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    “Instructor Irvine told me that it’s dangerous to resurrect someone in the open, unless you tie them up. He saw one guy flip out when they brought him back. He was so out of it that he grabbed a knife and stuck Master Fern in the gut,” said Jakub. 
 
    “We won’t be making the same mistakes as Master Fern,” answered Kortho. 
 
    “Binding them up works. Still scary as shit for the person getting brought back, but it’ll stop them going crazy until they get their head together.” 
 
    “We have fully-equipped chambers back at the academy. If the necromancers of centuries past saw how things have moved on, they’d die of shock…and then we’d bring them back again.” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “You guess? Such a probing response. Curiosity is dead among the young, isn’t it?” 
 
    “My head is throbbing, Kortho. We stayed up late, we got up earlier than God, and I’ve got seven bottles of Blue Mist swirling in my gut.” 
 
    “This isn’t a weekend getaway,” said Kortho. “When we get back to the academy, they’re going to demand a full report. Everything you did, learned, saw, heard. How’d you think it’s going to look when all you can say is ‘I was so hungover I didn’t learn anything’?” 
 
    “How will it look for me, or for you? I’m not the only one who’ll have to explain it if we fail.”” 
 
    “Tenure is a great shield against criticism, and if you listen to me, you might learn that yourself one day. We’re teacher and student out here, Jakub. Not friend and friend. Do an old lizard a favor and pretend he’s wise enough to listen to.” 
 
    Jakub thought about it as he and his necromancer mentor waded through the knee-high overgrowth. After five days’ travel away from the academy on a rented trader wagon, he’d been glad to just be able to walk again.  
 
    He hadn’t banked on the Killeshi terrain being so damn tough to travel through, though. It was as if the place hated them being there. 
 
    As well as the travel, his mind was fogged from having too many beers after they set camp outside the wagon the night before. The trader driving the wagon had brought his beautiful daughter along, and Jakub had drunk more of what Kortho called ‘courage draughts’ than was wise. 
 
    He wouldn’t normally have tried to seduce the trader’s daughter, knowing it was against academy guidelines on a field assignment. He wouldn’t have tried it on his first assignment either. 
 
    Jakub hadn’t been thinking clearly lately. A couple of days earlier, Abbie Marth - his girlfriend of three-years and a warlock in the academy - had graduated at the same time as him. She’d been given a field assignment at the same time, too. 
 
    Halfway across the land, and she’d be away for a year.  
 
    So, they’d agreed to break things off. He didn’t want to, but Jakub couldn’t see how a necromancer and a warlock could keep a relationship going when they would spend the next thirty years of their lives being sent all around the Queendom. 
 
    He guessed it had affected him more than he realized and he was still reeling from the blow. He resolved now - after his night of being stupid with beer - to get back his focus. Damn Abbie, damn long-distance relationships, damn warlocks. 
 
    When he told Kortho about it, the liguana had shook his head. 
 
    “I’ve piled up enough regrets of my own over the years to recognize someone else’s,” Kortho  had said. 
 
    “‘Duty above self, duty above love, duty above all.’ That’s the academy motto, right? That doesn’t leave much room for other stuff.” 
 
    “Lad, academy mottos look fancy on a crest, but they won’t answer your questions when you’re on your deathbed and wondering why you pissed away your life. There was a time I walked into the right inn at the right time on the right night, and I saw a girl looking back at me. The academy motto would have had me walking straight back out, and if I’d done that, I’d have nothing to look forward to in my retirement than an empty house.” 
 
    “Not everyone meets a girl in an inn. Not everyone needs it.” 
 
    “A book is never going to whisper into your ear on a cold night.” 
 
    “Nobody ever got written into the history annuls for being in love, either.” 
 
    “The bards, on the other hand, make their trade in songs about love,” said Kortho. “I’ve yet to hear one sing about the time a student stayed in his room to read a book. Abbie is a nice girl. Knowing young love, you probably would have fallen out soon anyway, but you’re never going to know if throwing away the seeds before they get a chance to grow.” 
 
    After a night of drinking to forget it, his stomach was threatening to empty, his head was throbbing, and the trader’s daughter hadn’t been interested. He suspected Kortho knew this and was making him pay for it.  
 
    “Why do you think a resurrection in the open screws up a person’s mind so much?” said Kortho, keeping one of his slit-shaped eyes on Jakub, while flicking out his tongue and catching a fly as it buzzed near his face.  
 
    “Ask me again in an hour.” 
 
    “Let me just open my evaluation log and make a note…” 
 
    “You know, they say playing cruel tricks on people is a sign of a sick mind. Whose idea was it to drink beers last night?” 
 
    “And who can’t stop after just one? I’m a believer in second chances though, Jakub. Unless you are too hungover to remember academy teachings…”  
 
    He was damned if he’d let his mentor win. He dredged his brain for a scrap of a clue, and then he had it. 
 
    “When we resurrect someone in an unfamiliar environment, it takes their mind a while to wake up. Like if someone just picked you up in your sleep and left you somewhere strange.” 
 
    Kortho nodded and gave Jakub a playful punch on the shoulder. “I’ve always said the mark of a true necromancer is being able to hold your beer. Resurrection is like waking from a dream, but a thousand times stronger. Couple it with resurrecting in the place you died, it’s a recipe for a reborn man to run around like a lunatic.” 
 
    “The trader is going to love us when we load a corpse onto his wagon and tell him it’s our guest for the journey home.” 
 
    “The chambers of the academy are a safe resurrection spot than this. The Queen is sending one of her inquisitors to meet us out here in a week’s time, and he’ll want to start the interrogation and torture straight away. He can sit on my claw and spin. When it comes to necromancy, it’s our way or no way.” 
 
    A twanging noise drew Jakub’s attention. It sounded like a poorly-tuned lute, but not quite as if someone had actually struck a string. It was more like something was imitating the noise a lute would make, and getting it wrong. 
 
    Twangs answered from his left and right, from somewhere in the thick of the Killeshi trees. The sound was wrong, somehow. As if it was music coming from something that shouldn’t play it. 
 
    He reached to his sheath on his belt and touched the hilt of his sword, but Kortho patted his arm. 
 
    “The trees,” he said. 
 
    A flute joined the chorus of lute notes. It was a haunting sound, the sound of the flute played by the wind. 
 
    “The trees?” 
 
    “They say a bard taught them his songs. They tried remembering them, but if you live long enough, your memory looks like the head of a watering can . When they try to play the songs now, we hear this sound.” 
 
    “I never heard of sentient trees.” 
 
    “It isn’t quite like that.” 
 
    “It’s making my hairs stand on end.” 
 
    “Then think about something else,” said Kortho.  
 
    Jakub searched his head for a change of subject. “He’s in deep shit, isn’t he? The traitor.” 
 
    “Death might have been the best thing for him. He’s going to regret us bringing him back to life.” 
 
    “You make your choices, you pay your debts. That’s what Instructor Irvine always says at the beginning of a lesson. Everything a necromancer does builds up a debt, and you pay it with soul essence. If you don’t, death comes for you. It must be the same with everyone else – you pay for your actions.” 
 
    Kortho nodded. “Just when I start to think you are irredeemable, you say something with a hint of intelligence.” 
 
    “Do you think there’s really a bunch of gods up there, tallying everything we do in life?” 
 
    “Concentrate on the master who’s next to you now, tallying what you do on this assignment.” 
 
    “It’s just, you gotta wonder about bringing a man back to life so he can spend the next few months getting tortured.” 
 
    “There’s a reason for de-sensitization training. If you skip classes, you come to regret it.” 
 
    “Ask all the instructors who’s the one student who never skipped anything? You know what they’ll say.” 
 
    “Spells and magic come easier to some, while combat comes easier to others,” said Kortho. “De-sensitization is as much a skill as a state of mind. If I thought I had a problem with it, I would request extra training.” 
 
    “I’m fine around corpses and death. That stuff doesn’t bother me. It’s the ethics of it, I guess,” said Jakub. 
 
    “A person can be de-sensitized from their conscience, too,” said Kortho. “Now, Jakub, field assignment rules must rear their boring faces. I have to ask you what you know of our target.” 
 
    “Harry Helmund. He was a Queen’s soldier in the ranger regiment. Thirty-eight years old, son of Irene and Falco Helmund. Born in Tommerstown, and he left when he was sixteen to join the army. He spent…” 
 
    Kortho waved one of his clawed hands. “Enough. There’s such a thing as remembering too much information.” 
 
    “You never know when you’ll need it,” said Jakub. 
 
    Jakub’s mind palace was a technique taught to him by Instructor Irvine. There was nothing magic about it – it was a way of using your memory to full effect. In simple terms, Jakub had an imaginary palace in his mind, and he stored information he needed to remember in each room. 
 
    “A cluttered mind freezes when you need it most,” said Kortho. “It’s like a fat man trying to outsprint a wolf. I keep mine lean. There’s a lot in there, sure, because I have lived a long life. I try not to remember things I don’t need. Tell me who this man is and keep it relevant this time.” 
 
    Jakub closed his eyes and took a stroll around the room in his memory palace where he stored everything ‘Harry Helmund’ related. He imagined the information on the soon-to-be-resurrected traitor as a wild bush, and now he had to trim it back so only the fruits showed. 
 
    He did so in a millisecond and then faced his mentor. “He was an officer in the army, and he rose to a rank high enough to get privileged information. Then he deserted, and we caught him sailing back from the Fire Isles. It was presumed he sold information to the Baelin Empire, but he chewed a poison pill before they could question him.” 
 
    Kortho nodded. “It’s a grim business. Luckily, death isn’t always an escape, nor is it a release. Resurrection and inquisition awaits Harry Helmund.” 
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    When they got close enough to see the outpost for the first time, the sight spread revulsion through Jakub’s already-tender stomach. It only lasted for a second before his training kicked in, but the tightening of his belly was there all the same. 
 
    With good reason, he told himself.  
 
    Given that this was supposed to be an officially recognized military outpost of Queen Patience, he hadn’t expected to see the perimeter lined with wooden stakes, each with a decapitated head stuck on the pointy end. 
 
    “Swords out,” he said, looking at the nearest one, which was a woman with red, curly hair flowing to her neck. 
 
    Kortho stopped walking. “A novice always wants to use his sword instead of his eyes.” 
 
    His black necromancer garb made him look fearsome, and Jakub knew that was how Kortho wanted it. The one thing he couldn’t make more intimidating was his face. Friendliness shone out of him, even in a situation like this. 
 
    With thirty-five years more experience as a necromancer, Kortho probably didn’t feel the same instinctive revulsion as Jakub, and he wouldn’t have to rely on his training to push it back. He was so desensitized to death that Jakub doubted the scene even registered with him. 
 
