarmuid. She was badly burned with very little hair on her head. Skin had peeled away from her face, revealing bloody flesh beneath, and her lips were gone so that she looked resembled a skull. But she still wore her alloyed armor, which protected her from Zhe’s magic. 
 
    “We shall both die now, Bone Mage,” Diarmuid said, spitting blood as she spoke. “You have destroyed everything and taken everything from me. But I shall take your life before I leave this world and then destroy Behari, your childhood home.” 
 
    “You will take nothing else from anyone today, Diarmuid,” Zhe replied. He drew his bone swords. “You can still return home, restore your kingdom, and save your dynasty, but if I must, I will finish with you as well.” 
 
    Diarmuid touched a ring on her finger and appeared behind Zhe slicing at him with a dagger. He ducked, throwing himself into a roll on the ground.  
 
    She appeared beside him and stabbed at his eye. He raised a hand to block the blade. The dagger passed through his palm, and blood sprayed on his face. 
 
    Zhe yanked the dagger from Diarmuid’s hand, dropping one of his bone swords in the process. She appeared on the other side of him with another dagger. Diarmuid stabbed Zhe’s forearm that held the remaining bone sword, causing him to drop the weapon. 
 
    Zhe swung his arm with her dagger still pierced through his hand. 
 
    The dagger stabbed her through the wrist and into his own forearm. They were bound together, eye to eye for the moment. 
 
    “Your magic cannot affect me, Bone Mage,” Diarmuid hissed.  
 
    “But the metallurgy of your allies from Mun can,” Zhe replied. 
 
    He shouted a short command in an ancient tongue. From amongst the ruins of the explosion, bursting from beneath the soil, came the alloyed bones of A’tiniti. In an instant, they swirled around the heads of Zhe and Queen Diarmuid. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Evening the odds,” Zhe replied. 
 
    The bones smashed together, forming into locking links in a growing chain of bones that took the shape of a tube. The tube came down over Zhe and Diarmuid, smashing into the ground and digging deep into it as it spun like an auger.  
 
    It continued to assemble until it formed a sealed container. It was made of the alloy-coated bones of the kings and queens of T’iru Midiri. 
 
    Diarmuid shouted at the realization of her own impotence. Her ring that drew on the fading power of Stoorworm would no longer work inside of the alloy-coated bone cage. She was trapped. 
 
    “This won’t save you!” she shouted at Zhe. 
 
    “It doesn’t have to and isn’t meant to,” he replied calmly. “Only to protect T’iru Midiri from you. What happens to me is irrelevant now.” 
 
    Snatching another dagger from her belt, Diarmuid swung her arm with all her force, stabbing Zhe under the armpit. He winced at the metal sliding through his flesh.  
 
    Then he smiled at Diarmuid.  
 
    For a moment, as they stared into one another’s eyes she looked confused as she sought to interpret his smile. 
 
    In a single motion, Zhe pinned the hand that had just stabbed him against his body. He yanked his other hand free from her and his dagger as his bone sword flew up from the ground where he had dropped it.  
 
    Diarmuid’s confused look turned to surprise. Her eyes widened as he thrust the bone sword into her abdomen, beneath her ribs, in the space between her armor’s breastplate and pelvis.  
 
    Her body spasmed, and she coughed blood onto Zhe’s chest. 
 
    “It has come full circle,” Zhe told Diarmuid as her eyes began to cloud. “This war began with your murder of my son. And now the sword made of my son’s bone exacts his revenge upon you.” 
 
    “I cannot feel my legs,” Diarmuid said, collapsing to the ground.  
 
    The queen was dead. 
 
    Zhe stumbled backwards, still holding the bloody sword. He staggered, dagger still jutting out of his armpit, blood gushing from his arms. He was frantically searching.  
 
    “Master, release the bones so that I can treat you,” he heard Raquel shouting from nearby. “You’ll die. Master!” 
 
    That didn’t matter now. Only one thing that mattered to Zhe in that moment. Finally, he found it: the second bone sword made from Isaac’s other femur.  
 
    As Zhe bent over to pick it up, his legs gave out, and he collapsed onto the ground, rolling onto his back.  
 
    He held the remains of his son in both of his hands. T’iru Midiri was free, and he held his son again in his arms. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Light poured in through the windows of the palace in Meder. The dark and heavy stained glass that depicted the heroic battles of King Najashi had been removed. New glass had not yet been manufactured to replace it so, at least for the moment, fresh air filled the stone hall. 
 
    Guests lined the hall, dressed in their finest as they waited in anticipation for the coming ceremony. There was an air of excitement and much chatter amongst the guests.  
 
    At the front of the hall, on a large podium, stood an honor guard of Bone Mages. They were young, new recruits. They wore special uniforms to identify them that were variations on the uniform worn by monks from the Birth Monastery.  
 