    “Decapitation means their days of being a threat are over, wouldn’t you say?” said Kortho. 
 
    Jakub nearly answered but stopped himself. Kortho was wearing that look again; the tightening of his reptilian mouth, and a furrowing of his brow that made his eyes look even narrower.  
 
    This was a trick question, and Jakub needed to think about it. Today wasn’t just about completing his first recognized necromancy assignment since graduating; it was an evaluation, too. Kortho, as much as he was a friend to Jakub, was also a necromancy master, and he had a duty to report on Jakub’s performance. 
 
    He might have only just graduated as a necromancer in the Queen’s Academy, but he’d already seen enough corpses to tell real from fake. The nearest to him was the woman’s head. The stake cut through her neck and it had destroyed her face. There was nothing fake about the look in her eyes; utter terror. 
 
    “This is staged.” 
 
    Kortho nodded at the skewered woman’s head closest to them. “Did you read the book I gave you on the Greydyre campaign?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I thought as much from the soppy look on your face. Don’t let the heads get to you; the soldiers haven’t gone crazy. This is Killeshi territory, and brutality breeds brutality.” 
 
    He wasn’t convinced Kortho was right. Nobody knew much about the Killeshi, not even how they came to settle this part of the world. Some people said they had been here for hundreds of years, and their tribes were older than the Red Eye Queendom and the Baelin Empire put together. 
 
    Others said that the Killeshi were descendants of sailors from the Finmark Isles, whose ship had crashed ashore and left them stranded here. With no way to get home, they’d turned to the land around them and through that they had survived. 
 
    That was the version Jakub chose to believe. He liked the idea of sailors battling the elements to survive, and then putting down roots. 
 
    “I take it that the Queen hasn’t toured her outpost and seen what the soldiers do here,” said Jakub. 
 
    “You think she wouldn’t approve?” said Kortho. “Maybe they should be warning the locals away with politely worded signs.” 
 
    “You’re taking the piss now.” 
 
    “Don’t be so bloody naïve. The Killeshi are as demented as they come, and no number of niceties will save your arse if they get hold of you. Fact is, we need an outpost out here, and we can’t let the Killeshi drive us away. The only way to keep them at arm’s length is to adapt.” 
 
    As much as he didn’t like the brutality of the stakes and the way they were jammed through the necks of the deceased, Jakub admired the way the soldiers in the outpost had adapted.  
 
    Now that his training was kicking in and his revulsion was slipping away, he could see why this was necessary. The area was a savage one, and there was a reason they only had a lone military outpost here, rather than proper towns and cities. If normal folk moved here, the kinds who didn’t know how to use swords and axes and magic, it would be a slaughter. 
 
    “We should just leave this place to the Killeshi. Let them have it.” 
 
    “Let them have it? It’s already theirs. Don’t let the outpost fool you. Everything above land is theirs, and its only superstition about a bunch of severed heads that keeps them from storming this place, slaughtering everyone, cooking their flesh, boiling their bones into dust for their potions, and then burning the place down.” 
 
    “It’s something below ground that we need here, isn’t it? That’s why we keep the outpost.” 
 
    “The official answer is ‘no comment’, even to me. Between two necromancer pals, the answer might be different. I have a mate who served here years back, and he was never allowed to go below ground.” 
 
    There was only one thing that could be. “It has to do with the Arcane Boundaries,” he said. 
 
    Kortho nodded. The skin on his lizard mouth wrinkled, and his eyes flickered with the wisdom he’d accumulated over the years. “You better slow down now. If I hear you say three intelligent things in a row I’ll fall on my arse.” 
 
    Jakub laughed. Had any other master from the academy said that, he’d have taken it the way they meant it – as an insult. From Kortho, it was just a joke. His relationship with Kortho was different than with the rest of the masters. In fact, it pushed the boundaries of conflict of interest. 
 
    The reason was that Kortho was kinder to Jakub than the others. Ridiculously kind, in fact. While the other instructors bestowed on Jakub a contempt he didn’t think he’d earned, especially after he had one of his many nightmares, Kortho treated him like a friend. No, not just that – like family. 
 
    This showed mainly in the holidays – Christmas and Summer Solstice – when the Queen’s Academy would empty and everyone would go home to their families to celebrate the holidays.  
 
    With no family to go back to, Jakub often found himself loitering around the academy after it was empty, passing the holidays in the grand library. He’d use the time to read the course materials for upcoming classes so he could get ahead of the other trainee necromancers. 
 
    That had changed one summer solstice two years earlier, when the academy had emptied and Jakub once again found himself alone in its halls – aside from the other orphaned or isolated recruits, none of whom took a liking to him. He was heading to the library when he saw Master Kortho carrying a box, straining to hold it with the limited reach of his lizard arms. 
 
    ‘Need a hand, sir?’ he’d said. 
 
    Kortho smiled. ‘I’ve got two already. It’s arms I need – longer ones. A liguana disability, I’m afraid. Grab this box, lad. Much appreciated.’ 
 
    So he helped him with the box and carried it out of the academy and to the carriage outside. They talked on the way, and it was through this chat – the only one the necromancy master and student had ever had that wasn’t about raising things from the dead – that Kortho invited Jakub to spend summer solstice and the subsequent Christmas with him and his wife at their cottage in the Racken Hills. 
 
    The gesture touched Jakub more than he could put into words. Kortho didn’t have to do that, and Jakub wished he could find a way to thank him properly. Part of necromancy training involved the dulling of feelings, though, and Jakub had never been good with words anyway. 
 
    He’d always said that when he graduated and completed his first assignment, he’d sell any loot he found and buy Kortho and his wife, Wersini, a gift. He just didn’t know what. 
 
    Even if Kortho still went to great lengths to make sure their relationship in the academy was strictly student-master, Jakub would always feel warmly about the old liguana. 
 
    “Feeling better?” said Kortho. 
 
    Jakub nodded. His training had kicked in, and the hours he’d spent in the academy prodding cadavers came back to him, and he no longer felt his stomach clench when he looked at the heads on sticks. 
 
    Instead, a curiosity crept in. A morbid kind, obviously. There was no other kind of curiosity when it came to necromancers. 
 
    He focused on the head nearest to him, the female with curly hair. He accessed his skill list, and the tattoos on his left wrist glowed. Since graduating as a necromancer he’d finally been given his glyph tattoos, which meant he had access to skills of his own and not just the ones he ‘borrowed’ for his training.  
 
    More importantly, it meant he could level his skills and earn new ones. That was the part he most looked forward to. 
 
    All necromancers had three glyphlines, from which sprang a bunch of powers. The more a necromancer gained experienced, the more powers he had in each glyphline, and these powers differed from person to person depending on how they gained their experience and which glyphs they used more than others.  
 
    Some people believed that moral actions fed into the glyphlines and influenced which powers a necromancer gained, but that was a contentious point, and Jakub couldn’t find any necromancer who could say for sure. 
 
    Right now, the three glyphline shapes tattooed on Jakub’s wrist – a diamond, a triangle, and a hexagon, were empty save for a sliver of color in each one, like a tiny slice of pie. With each new skill he learned in each glyphline, his tattoos would color in further. 
 
    That was a long way away, though. For now, he sifted through the illusory text that the skill tattoo cast in the air in front of him – which only he could see – and accessed his Resurrection glyphline. 
 
      
 
    Glyphline 1: Resurrection 
 
      
 
    Skills: 
 
    Minor Creature Resurrection [1] 
 
    Last Rites [1] 
 
      
 
    Next, he opened his coat, pulled the collar of his shirt and took out his necklace. It was see-through, shaped like a pentagram, and the size of coin. Most of it was empty, save a slice of it that was ocean blue. 
 
    “Not much soul essence to work with,” said Kortho. “The academy keep a chastity belt around their purse, don’t they?” 
 
    “Quartermaster Tomkins said we’re having to tighten up. Baron Rustulpin is one of our biggest patrons, but he died without a will, and his family say he signed ‘do not resurrect’ papers. Until something gets agreed, the academy has to get its begging cup out.” 
 
    “Quartermaster Tomkins talks to novices too much.” 
 
    “He lost his son last year, and the resurrection failed. Guess I was his son’s age.” 
 
    Kortho looked sad. “I know, Jakub. I remember his resurrection ritual.” 
 
    “It was you? But how did it-” 
 
    “Even a master can fail sometimes. It took me weeks to build up the courage to look Tomkins in the eyes again.” 
 
    “I know you’ll have done your best.” 
 
    “You’re a good lad, Jakub, for all your faults. If we could sort out the nightmares…I know you try to keep them to yourself,” said Kortho. “There’s something we should talk about. Maybe on the way home, after this is done.” 
 
    Jakub was happy for the change in subject, and not only because he didn’t like to talk about his dreams. Something wasn’t right here. 
 
    It wasn’t just the fact that decapitated heads had been stuck on stakes outside a Queen Patience outpost. People of the empire might have liked to think of themselves as more civilized than the barbaric Killeshi or the dreaded Baelin empire, but pragmatism reigned when it was either that or pay with your life. 
 
    No, something about the scene was getting to him. It was something within himself,  embodied in a chill that slivered through him and the way his mind kept wandering, kept making him look at the heads around them. 
 
    It was one head in particular that tugged on his instincts. 
 
    “There’s something about this one,” he said. “The woman with the curly hair.” 
 
    “Don’t get squeamish because it’s a Killeshi woman on the end of a spike,” said Kortho. 
 
    “She doesn’t look Killeshi to me,” said Jakub. “Does she look right to you?” 
 
    “Aside from the fact she is missing her body? She has the Killeshi branding. See on her neck? The red burn shaped like an eye?” 
 
    “That’s it!” 
 
    Jakub approached the head. His training had kicked in, leaving him with nothing but cold curiosity. It was just death and as a necromancer, death was his business. That meant in all its guises. 
 
    He touched her neck, above the part where it had been hacked from her body. Her skin was colder than the wind, and her wide eyes cast sympathy in him, before he forced it out. As well as horror, sympathy paid no part in the necromancer’s path either. 
 
    Using his thumb, he rubbed the Killeshi branding on her neck, and some of it wiped away. 
 
    “That’s not a branding,” said Jakub. “Someone painted it on her?” 
 
      
 
    Kortho looked grim now. “I should have seen it. This is no Killeshi. She’s a Queen’s soldier.” 
 
    Kortho walked along a line of spikes and heads, rubbing at their brandings one by one. Jakub did the same on the row to the left. Out of the dozen decapitated heads, only four had true brandings. 
 
    Kortho walked back to him. Ever the symbol of necromancer calm, the slight heaviness of his tread was the only indication that he was alarmed. Jakub envied his mentor’s cool, because the realization of the situation was sparking panic in him as much as he tried to bury it with his training. 
 
    “Assume every soldier is dead until we see otherwise,” said Kortho. He drew his sword, which was twice the length of his reptilian arms, made from black metal, and had a jagged blade. 
 
    Jakub pulled his own weapon from the sheath on his belt wrapped around his overcoat. His weapon was a novice’s, and so was a simple iron sword barely sharper than a butter knife. With academy finances in the dire state they were, novice graduates of any kind – be it necromancer, summoner, illusionist, barbarian – were expected to loot better equipment as they went about their missions. 
 
    Holding his sword, he headed toward the outpost entrance thirty feet ahead of them.  
 
    Kortho grabbed his shoulder, digging his claws into his overcoat. “Wait,” he said. 
 
    “There might be wounded soldiers inside, or…” 
 
    “The attackers took the time to arrange this display. Would you mess around with that if people were still alive? Their skin is cold, their blood has long clotted, and the resurrection window is closing.” 
 
    “You want to bring one of them back?” 
 
    “Look, lad! Use your brain. They don’t have bodies! What else can we use?” 
 
    “Another test? Now of all times?” 
 
    “The times we are under most pressure are the best times to learn. There is a simple answer, Jakub.” 
 
    He knew his mentor was right, and when he remembered his training and pushed his worry to the back of his mind and forced his pulse to slow, the answer swam to the surface. 
 
    With that in mind, he looked at the woman again, now without her counterfeit Killeshi branding, and he held in his thoughts the spell he had originally intended to cast. It was the right spell for what they needed, but the reasons had changed in mere minutes. 
 
    He held his soul necklace to his lips and breathed in, imbibing the essence. 
 
    Next, focused on the woman, he cast Last Rites, and he blew the essence at her. 
 
    She didn’t reanimate. The soul essence he’d sent her way wasn’t enough to do that, and he hadn’t even levelled up his Resurrection glyphline high enough to resurrect a whole person anyway. 
 
    Not only that, but the words ‘whole person’ was quite a drawback to this woman’s resurrection, too, given that her body was located elsewhere. A body had to be somewhat intact for a person to come back from the dead. 
 
    Instead the soul essence, which was probably from a low level critter like a badger or fox, was enough to power his Last Rites spell, and through this Jakub and Kortho watched as a stream of light spilled from the woman’s eyes, and it formed a rectangle in front of them. 
 
    In this rectangle of light, they watched the last few minutes of her life. 
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    The rectangle of light showed a scene of flickering color; it was the world as the woman had seen it, filtered through her eyes.  
 
    She was sitting around a wooden table in the outpost. It looked to be a mess room, because other soldiers were sitting near her. Some were eating, others were drinking from beer flagons and playing cards.  
 
    A man approached the woman and sat close to her. He glanced around the room as if he was making sure the other soldiers weren’t watching, and then he leaned close to her.  
 
    His lips moved as he whispered something, but Jakub’s Resurrection glyphline was a novice’s, and his Last Rites spell was of poor quality. It came with just images, no sound, and they couldn’t hear what the soldier was whispering to the woman. 
 
    They did, however, see the look in his eyes when he finished. There was a look of warmth. Perhaps love, even. What this meant Jakub could only guess.  
 
    “Surely the soldiers weren’t allowed to sleep with each other,” he said. 
 
    “Hush.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to hear!” 
 
    “Your jabbering is distracting.” 
 
    Affair or not, the pair’s conversation was lost to Jakub and Kortho. It didn’t make a difference, though. Seconds later, glass sprayed across the woman’s vision. 
 
    The soldiers around her leapt to their feet. Plates of food clattered to the floor, flagons of beer were dropped on the table. Swords were drawn, and one soldier, a towering goblin male with scratched leather armor, pointed to his right. 
 
    The woman turned her head, and the rectangle of images changed view to the window on the right-side of the room, where a person was climbing through. 
 
    Jakub only had time to see his pale face before a blinding flash of light filled the room. With that, his Last Rites spell faded, and illusory words filled the air in front of him. 
 
      
 
    *Necromancy Experience Gained!* 
 
    [IIIII                    ] 
 
      
 
    The bar showed his progress toward his next rank in necromancy, which for Jakub was novice 2, and that progress was one of the points of undertaking his first field assignment. 
 
    It wasn’t just a means of the academy evaluating him for future roles – it was a chance to put his necromancy spells to the test and learn in a real environment. In that way, the small progress of his experience meter was great. He’d earned more experience than he expected from using Last Rites. 
 
    Then again, experience came faster when you were the lowest rank on the academy ladder. As he rose up it, it would take a lot more than basic necromancy to get him stronger. 
 
    He dismissed the text with a blink and then looked at his mentor. “They were attacked,” Jakub said. 
 
    Kortho nodded. “I couldn’t see who by. I would like to see the Rites again, but we can’t spare the soul essence.” 
 
    Jakub held his soul necklace and saw that he had only the traces of soul essence left in it. Just like with his weapons and armor, academy funds meant they could send him on his first mission with only a trace of the blue energy. He was expected to fill his soul necklace himself by harvesting soul essence from any dead people and creatures he came across in his journey. 
 
    He looked at the woman again, staring at her eyes and then her ears. What words had the other soldier whispered into them, and what future plans had been cut short? 
 
    It didn’t matter now. She was gone; she had died in duty. Even in death, though, she could still serve the empire. Not through resurrection, but something else. 
 
    Holding his necklace in his left hand, he looked at her lifeless eyes and he uttered the word of Essence Grab. 
 
    “Haverium.” 
 
    He waited for the blue light to drift from her and into his necklace, but nothing happened. 
 
    Kortho shook his head. “They’ve been dead too long for us to harvest from them. We better take a look inside the outpost.” 
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    The inside of the outpost was a bloodbath. The walls, which had been painted in the Queen’s colors of yellow and blue, were splattered with crimson, as were the tables and the large tapestry on one wall that displayed the Queen’s sigil. 
 
    Bodies lay strewn all around. Their lack of heads prevented personal identification, but their armor left no doubt that they were soldiers of the Red Eye Queendom. 
 
    Jakub wanted to feel nothing about the death of his countrymen, since that was what his training demanded. As a novice, it was still hard to do. 
 
    “Dead, all of them,” said Kortho. “This wasn’t a bunch of fishwives, either; they only send the most hardened soldier up here.” 
 
    “Was it the Killeshi?” said Jakub. 
 
    “The tribes in this area might love to fight, but they don’t sacrifice themselves for fights they cannot win. Even fifty Killeshi couldn’t storm this outpost.” 
 
    “But the decapitation…we know that’s what they do.” 
 
    “It isn’t exactly a secret custom. Whoever did this would know the Killeshis’ practices too. Check the other rooms for survivors, but keep your sword ready. ” 
 
    Kortho went out of the main lobby and right, towards another room. Jakub saw a table through the open doorway and recognized it as the large table from the woman’s Last Rites projection. 
 
    Jakub headed left, holding his sword tight in his right hand and keeping his senses on alert. He came to a kitchen and then a larder, but there was no sign of anyone. He went back into the lobby and then up a flight of stairs, where he came to a dorm room full of beds. It, too, was empty. 
 
    “Jakub!” shouted Kortho from the ground floor. 
 
    Jakub joined his mentor in the mess hall, which had borne the brunt of the attack. There was barely a hint of stone not covered in blood. Kortho was standing over a body. 
 
    This man wore armor of the Queen’s army like the rest, and he was dead like the rest. There was a difference, however.  
 
    “He still has his head,” said Jakub. 
 
    “Well observed.” 
 
    Kortho touched the man’s neck. He wasn’t checking for a pulse; instead, he whispered something, and yellow light teased over his claws and then onto the man’s skin. 
 
    “His skin is warmer than the rest of them,” said Kortho. “The attackers must have presumed him dead, but he took a while to bleed out.” 
 
    “Then why leave his head intact?” 
 
    Kortho shrugged. “Perhaps he was hiding, and he came out when he judged it safe only to find the attackers still here. Maybe they had to leave before they could behead him.” 
 
    “I don’t think they decapitated the soldiers to make it look like the Killeshi did it.” 
 
    “Then why paint the Killeshi marks on their necks?” said Kortho. 
 
    “There’s another reason you might decapitate someone – if you didn’t want them to be resurrected.” 
 
    “That would only make sense if they knew the queen had sent necromancer’s here.” 
 
    “We need to find his body. The traitor.” 
 
    “We’ve looked everywhere, Jakub. There’s something to what you said; they must have known necromancers were coming, and they knew why we were coming, too. The traitor’s body is gone.” 
 
    Jakub paced around as the consequences hit him. “If we don’t get his body back, he’ll have been dead too long to resurrect him, and we’ll never know what he told the Baelin. You know what they say about people who fail their first assignment. An alchemist novice got kicked out of the academy for it last year.” 
 
    Kortho put a claw on his shoulder. “You’re hurtling into the future, Jakub. Captain Laggard was given orders to douse the body in goodlight, and you understand what that means?” 
 
    “So we have a longer window to resurrect him in. You can’t resurrect a person without the body.”  
 
    “The questions most prominent for us are these; who took him, why, and where did they take him?” 
 
    Jakub faced his mentor as an insight came to him. “There’s something about all the bodies. Can you believe that a bunch of Queen’s soldiers would all die without killing at least one of their attackers?” 
 
    “Five men attacking from the shadows can overpower a dozen blinded by the light.” 
 
    “Even so, the guy they send here are the real deal; you said that yourself. There’s no way they wouldn’t have killed at least one or two of whoever did this. When I look around, all I see are soldier corpses, nobody else.” 
 
    “The attackers took away their dead. That seals it for good; they knew necromancers were coming, and they didn’t want us to be able to resurrect one of their fallen.” 
 
    “The body is gone, we don’t know who did this, and we don’t know where they went. If we don’t recover the body soon then the chance is lost, and I’ll have failed, and…” 
 
    “You’re in the future again.” 
 
    Jakub nodded, and he composed himself and brought his mind back to the present. “What do we do?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    5 
 
    “Let me see you cast the Lingering Air of Death,” said Kortho. 
 
    Jakub shook his head. “I won’t get that until novice level three, at the earliest. Can’t you use yours?” 
 
    “It takes a heck of a lot of soul essence to bring a person back, and the academy don’t like giving us a gram more than we need.” 
 
    “I thought we were going to resurrect him at the academy?” 
 
    “We always have failsafes, my lad. If something is to happen, I need to be able to resurrect him on the road. We’re in deep shit if it comes to that, but you never know.” 
 
    Jakub nodded at the dead soldier at their feet, the only soldier who still had a head on his shoulders. “We could use Last Rites on him if I had enough soul essence.” 
 