    Garotte stood in front of them, as their commander, also in uniform. She had found a way to merge birth and death into one service: the Bone Mages of the Birth Monastery Guard. 
 
    A trumpet sounded, and the doors at the rear of the palace opened. Everyone fell silent and moved to the side to clear a path.  
 
    There was the clear sound of hard-soled shoes clacking on the stone floor. The gathered fell to one knee and lowered their heads in a show of respect. 
 
    Through the large double doors walked Osun at her most glorious. She wore a dress of glistening kelp fabric with shells woven into her hair. She glowed from within, adding to the light in the room. At her side walked little Isaac, the twice-born son of Zhe. 
 
    As the child of a goddess and a demi-god, he grew at a different rate than human children. He was already past the toddler stage, though barely a year had passed since his first incarnation had died in dragon fire.  
 
    Nonetheless, being a child, he cared not for ritual and formality. As he passed faces he recognized, he waved and said hello, sometimes giggling. When he saw Toro, he ran into the big man’s arms and insisted that he carried him on his shoulders up to the platform.  
 
    Osun merely shrugged. Even a goddess knows better than to argue with a young child. 
 
    The three of them climbed the stairs to the platform, and Toro set the child on the ground next to his mother. He stood with his hands on the child’s shoulders, trying to keep Isaac from fidgeting too much. 
 
    Through the door came an honor guard of six T’iru Midiri soldiers wearing the “uniform” of the rebels from Midway. It was their traditional clothing with a sash around the waist and a kerchief on their heads. Behind them was a small drum corps. 
 
    Finally, behind the drum corps, Bone Claw and Freya entered carrying a small litter that bore the ancient crown of T’iru Midiri. It had been found after the defeat of Malgent, in the tomb of the ancient monarchs. It lay hidden for centuries behind the wall built by King Sandor in the Necropolis outside of Midway to hide their history. 
 
    The honor guard and drum corps diverged to the left of the platform while Freya and Bone Claw mounted the stairs and stopped in front of Osun, bowing and averting their eyes. It was difficult to even attempt to gaze upon her godly form. 
 
    Osun raised the crown in the air for all to see and turned, smiling towards her son, showing him as well. 
 
    “Pretty, Mama,” Isaac said. 
 
    “Yes, child, it is,” she said. “As is the head upon which it will sit.” 
 
    She turned back towards the gathered in the room and raised the crown higher. Trumpets blasted, and the drum corps increased the tempo of their performance. The people in the room applauded and cheered.  
 
    A final figure passed through the doors towards the stage. It was Zhe. 
 
    He still limped from his injuries but strode with his head high in dignity. Holding each of his arms were his daughters — as he had wished.  
 
    As they passed down the aisle, Zhe nodded at the friends and comrades from the battles that they had fought. Even at Bild the pirate captain, who had cleaned up for the coronation. Zhe imagined he could see the innumerable others who weren’t there, who had died fighting for the freedom of their people. 
 
    They reached the stairs, and Zhe’s daughters released his arms, kneeling at the bottom of the stairs. Zhe mounted the steps, staring up at the shining beauty of his wife. He smiled despite the solemnity of the occasion, and she smiled back at him.  
 
    “Zhe of Behari, liberator of the people of T’iru Midiri, demigod of bones, tamer of the demon A’tiniti. You are here today because you have shown what it means to be a leader of a noble people. It is not to be born to privilege. It is to fight at the risk of everything for what is right and just,” Osun intoned.  
 
    She looked over the gathered and held out the crown towards them. 
 
    “Is there a person here who would say that any other than Zhe of Behari deserves this crown upon their head?” Osun asked. 
 
    “None!” the crowd replied. 
 
    “There is none!” the voice of A’tiniti boomed from outside the castle. 
 
    “Do you accept the weight of the responsibility that comes with this crown, Zhe of Behari?” 
 
    “I do,” he replied. “With all modesty and with all necessary sacrifice.” 
 
    “I do hereby crown you King Zhe of T’iru Midiri, founder of a new age,” Osun pronounced. 
 
    She set the crown lightly upon his head, but he felt the immense weight of it. He looked to his son, Isaac, who had his own future adventures ahead of him.  
 
    The boy winked mischievously at his father and then stuck out his tongue. Zhe returned the insult and barely resisted giggling. 
 
    He heard the clearing of a throat and realized that Osun was staring at him sternly. She had seen the exchange.  
 
    Zhe composed himself once again. 
 
    “Rise, King Zhe, and greet your people.” 
 
    Zhe stood and climbed the last step onto the platform. He took the hand of Osun as he turned to face his people.  
 
    “Freedom!” he shouted. 
 
    “Long live King Zhe,” his people replied. 
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