    “There will be things we can hunt and kill around here if you need more essence,” said Kortho. 
 
    “Will we have enough time?” asked Jakub. 
 
    “Last Rites can be used later in death than a true resurrection. Our window is larger for this. There’s one niggle, though.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The Killeshi might not have killed these people, but this is still their land. Two travelers with fancy overcoats and soul necklaces will be attractive to them.” 
 
    “We don’t have any leads, and every minute we do nothing, the window closes,” he said. He kicked the dead soldier with his foot, “This guy is the only thing we’ve got.” 
 
    Kortho crossed his arms and shook his head. 
 
    “What?” said Jakub. 
 
    “What did you just do?” 
 
    Jakub shrugged. “I don’t know, what?” 
 
    “You kicked a dead man like he was piece of furniture, and you referred to him as a ‘thing’. The academy can teach you to de-sensitize yourself, but they’re not going to be able to fix your soul if it breaks completely.” 
 
    “I have to stop caring about death, but respect it at the same time. Act like I don’t care, act like I do care. It’d be great if all the instructors taught from the same guide book.” 
 
    “The next time Instructor Irvine takes you on an assignment, you can listen to him instead of me.” 
 
    Jakub seethed, but not at his mentor. Kortho was right. Instead, he seethed because he’d earned a rebuke through his own stupidity. Deep down, all Jakub wanted to do was impress the man who he’d come to look at as a father-figure. 
 
    Maybe Kortho could see the thoughts in his head, because he gave Jakub a smile. A liguana smile was a strange thing; the liguana people’s reptilian faces were formed in such a way that a smile from them looked like they were eyeing you up for dinner. Not that the liguanas ever ate people.  
 
    Still, Kortho’s smile would have made most people edgy. Not so with Jakub, though, and he appreciated the gesture. 
 
    “It’s hard to get the balance right,” he said. “Between de-sensitization and…what’s the word I’m looking for?” 
 
    “Compassion? Make sure you keep it, because it’s in death that people need it most.” 
 
    “Either way, I need essence so we can find out what this soldier saw. I won’t have the other instructors see me as a failure. It’s not like they have much faith in me.”  
 
    “Don’t presume to know what your instructors are thinking.” 
 
    “Irvine argued against me graduating. Don’t pretend you don’t know.” 
 
    “I do, lad. Graduating by two votes to one isn’t the best margin. And that was only because I persuaded Instructor Mulgrew to see the light.” 
 
    “If a guy fails the first time he tries something, that’s what he’ll be known as forever. Everyone who doubted me because of my nightmares, who said I was too dangerous to be a necromancer, they’d be right. And worse-” 
 
    He stopped talking, because he didn’t want to finish the sentence out loud.  It was too touchy-feely, and Jakub liked to keep his feelings where they belonged – in his head.  
 
    Instead, he said it in his head. Worse, Kortho, I’d have let you down. 
 
    That was the hardest thing about it. He wanted to prove the other instructors and necromancers wrong and show them that he was worthy of being one of them.  
 
    There was more at stake than that, though; Kortho had put his own reputation on the line for him, and if Jakub screwed up he wouldn’t just be failing himself, but Kortho, too. 
 
    He’d go through anything before he let that happen. 
 
    A screech from outside drew Kortho’s attention, and the lizard walked over to the large oval window that had shattered in the woman’s Last Rites projection.  
 
    “That was  the call of a duskfen,” he said, looking back at Jakub. “Where there are duskfen, there are sure to be wyrms, too. It’s time to hunt. We’ll harvest enough essence to perform a Last Rites spell on this poor gentleman, and then we will see where that takes us.” 
 
    “Okay. Let me have a look around and see what I can loot,” said Jakub. 
 
    “Good thinking.” 
 
    “Aren’t you going to have a look?” 
 
    “I’ve found enough trinkets after thirty years in the field. Fill your boots.” 
 
    As Jakub went from body to body checking what gear Queen Patience’s soldiers had, he didn’t feel a flicker of shame. Some would have called it stealing from the dead, but the academy taught its pupils differently. Looting was necessary, and that was that. 
 
    Some people had names for looting, ones designed to make them feel better. Redistribution of equipment. Weapons and armor recovery. Jakub preferred the good, old-fashioned word of looting, one taken from the books he used to read as a child where parties of adventurers would battle through level after level of dungeons, taking whatever gear they could from their fallen enemies. 
 
    “Most recruits hesitate when salvaging equipment,” said Kortho. “You’d have made a good grave robber.” 
 
    He leaned by the window and lit his pipe. He didn’t need to loot, since his equipment was already better than anything the soldiers had. 
 
    “Well, they’re not going to use it anymore,” said Jakub, unclasping armor from a soldier and reaching under the man’s shirt to find a secret pouch, “Better I salvage it for the Queendom then let the Killeshi come and claim it. It’s not like we have the time to bury the bodies.” 
 
    “I don’t need a lesson in practicality from a novice. My de-sensitization was done long ago. When a lot of you young ‘uns are faced with having to break a man’s fingers to release the death grip on his sword, you get all pale and sicky.” 
 
    “They’re already dead, and it’s not like I killed them. Every item I take from them goes toward helping the Queendom.” 
 
    “Correct. Get a move on. This won’t be a nice place to hunt if we lose the light.” 
 
    Moving from soldier to soldier, he used his fourth tattoo to identify their gear for him. While the three tattoos for his glyphlines were large, clearly shaped, and in a prominent position on his left forearm, his fourth tattoo was barely a pinprick on his left thumb. 
 
    This tattoo was a link between the world and his brain, where certain sensory information was processed and then changed into words in front of him. 
 
    Looking at a soldier’s sword – wrapped tightly in a death fist – he could only tell it was made from either iron or steel, and that it was well-maintained. He couldn’t get any more detailed than that. 
 
    Touching it with his thumb, however, and these vague descriptions of ‘iron or steel’ and ‘well-maintained’ turned into better information. 
 
      
 
    Hardened Iron Sword  
 
    *Common* 
 
    Value: 57 
 
      
 
    Jakub spent the next ten minutes checking each soldier, reviewing the strength and worth of their swords, daggers, armor, belts, and boots and comparing them against his own until he was sure that he’d checked each corpse. He only took what a) improved his own attack or defence and b) what fit him.  
 
    When he was finished, his thumb tattoo summed up his looting for him. 
 
      
 
    *Loot Received!* 
 
      
 
    Leather Shoulder Pads  
 
    *Common*  
 
      
 
    Salve of agony x2  
 
    *Common* 
 
    A paste that numbs pain. 
 
      
 
    Boots of Focus 
 
    **Uncommon** 
 
    Wearing the Boots of Focus keeps your brain on the task in hand. You are more able to concentrate when you stud and less likely to be struck by panic, fear or rage when in difficult situations. 
 
      
 
    Jakub took off his black overcoat and then clasped the shoulder pads over his shoulders. The fit wasn’t as snug as he’d have liked since the soldier was bigger than him, so Jakub would have to put on a more muscle to get them fitting perfectly. Still, they were secure and he felt more protected wearing them. 
 
    Where his new shoulder pads increased his defence, his new boots reduced it by a point. Even so, the special ability of the boots to focus his mind meant that the loss in defence was more than worth it. 
 
    He was impressed that he’d uncovered an uncommon item in his first ever looting. The feeling it gave him was strange; like a jolt of adrenaline. 
 
    “Found something good?” said Kortho, puffing out smoke from his pipe. He pressed his own thumb tattoo. “Boots of Focus, eh?” 
 
     “Imagine fighting your way through a dungeon and then killing the monster at the end and scoring something rare or mythical? What a rush that’d be,” said Jakub. 
 
    “I’ve seen lads and lasses lost themselves to looting. Taking risks where they shouldn’t. It can be an addiction, Jakub. Only loot because you need the equipment; don’t loot for the rush of it.” 
 
    Kortho was a downer, but he was right. Even so, it was Jakub’s first looting in the field, and he’d heard stories about how slim pickings were usually. He guessed that he was lucky that his first job after graduation had sent him into an outpost of deceased soldiers. 
 
    Yet…the implications of his thoughts hit him - he was rejoicing over death. 
 
    Desensitization was one thing but gloating over the death of others was something else. 
 
    Chiding himself, he put on his boots of focus and then put the two salves of agony in his leather inventory bag.  
 
    “Finished?” said Kortho. 
 
    “Ready.” 
 
    “Good. A hunt will take your mind off Abbie Marth.” 
 
    “I did the right thing with her.” 
 
    “Don’t start repeating the duty over all nonsense again, Jakub.” 
 
    “I made the right decision,” he said, hoping if he said the words strongly enough, even he would believe them.  
 
    “Look,” said Kortho. “When graduation comes, hearts get broken. I was sorry to see it happen to the both of you, even if you broke each other’s hearts at the same time. Forget about Abbie Marth.” 
 
    Jakub nodded. “That’s the idea. You never know, a few years down the line…” 
 
    “No; you have made your choice. Next time you see Abbie, she will be different. A warlock’s path is different to a necromancer’s, and perhaps it is good that this ended now rather than suffer more later. Now come, I don’t like hunting when I can’t see.” 
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    The land surrounding the outpost was filled with stone ruins. They were too aged to tell what they’d been, and a lot of the stone blocks had been looted. Still, the skeletons of old buildings remained. 
 
    “King Redwin tried to settle here,” said Jakub, hoping to impress Kortho with his knowledge. “Back when the Killeshi lands were first discovered. He wanted to ‘gift’ the Killeshis with Red Eye civilization.” 
 
    “Aye, and we can see how well it worked. Bloody stupid idea. You know how many poor sods died trying to settle this place?” 
 
    Jakub frowned. He’d hoped to find a gap in Kortho’s knowledge, but this obviously wasn’t it. No sooner had he started the conversation, than he was back under the fire of questions. 
 
    “No idea,” he said. 
 
    “Me neither, but a bloody lot – that’s your answer. Any time we’ve ever tried to build something here, the aggressive bastards have killed everyone and torn the buildings down. It’s only the outpost that’s survived.” 
 
    “That can’t all be thanks to the soldiers.” 
 
    “There’s something under the outpost that the Killeshi don’t like,” said Kortho. “Don’t worry about that. Don’t downplay the soldiers either – you have to be one tough son of a whore to survive around here.” 
 
    And now those tough sons of whores are dead, thought Jakub, killed by who knows what and for a reason we can’t figure out. 
 
    Jakub suspected the body of the traitor was central to it, and that pointed the finger of blame at the Baelin empire. Except, the Baelineese couldn’t set foot outside of their own lands because of the Arcane Boundaries.  
 
    The Baelin empire was much stronger than the Red Eye and had powers as mystifying as they were deadly. It was only the Arcane Boundaries that stopped a full-on invasion, and that was what made recovering the traitor’s body so important.  
 
    Who knew what the traitor has told the Baelineese? There was no way the traitor would have inner knowledge of how the Arcane Boundaries worked, but any information he could sell to the Baelin empire was potentially damaging.  
 
    They needed to know exactly what information he had sold. Then the Queen could be reassured that nothing valuable was told or could make plans to counter if the opposite was true. 
 
    Either way, the window was closing. Dousing a corpse with goodlight kept the resurrection window open for longer than normal, but it didn’t last forever. 
 
    Kortho walked on ahead, hacking at overgrown thorn weeds with his jagged sword. “We don’t need anything big,” he said. “Just enough to harvest soul essence sufficient for a Last Rites spell.” 
 
    “There should be duskfens and blightwood wyrms around here,” said Jakub. 
 
    “You paid attention in critters and creatures class.” 
 
    “Madam Jolo is a good instructor.” 
 
    “Yes, all the male students seem to think so.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “Oh, just that the male population of the academy tend to try and impress Madam Jolo more than, say, old Instructor Irvine.” 
 
    “Well, Irvine is an old ass.” 
 
    “He’s still an instructor, lad, as am I. I’m both old and an ass too, so care careful what you use as an insult, and careful who you say it too.” 
 
    “As if you’d ever report me.” 
 
    “Mess up this hunt, and that might change. Come on; we’ll have to hike around to find something, but I don’t want to stray too far from the outpost. Night is coming, and we don’t want to be in the Killeshi forests when it gets dark. We’ll have to sleep in the outpost tonight.” 
 
    “I have my artificed tent.” 
 
    “Too conspicuous, too unprotected. The Killeshi will know of the slaughter at the outpost, and they’ll steer clear from it until they judge it safe. They might be bloodthirsty, but they’re practical. For tonight, at least, the outpost is the safest place for us.” 
 
    Jakub grimaced at the thought of sleeping within the walls where the massacre had happened. They should have had the traitor’s body by now, and they should have been well on the way out of the Killeshi lands and to a nearby town, where they could have bedded down in a nice inn.  
 
    “I’d kill for a warm room in an inn, a relaxing bath, and the biggest flagon of beer you’ve ever seen,” he said. 
 
    “You’d kill for something so small?” 
 
    “Sure. I’d resurrect them afterwards, of course.” 
 
    “Yes, once you learn how.  You’ve got a long way to go until then, so how about you learn something from this assignment? All the talent in the world won’t deliver you to mastery. You have to work to get yourself there.” 
 
    Kortho was right. He was in the future again, where he knew he spent too much time. Well, in the future, the past, or in his dreams. All three places were harmful for Jakub, and he needed to focus. 
 
    Right now, focusing meant checking the terrain around him for signs of a blightwood wrym nest. Remembering Madam Lolo’s lecture on creatures of the Killeshi lands – and remembering the short-cut dresses she always wore that accentuated her impossibly long and smooth legs – he knew that the wryms loved nesting in Killeshi lands because of the minerals in the soil. 
 
    It made the land poorly-suited for farming since redstyke minerals were harmful when ingested and as such meant the soil couldn’t be used for growing crops, but the blightwood wryms couldn’t get enough of it. 
 
    So now, he focused on finding the signs of a wrym nest. The first of these hit him as they hacked through a tough outgrowing of thornweeds. 
 
    “Hells, that smells like rotten shit. Think we’re near a nest.” 
 
    “Yep. Big ones by the looks of it,” said Kortho. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    Kortho nodded to his right, where the skin of a wyrm lay on the ground. It was a husk, since the wrym must have shedded it. It was six-feet-long and lined with pointed tips. If that were a full, live wyrm, the tips would be full of poison. 
 
    “That’s a big skin, alright,” he said. 
 
    “We need to be careful; their poison is excruciating.” 
 
    Jakub remembered his lessons. “Blood from every orifice. How many orifices does a person have? Eyes, mouth, nostrils…do nostrils count as an orifice?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. All I know is that your orifices were mixed up at birth, and your talking through an orifice where no words should come. Keep your wits about you and stay in the present. With wryms this size, we should get enough essence from one or two.” 
 
    As they moved off, something made a grunting sound. Knowing that blightwood wryms didn’t grunt, his sensed pricked. He listened out, and another grunt told the direction of its source. 
 
    “Something ahead,” he said. 
 
    He crouched and moved forward. He was no rogue, so he wasn’t trained in the art of stealth. Even so, with his slight frame he could move quietly when he needed to, and to do that he needed to concentrate. 
 
    Kortho didn’t need such concentration. Being reptilian, he could move with barely a sound. 
 
    “As quietly as you can,” Kortho whispered. “Let’s see what we’re dealing with.” 
 
    Edging forward, they came to the boundaries of the thornweeds and looked out onto a clearing. A hill of rotting dung occupied much of it. This was the wryms nest, and it was definitely the source of the rotten smell. 
 
    Wryms slithered around it, writhing through the pile of shit, sliding over each other and making a series of hisses.  
 
    Jakub felt a jolt of dread inside him now, but it wasn’t the presence of poisonous wryms. 
 
    To the left of the nest, there was a woman. 
 
    “Kortho,” he said, elbowing his mentor. 
 
    “I’ve seen her.” 
 
    She was six feet tall with a warrior’s muscles. Her black hair was braided, and each braid had miniature skulls woven into them that rattled together when she moved her head. It was like a windchime but for her hair. 
 
    She wore a mishmash of armor that  but not all of her skin was covered, and her sweat-marked muscles showed where her armor didn’t reach. Her eyes were the greenest Jakub had ever seen; an explosion of nature in her eyeballs. They were so green that the color could only have come from one source – a mana drenching.  
 
    “She’s a Killeshi,” he said. 
 
    The Killeshi woman was surrounded by five blightwood wryms, each of them long and thick and with bodies lined with poison-filled thorns. Underneath their thorns the wryms’ flesh bulged, which Jakub knew was because they were pumping venom into their thorns. 
 
    One of them slithered forward and then pounced at the woman. She prodded at it with a spear that was as long as she was tall. Green light leaked from her eyes and fizzed along the spear, before a green flash left its pointed end.  
 
    The flash zapped over the wrym. The creature recoiled, and a burning stench filled the air, growing stronger as the wrym flopped around on the floor, its skin burning. Each sizzle sent fresh waves of stench around them. 
 
    The woman’s eyes had faded in color now; only slightly, but enough for Jakub to know his guess had been right.  
 
    “She’s leaking mana from her eyes and using it on her spear,” he said. “She’s mana drenched.” 
 
    “Mana can only help so much, and she’s out of it.” 
 
    “We should help her,” he said. 
 
    Kortho grabbed his arm and held it tight. Jakub felt his claws press against his overcoat. “The Killeshi don’t hunt alone. There could be others watching.” 
 
    “She looks alone to me, and she’s in trouble.” 
 
    “Think with your brain and not your cock, boy.” 
 
    “Think with…what? You think I’m looking to date this woman, or something? Kortho, she’s alone. See? Nobody else around.” 
 
    “She’s also Killeshi. They aren’t stupid, and they know their lands better than we could imagine. No number of classes in the academy could ever match up to the generational knowledge every Killeshi is born with.” 
 
    Jakub knew what Kortho meant by this. When a Killeshi tribe member died, the Killeshis conducted a ritual that transplanted the life experiences and knowledge to the next Killeshi baby. Every Killeshi child, in a real sense, grew with the experience and memories of their ancestors inside them.  
 
    As a necromancer it was a fascinating field of study given that it was, in a way, resurrection. That said, the Killeshis had never let a necromancer into their tribe to study the secrets of the ritual. 
 
    All of this meant Kortho was right. The woman in front of them didn’t need their help. In fact, it was patronizing to assume that she would. Out here, she was more capable than a rookie necromancer and his reptilian mentor. 
 
    As two wryms slithered behind her, the woman let mana drain from her eyes. It travelled along her spear, and then with one sweep of the weapon, she flashed her attackers with molten mana.  
 
    The green energy scorched across their skin, leaving them writhing on the ground. 
 
    The remaining two wryms took their chance now. One jolted forward quicker than a mana flash and bit her arm. Its partner followed, and within a second the woman sported identical wyrm bites on her flesh. 
 
    “Okay, she needs us now.” 
 
    Kortho shook his head. 
 
    “Look at her arm! It’s already swelling. Hells, that’s disgusting.” 
 
    The woman waited for the wyrms to attack her again. One leapt at her, but she caught it midflight and squeezed its body in half with her hand. Blood and flesh oozed over the metal like pulp from a rotten fruit. 
 
    The other wyrm, having seen its brethren die, slithered back toward the nest. 
 
    “Why didn’t they all attack her?” said Jakub. “There must be twenty of them at the nest.” 
 
    “Not every wrym is a soldier. The ones at the nest are nurse wyrms, and they only gather food and tend their home. I expect that we will soon see why this woman choose to stay and fight a group of soldier wyrms, rather than leave for an easier hunt.” 
 
    Jakub was about to ask why, when a sound made the question pointless. It was a cracking sound, like an egg shell smashing apart as the living thing inside it sought life. 
 
    Only, instead of a bird poking its way out of an egg, this cracking sound was that of a mother blightwood wyrm emerging from the nest mound. 
 
    The rotten pile of mud and flesh broke open, and the mother wrym slid out and then slapped out onto the ground until she was fully on the surface. 
 
    All thirty feet of her. 
 
    Jakub wanted Kortho to see him as someone who took everything as it came, so he fought with himself to keep his surprise inside him. 
 
    Being long past trying to impress anybody, Kortho didn’t bother to hide his own amazement. “Holy hells, a mother wyrm breached and ready to fight. You don’t see that often.” 
 
    The mother wyrm was so tall that as she stretched to full height, his neck clicked when he looked up at her. Her body was thick and sinewy, and lined not just with venom-filled thorns but with little bulbous sacks too. Inside these sacs were the forms of baby wyrms, writhing in their juices. 
 
    When the mother wyrm opened her mouth, she bared rows of pointed teeth bigger than Jakub’s sword. He could only imagine the damage they could do if the mother wryms gnashed them around his body.  
 
    The spectacle was made all the more fearsome by the fact that the mother wyrm didn’t have eyes; eyes would have given her a face and made her less terrifying, but instead she only had a mouth. A cavernous mouth with teeth. 
 
    “Let’s get the essence from the dead ones and go back to the outpost,” said Kortho. 
 
    “And leave her to face that thing?” said Jakub, staring at the Killeshi. 
 
    “That’s what she came here to do. She wouldn’t thank us for intervening, nor does she need us to.” 
 
    “But her eyes. The green’s gone; she’s out of mana.” 
 
    “Only the strongest Killeshis undergo the mana drenching, and most of them do not need it anyhow. This is her land, so let’s not teach a cat how to hunt mice.” 
 
    Leaving didn’t seem like such a bad idea, since Jakub didn’t relish the idea of facing the mother wyrm. He knew that they couldn’t though. It wasn’t just guilt about leaving the Killeshi woman on her own; like Kortho said, she could probably handle it. 
 
    No, something else tugged at him. “Think of the soul essence we could get from that thing.” 
 
    “There’s easier essence to be found in these lands.” 
 
    “It’ll take us hours to find anywhere near the amount of essence we could get from her.” 
 
    “You’re forgetting the presence of a Killeshi warrior, Jakub. A mana-drenched one at that.” 
 
    “If she sees us help her with the mother wyrm, surely she won’t attack?” 
 
    Kortho seemed to waiver on this. He scratched his chin.  
 
    Jakub pounced on his mentor’s hesitation. “You said yourself that you don’t want to be out here when it gets dark. Let’s help her with the wyrm, take the essence, and go. With the essence I’ll get from her, we’ll have enough not just for Last Rites on the solider, but other things.” 
 
    Kortho got to his feet, gripping his jagged sword. “Did you ever study mother wyrms in critters and creatures class?” 
 
    Jakub briefly retreated into his mental palace, his fortress of memory where he tried to store everything his instructors ever taught him. It was a skill he’d developed to stay ahead of the rest of his class, one of many methods that he learned to keep away the thing he feared above all else – failure. 
 
    Failure now, though, was represented by a gigantic wyrm with teeth that could shred him apart. 
 
    Finding the information, he needed in his palace, he relayed it to Kortho. “Her skin is too tough to cut with a blade, but her underbelly is soft. That’s why she’ll keep it on the ground.” 
 
    Kortho nodded. “Unless keeping her belly on the ground proves more dangerous. We have to make her believe that danger lies in the earth beneath her. Come on.” 
 
    As they stood up and left their spot in the boundaries of the thornweeds, the Killeshi warrior and the mother wyrm faced off. 
 
    The wrym acted on animal instinct; keeping her underbelly on the ground yet rearing as high as she could to intimidate her enemy.  
 
    The Killeshi woman gave a display of her own. Holding her spear in her unhurt hand, she pounded it three times on the ground, and then kneeled on one knee. Whether it was a battle ritual of the Killeshi or something else Jakub didn’t know, but it was a strange sight either way.  
 
    She did this for only a second, before standing up and then charging at the wrym. 
 
    As the mother wrym swooped forward with her gigantic mouth and teeth, the Killeshi stepped out of harm’s way, and stuck out with her spear. The tip smashed into a row of teeth, shattering one, cracking another, and dislodging a third from the wyrm’s mouth. 
 
    The cracking of teeth sent a shudder through Jakub. It wasn’t sympathy pain but there was an empathy there, born from what the academy instructors had told him not to dwell on.  
 
    ‘Write your nightmares down,’ instructor Irvine had told him. ‘Record them in this book. It’s enchanted, and the mere act of writing in it will free you from their burden.’ 
 
    Jakub hadn’t trusted Irvine nor his intentions with the nightmare book. Every  child had nightmares, and those studying necromancer were bound to have lots of them until they grew de-sensitized. 
 
    But the instructors had always seemed especially interested in Jakub’s, even if they never acknowledge that to him. 
 
    As such, he’d made up false nightmares, less horrific ones, and he wrote those instead. He never mentioned nightmares, like the one where he was watching yellow teeth chew on human flesh. 
 
    That was why the shattering of the mother wyrm’s teeth sent such a violent shudder through him. 
 
    You’re in one of the three places you shouldn’t be, he told himself, hearing the words as a mixture of his own and Kortho’s voices. He wasn’t in the past nor the future but his nightmares, and he needed to get back to the present. 
 
    He followed Kortho, who had moved ahead of him. He and Kortho approached the wyrm on her left side.  
 
    The thorns on that side of her body shook, and Kortho pushed Jakub to the ground just as a volley of thorns flew out of the wyrm’s side.  
 
    Four sailed a foot over their heads, while another was so close that it touched his hair. 
 
    A jolt of adrenaline hit him, but that was all it was – a jolt. Then it was over. He knew he should have been more scared, fuller of adrenaline, and perhaps before today he would have been. Was he braver? Had he suddenly developed that most treasured of necromancer mental skills – a completely fearlessness of death? 
 
    No. It was the boots of focus he’d taken from the soldier in the outpost. They were strong enough to take the edge off his fear.  
 
    “We’re safe on this side,” he said, eyeing the empty thorn sacks on the wyrms body. 
 
    “No,” said Kortho. 
 
    Fresh thorns pushed their way through the wyrm’s skin and appeared where the others had been fired. The wyrm groaned as they pushed through, as if the process pained her. 
 
    While growing new thorns on her side, the wyrm snapped her teeth at the Killeshi woman. The warrior was too agile for her, too practiced in her avoidance, and the wyrm’s teeth bit at the air.  
 
    Their battle played out the same way time and time again – a gnash of teeth from the wyrm, a side step and counter spear strike from the Killeshi. 
 
    Shards of teeth rained onto the ground, and globs of spit flew from the wyrm’s open jaws. A splatter of it hit the Killeshi in the face.  
 
    She screamed, and Jakub looked on in horror as her skin began to burn. 
 
    In her agony, the Killeshi dropped her spear and put her hand to her face, as if that would stop the burning. When the wyrm spit touched the Killeshi’s fingers, it sizzled over it. In pain and with her spear on the ground, the woman was in trouble.  
 
    Jakub got to his feet and ran diagonally, out of reach of a fresh volley of thorns.  
 
    “Jakub!” shouted Kortho. 
 
    He ignored him and reached the Killeshi woman. As the wrym lurched forward, jaws outstretched and sure to hit the wounded warrior, Jackob smashed into the Killeshi’s chest, shoving her out of reach. 
 
    The Killeshi landed on her back. She was up before Jakub, and she punched him in the face with her normal hand. 
 
    Pain sang in his nose, and spots of light blinkered his vision. Then, behind those spots was the Killeshi, on her feet again and torn between Jakub and the wyrm. 
 
    “Wait,” he said. 
 
    He quickly reached into his inventory bag and took out one of the salves of agony he’d looted from the outpost. He tossed it to the Killeshi, who caught the glass vial. 
 
    Jakub pointed to his face. “Face. Put it on. Stop pain.” 
 
    “I can speak your language, idiot,” said the Killeshi, “but thank you.” 
 
    As the Killeshi moved out of reach of the wyrm’s jaws, Jakub left her and rejoined Kortho. 
 
    Kortho took two vials of his own from his inventory bag and passed one to Jakub.  
 
    “Do you think the academy spent a fortune on your training so you can die helping the Killeshi?” said Kortho. 
 
    “It was a tactical decision. If she dies, the wyrm will focus on us.” 
 
    Kortho gave Jakub a look that translated as ‘bullshit’, but he stopped short of saying it.  
 
    “We need her to show her underbelly,” he said. “Spread this on her right flank, over the ground. I’ll take this side. Watch out for her thorns; they’ll shake when she is going to release them.” 
 
    “What is it?” said Jakub, shaking the glass vial. A gloopy orange liquid was inside it. 
 
    “Wetfire,” said Kortho. 
 
    That was all Jakub needed to hear to understand both what the plan was, and how incredibly dangerous it would be if he wasn’t calm. Careless mistakes, shaking hands, poor concentration - wetfire would punish all of them. It was lucky he had his boots of focus to take the edge off. 
 
    He ran by Kortho and then, jumping over the wyrm’s thrashing tail, reached her right side. He carefully uncorked the wetfire vial and sprinkled it on the ground around her. When the vial was empty he rejoined Kortho, who had done the same on the left. 
 
    “Now we need her to move over the wetfire. The minute it touches her, she will…” 
 
    Jakub nodded. “I know what it’ll do. Got it.”  
 
    Then, he looked to the Killeshi woman. She was still out of reach of the wyrm’s jaws, but the mother wyrm was snaking over to her, readying for another strike.  
 
    That would take her away from the wetfire, not through it. 
 
    “We need you to come over here,” he said to the woman. 
 
    She rubbed her face. The burning looked to have stopped, but her skin was a nasty shade of red. She seemed warier of the wyrm than before, and she winced each time a glob of spit left the wyrm’s mouth. 
 
    “Come on,” said Jakub. “This isn’t the time to be mistrustful. Over here. Now.” 
 
    He put as much authority into his tone as he could, but as a novice necromancer used to taking instruction rather than giving it, he feared he lacked a sufficient amount. 
 
    So, when the Killeshi grabbed her spear and her leather bag and joined him and Kortho on the wyrm’s left side, he was happy and thought he must be more authoritative than he realized. 
 
    With the three of them on her left side, the wyrm had to thrash around to face them. 
 
    “Move back,” said Kortho. 
 
    They did, and when the wyrm repositioned her body, she suddenly reared up, screaming a sound that was part-animalistic, part-insect, and completely drenched in agony. 
 
    “She’s rolled in the wetfire,” said Jakub. 
 
    Kortho nodded. “Move back further.” 
 
    The wyrm reared up. With each agony-filled cry more burning spit rained from her mouth. The parts of her body where she had rolled in the wetfire smoldered now, and her skin melted into gloop. 
 
    She rolled along the ground as if to try and extinguish the burn, but wetfire didn’t work like that; it was more like acid. Once it was on you, there was no snuffing it out. 
 
    “Get ready…” said Kortho. He held his blade in his right hand, and he put his weight on his back foot, ready to run. Jakub did the same. “She’ll show it any minute now. As soon as you see her underbelly, get ready to…” 
 
    The wyrm reared up to full height now. More of her skin burned, and glops of it fell to the ground like wax dripping from a candle. The stench was sickening; burning flesh and wetfire mixed into a pungent toxin. 
 
    She reared up to full height, exposing an oval of skin as thin as tissue paper.  
 
    “She’s showing her belly!” 
 
    He gripped his blade and got ready to run at her, wondering how he could strike her without taking a face full of burning wyrm spit or gloopy, smoldering skin. 
 
    The Killeshi put her weight on her back foot as well, but she didn’t run. Instead, she held her spear in her right, unburned hand, and she grunted and then launched it at the wyrm. 
 
    The spear sailed through the air, striking the centre of the wyrm’s underbelly. Its underskin broke apart, and a bundle of bowels and guts tumbled out and splattered onto the ground. 
 
    With her skin burning and her insides leaking out, the wrym cried out and then crashed toward the ground like a felled tree. 
 
      
 
      
 
    7 
 
    It was only then that Jakub’s focus left him. With the danger gone the effect of his boots wore off, and his heart beat faster, and fresh pain sprang in his face from where the Killeshi had punched him. His nose hurt to touch. 
 
    “This better not be broken,” he said. 
 
    The Killeshi held the vial of the salve of agony in her hand. “Are your bones made of glass?” she said. 
 
    She held the salve out but when Jakub went to grab it, she tipped the last dregs of it into her hand and then rubbed it on her own face, where her skin was now dry and cracked. 
 
    Jakub shook his head. It didn’t matter; he had another vial of salve in his bag. It was only his upbringing in the Queen’s academy that stopped him using it on his nose. As well as highlighting the important of looting, the academy also instilled a sense of thrift in its students, and this lesson had seeped into Jakub’s core. It was better to ride the pain out and save the salve for when he really need it. 
 
    Besides, he didn’t want to show the Killeshi that she’d hurt him. 
 
    “Let’s get the essence and then get out of here,” he said to Kortho. 
 
     “We’d thank you for not telling the rest of your tribe that we were here,” Kortho said. “The wyrm husks, venom sacs, and whatever eggs you find are yours. Everything except the mother’s soul essence.” 
 
    “My tribe?” said the woman. 
 
    “You are Killeshi, aren’t you?” 
 
    She seemed to think carefully about her words for a second, before finally saying, “When warriors meet in the fields of battle, it is custom to share names.” 
 
    “I don’t see how that matters,” said Kortho. 
 
    “I would like to know who my two …saviors…are,” said the Killeshi. 
 
    “Kortho and Jakub.” 
 
    “And you are from….” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter. We’ll take the essence and leave.” 
 
    Kortho approached the dead wyrm mother now. Nearby, over by the nest mound, dozens of nest wyrms were writhing out of fresh holes. Jakub braced himself for a last attack, but then remembered something from his mind palace; when a wyrm mother died, the surviving wyrms simply left, looking for a new nest with a different wrym mother. 
 
    “Come, lad,” said Kortho. “You can take the essence from the wyrm. My necklace is full.” 
 
    Jakub felt like he should say something to the woman, but he didn’t know what. It was like his brain was nagging at him to speak to her. To say thank you, maybe? 
 
    No, not that. Something else, there was something he should say. Some instinct he had to pay heed to, but he didn’t know what. 
 
    The woman was strange in that she didn’t conform to his idea of what the Killeshi were. He’d always pictured them as savages; rough looking, with strange customs and a strange language. 
 
    This woman, though, with her eyes that were part green but mostly blue now from the loss of mana, and with her long, black hair in braids - she was alluring in a way that none of the girls back in the academy had been. 
 
    “The birds haven’t come back to their nests yet,” said the woman, pointing at the trees nearby. “That’s a bad omen.” 
 
    “Jakub,” said Kortho. “Come on. We have work to do.” 
 
    “Right.” Guess my boots of focus don’t work when it comes to girls, he thought. “What’s your name?” he asked the woman. 
 
    The Killeshi ignored him, and instead walked over to the wyrm nest. She took a single strip of steel no larger than her thumb from her bag. She placed this on the ground, and the steel grew outwards and upwards until it was a metal cage. 
 
    It was artificery, and it worked in the same way that Jakub and Kortho’s artificed tents did; it appeared small at first but grew larger when needed. 
 
    The Killeshi grabbed fleeing wryms and put them in the cage until she had half a dozen of them writhing inside it. 
 
    Jakub shrugged. She wouldn’t tell him her name, and now she was going about her business. With the daylight fading, it was time for him to do the same. 
 
    First, he checked the wyrms that the Killeshi had killed to see if there was any loot. It might have seemed a strange place to look for some, but Jakub had learned about this peculiarity of loot early in his academy education. 
 
    When a person or a creature were killed, they went into the Greylands - the place between life and death - where they would stay until their resurrection window closed. 
 
    As a thanks for the souls that had been sent to it, the Greylands would send back loot as a thank you to whoever had killed its latest arrivals. There was no rhyme or reason to what loot was sent back, other than the greater the dead person or creature’s soul, the greater the loot sent back as thanks. 
 
    As for who in the Greylands managed such a custom, not even the master necromancers knew. The study of life and death was an ocean, and even the greatest necromancer loremaster had only studied a cup’s worth. 
 
    It was possible for a person to go into the Greylands without dying – Jakub had been there himself. 
 
    It was, though, so dangerous that the academy only sanctioned it when it was time for a necromancy student to get his binded animal and they were accompanied by two necromancy masters. 
 
    The Greylands were a destructive place for a mortal mind, and Jakub hoped it would be a long, long time before he had cause to go back. Hopefully, he would be a master by then, and he’d only be going in to protect a graduate. 
 
    That was years down the line, and he was glad of it. 
 
    Jakob looked around for a while. “Damn it.” 
 
    No loot had been sent back this time. He guessed that wyrm souls weren’t worthy of thanks. 
 
    He joined Kortho at the mother wyrm’s side and then took out his necklace. Damn it; he was completely out of essence. Focusing on the dead beast, he sifted through his skills, seeing the illusory words form in front of him. 
 
      
 
    Glyphline 1: Soul Harvest 
 
      
 
    Spells: 
 
    Essence Grab [1] 
 
      
 
    He brought the words of Essence Grab to his mind. As he went to speak it, the mother wyrm moved. 
 
    It was a slight movement; not even her whole body.  
 
    “Move,” said the Killeshi, and she stepped back from the creature. 
 
    There was a popping sound. Jakub looked for the source, worried that one of the wyrms growing along her body had survived the fight. 
 
    Instead, one of her poison thorns shot out. 
 
    Jakub flinched and ducked, but the thorn didn’t head toward him.  
 
    It hit Kortho in the chest, its tipped tearing through his metal armor and digging into his skin. 
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    Jakub ran at the mother wyrm and plunged his sword into what was left of her underbelly, gritting his teeth as he forced the blade deeper. She gave one last shudder and this time she was truly dead. 
 
    Kortho lay on his back. The thorn, larger than Jakub’s arm, was wedged deep in his mentor’s chest, with the pointed end so far in his skin that he couldn’t see it. All he could see was the smooth end, where the thorn had once been attached to the mother wyrm. 
 
    He rushed over to him. “Kortho, does it hurt?” 
 
    Does it hurt? 
 
    A stupid thought, a stupid thing to say. He was losing himself to worry. Even the damn boots of focus weren’t doing anything to help. 
 
    The thorn was too big, and it was wedged too deep. Looking at his mentor, at the instructor who should have kept a professional distance between them like the rest of the instructors but instead had invited Jakub into his home on the holidays, he felt sick. Not just nauseous, but a paralyzing sickness. 
 
    He remembered his mind lessons with Instructor Fowler, and he cast his emotions away with a mental shove, leaving only practicality. 
 
    “Can you breathe?” 
 
    Kortho spoke, but his voice was quiet. “I can’t feel a thing.” 
 
    “You’re going into shock.” 
 
    Jakub took off his overcoat. He wanted to lay it over Kortho for when the shock made him cold, but it was impossible to position it with a thorn sticking from his mentor’s chest. 
 
    It was only when he carefully laid it over Kortho’s belly and legs that he noticed the blood leaking down his torso and dropping between the rivulets where his liguanan scales joined. The sight should have worried him, but it was a good one because he could see that there wasn’t as much blood as he’d have expected. There was time. 
 
    He unwrapped Kortho’s leather bag from his shoulder and took a vial of restoration from it. 
 
    The Killeshi woman joined them, kneeling a foot away. “A potion won’t save him now,” she said. 
 
    Jakub ignored her. He uncorked the vial and let drips of the red liquid splotch his right sleeve. 
 
    “I don’t think you are using that the way it is intended,” said the woman. “Shouldn’t you treat where his skin is broken?” 
 
    “Restoration potion heals wounds by knitting them together. I don’t want his flesh to knit itself over the thorn, because it will be impossible to get it out.” 
 
    “Then pull it out now.” 
 
    “The thorn is stopping him bleeding to death,” said Jakub. “That’ll buy me some time.” 
 
    “Time for what?” 
 
    “To save him,” said Jakub, and he dabbed his restoration-stained sleeve on the edges of Kortho’s wound. Such a trace amount of potion wasn’t enough to knit the wounds together, but it would take away some of the pain. Kortho wasn’t moving now so it was hard to say how much pain he was actually in, but Jakub didn’t want to take the chance. 
 
     “The only time you’ll need is to read him his last rites. What’s your religion, lizard?” she said. 
 
    Anger threatened to penetrate his forced calm. “Are there any doctors around here? The nearest town is fifty miles away, isn’t it? Are there any villages closer?” 
 
    “There’s the Red Nose Killeshi tribe a few miles east.” 
 
    That wasn’t ideal, but it was something. “How do I get there?” 
 
    “You walk there, but it’ll be the last journey you ever make.” 
 
    “What about your tribe? Where are you from? You can tell them that we helped you, that…” 
 
    “You call that help? Let’s not pretend your reasons for running in like hogs smelling shit were altruistic. I know what you are and why you want essence.” 
 
    “I need to get him to someone who can heal the wound as I pull the thorn out. If I do it without someone who can heal it as we go, he’ll lose too much blood.” 
 
    “If you leave the thorn in, he will die much sooner.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It is pumping venom into him. That’ll be a much quicker death, I promise you.” 
 
    Jakub ran his hands over his forehead and through his hair, spreading Kortho’s blood through his black locks. “I can’t believe this. All I have is a salve of agony. Nothing for poison.” 
 
    At this, the Killeshi sucked in her cheeks. “Well, you did give me some of your salve, and I suppose that you didn’t need to do that. Maybe I can help.” 
 
    “What can you do?” 
 
    “Let’s talk price.” 
 
    There was no holding back his anger now. It burst through his lake of calm and made a splash. Thinking about everything the Killeshi had done to him made a fresh one – his possibly broken nose, splash. Her bargaining while Kortho lay dying, splash. 
 
    He was a necromancer, he reminded himself. He was here on important business, and that should have been enough for her to help. The Arcane Boundaries protected the Killeshis too, after all. 
 
    Now it wasn’t only that, but a master necromancer lay dying as well. If the Killeshi could give him assistance, he had a right to demand it. 
 
    It was a question of doing what was right, or what was necessary. What he was about to do wasn’t right, but it had to be done to save Kortho. 
 
    He quickly switched his sword around so he held it with the hilt sticking out. Without giving her chance to react, he stood up and launched at her, and he smashed her nose. 
 
    She fell backward, and he kicked her chest with the bottom on his boot, putting her on her back. Then he switched the grip of his sword and stood over her with the blade inched from her throat. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Are your bones made of glass?” he said. 
 
    Her face twisted in anger, and the little green remaining in her eyes glowed. 
 
    “Don’t try any magic,” he said. 
 
    The glow faded. Her anger receded, and she gave a mocking smile. “I knew I could bring it out of you,” she said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your anger is waiting beneath the surface. I saw its colors inside you; all red and dark and bursting to get out.” 
 
    He ignored this. Part of his mental training in the academy had involved tricks an enemy might try, how they might attempt to toy with your mind. She was trying to goad him into a mistake. 
 
    “You said you can help.” 
 
    “As I said; for a price. It’ll take more than a broken nose to change that.” 
 
    He pushed the blade closer to her until the tip poked against her skin. 
 
    “There’s still a price,” she said. 
 
    He couldn’t scare her and he wouldn’t really kill her, so he relented. “What’s your price?” 
 
    “Draw your essence from the wyrm. That’s what I need from you.” 
 
    “For what, exactly?” 
 
    “I will show you back at my hut.” 
 
    “Jakub,” said Kortho. 
 
    His scales had paled in color, and fresh blood leaked from the edges of his wound. The thorn was acting as a vacuum for it, but not a perfect one. He’d still bleed out eventually. Worse, the venom was spreading; Jakub could see it now. Little vein-like lines of black spreading across Kortho’s chest scales. 
 
    Kortho strained to raise his arm and curled his claw to beckon him over. 
 
    Joining him, Jakub used the sleeve of his shirt to wipe away some of the blood. 
 
    “Get the essence and go to the outpost,” he said. 
 
    “I’m not going to leave you.” 
 
    Kortho grabbed his arm and squeezed. “The window is closing. We have to know what the soldier saw before he died, or we’ll never know where they took Helmund’s body.” 
 
    “You think that’s worth losing a master necromancer? The academy wouldn’t want that.” 
 
    Kortho squeezed harder. “The academy doesn’t have a say; the Queen values the Arcane Boundaries more than she does her necromancers, and when she speaks, the academy listens. We don’t know what the traitor told the Baelin.” 
 
     “I’m not strong enough for a full resurrection spell yet, and we’d never get you back to the academy before it’s too late for one of the instructors to revive you.” 
 
    “Forget about me and go to the outpost. This is more important.” 
 
    Jakub looked deep into Kortho’s eyes. “What about Wersini? Shall I tell her you gave up?” 
 
    “Go, Jakub.” 
 
    “You don’t want to die. Forget the never fear death bullshit. Yours eyes are telling me what I need to know.” 
 
    Kortho seemed to process what Jakub had said. “Girl,” he said. 
 
    The Killeshi woman walked over, rubbing her nose. Dried blood lined her nostrils. She strolled toward them as if she had all the time she could ever need, and then smiled. “How can I help?” she said, bowing theatrically. Jakub couldn’t believe her lack of empathy. 
 
    “You said you can help me,” said Kortho. 
 
    “Yes, for a pri-” 
 
    “We will pay your price. If Jakub leaves us for a while, can you help me?” 
 
    “I can’t heal you and I can’t close your wounds, so we can’t pull the thorn out. I have things in my hut that can slow the poison.” 
 
    “He’s heavier than he looks,” said Jakub. 
 
    The Killeshi cupped her hands around her mouth and faced the thornweeds beyond them. She made a sound that was a mixture between a bird and a horse. 
 
    With a stamp of hooves, a groff soon clomped over to them. This groff was a chestnut-brown color, and like most of its kind it was shaped like a horse, but with the plumage of a bird.  
 
    Most groffs had little stubs on their sides from where their wings were clipped, but this didn’t. Its wings were intact, indicating incredible trust between it and the woman. After all, if it was unhappy with her in any respect it could fly away. 
 
    “Bert and I will take you,” she said, jerking her thumb at the groff. 
 
    Jakub looked at Kortho. “Are you sure about this?” 
 
    Kortho nodded. 
 
    “Then I’ll go to the outpost, perform Last Rites and then find you. Where’s your hut?” 
 
    “Do you have a map?” said the woman. 
 
    Jakub pressed the dot tattoo on his thump, and a webbing of light spun in front of him. This was his map, and it worked in a similar way to the illusory text that formed in the air when he gained experience or skills. He didn’t like relying on the map, but he hadn’t had time to commit the terrain map of the Killeshi region to his mental palace. 
 
    Normally this map would only be visible to himself, but he chose to let the woman see it. 
 
    She whistled. “A fancy trick. I have the same thing, but it’s in my head - I call it my memory. See this canyon here? My hut is half a mile east.” 
 
    After marking the Killeshi’s hut on his map, Jakub used Essence Grab to drain the soul essence from the mother wrym. Not only did it fill his soul necklace until it was completely blue, but words formed in front of him. 
 
      
 
    *Necromancy Experience Gained!*  
 
    [IIIIIIIIII               ] 
 
      
 
    “You’ll need to heal your arm and your hand, too,” said Jakub. “The wyrms got you good.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me,” she said. “Go on your errand and then hurry back; I have other things to do than look after the lizard.” 
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    When Jacob reached the outpost, alone this time, daylight had left and the black of twilight gave the row of severed heads an even more sinister feel. Although decomposition had yet to fully consume the deceased flesh, there was a lingering aroma of rot in the air. 
 
    Jakub didn’t give the smell a second’s thought, since his necromancy training meant he had breathed in the stench of death regularly. He walked beyond the heads and back into the outpost. 
 
    He was fixed on what he needed to do; use the essence he’d drained from the mother wyrm to perform Last Rites on the solider. When he watched the man’s final few seconds of life, he hoped he’d have a clue about what happened here and who had taken the traitor’s body. 
 
    Then, once they found a way to fix Kortho up, they could follow the trail and recover the corpse of the traitor. They had to do it soon; with every second, the window of resurrection closed further. 
 
    When that window closed, it was all over. Failure. He didn’t know what would happen in the grand scheme of things, since he was just a part in a machine, but he knew what it meant for him personally. 
 
    I won’t let that happen. 
 
    He found his way to the mess room, walking past overturned chairs, scattered swords, and headless corpses. 
 
    But the soldier was gone.  
 
    Jakub paced around the room. Had he remembered it wrong? No, the only corpse with its head still attached had been here, in the mess room by the oval table. Now, it had vanished. 
 
    He leaned against the table and let his pulse settle. The disappearance of the body had rattled him, because the way he saw it, there were only two options. 
 
    One, the man hadn’t been dead. 
 
    Two, someone had removed the corpse. 
 
    For the first to be true, the man had to have been convincing enough playing dead that he could slow his own pulse to a stop. Jacob had heard of magi who could do that, putting their bodies into a state of hibernation, but he doubted a soldier in one of the Queen’s outposts had such training. 
 
    Next, for someone to have come back to the outpost and taken the body, they must have done it in the period between he and Kortho leaving to hunt, and Jakub coming back on his own. 
 
    Not only that, but they’d have to have had a reason for it. Had they been out there watching Jakub and Kortho a few hours ago? Had they heard them talk about Last Rites, and then come back to take the corpse away? 
 
    That didn’t make sense either. Whoever did this had enough numbers or skill to slay an entire outpost of soldiers. If they’d been out there watching, they could easily have come and killed two necromancers. 
 
    Thinking about the ‘why’ of it all wasn’t helping, so he needed to think of a ‘how’. How could Jakub find out what had happened here? 
 
    Well, he had a necklace full of essence. That was enough for two, maybe three Last Rites spells. He could use them on the other decapitated heads outside. 
 
    Nope. That was a no go – they’d show similar scenes as the woman he’d performed it on. Besides, the window for that had likely closed by now. Lacking the rest of its body, a severed head would have a much smaller window for necromancy. 
 
    The solider was the only one who could reveal more, since his death had come later than the rest, and he was the only person who could have seen anything different to the others. 
 
    Without him as a lead, they had nothing. No clue of who had done this, and nobody around to question except the locals, and he knew that the Killeshi wouldn’t help two necromancers of the queen. 
 
    If he left the outpost and went back to the woman and Kortho, he’d have nothing to show but failure. They would be forced to go back to the academy having failed, and it wasn’t an ordinary failure – this one had ended in a master necromancer taking a near-fatal wound. 
 
    There was only one thing he could do now – he had to use his third glyphline. 
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    A touch of his Death Bind glyphline tattoo drained a sliver of essence from his necklace. As a soulthrift - which was the necromancer nickname for a spendthrift and was actually a compliment -Jakub didn’t like to use his small amount of soul essence so soon after getting it. 
 
    Wants were usually driven by needs, as Instructor Lolo always said, and besides, Jakub was always happy to use his third glyphline.  
 
    There was a good reason for that. 
 
    He used the only spell on his Death Blind glyphline; Summon Binded. 
 
      
 
    *Necromancy Experience Gained!*  
 
    [IIIIIIIIIIIII            ] 
 
      
 
    “Jakub!” shouted a voice. 
 
    A demonic hound sprinted toward him from across the room and then leapt up with its paws-first, intending to put them on his shoulders. Unfortunately, since the demonic hound was bodyless and came from the Greylands - the plane between life and death - it couldn’t touch him. 
 
    Ludwig crashed passed straight through Jakub, roared, and then passed through again. 
 
    It was a shame he couldn’t touch him, because Jakub wished he could reach out and ruffle the fur on his friend’s head. Instead, he had to settle for giving him a smile. 
 
    “Hello, Ludwig,” he said. 
 
    “It’s been so long, Jakub! Years! But…let’s see…you don’t look different. Why did you leave it so long? I’ve been thinking about you all this time, thinking and waiting and chasing things…” 
 
    “It’s been three days. We saw each other before I left the academy, remember?” 
 
    “Three days? Come on, you’re pulling my tail. It seems much longer.” 
 
    “We’ve been over this.” 
 
    “We have?” 
 
    “Time isn’t the same in the Greylands. It might feel like a long time, but it isn’t.” 
 
    “Sure. If you say it, then I believe it. I always tell the guys in here, ‘Jakub would never say something he didn’t mean.’” 
 
    “You’ve been gossiping about me?” 
 
    “Not just hounds; demons, imps, even people, but they’re wary of me and people never stay in the Greylands long enough to become friends. Bu the imps and other hounds get curious. They want to be bound to a necromancer, too. Anyway, are we going for a walk?” 
 
    While Ludwig couldn’t touch things in the real world, he could at least see it when Jakub summoned him. Once called to the world through the third glyphline, Ludwig was bound to wherever Jakub was. He couldn’t wander off. 
 
    That meant that in that one respect, they could be like a real dog and owner. Jakub could go for a walk somewhere nice, and Ludwig would get to see some of the world. 
 
    “Sorry, Lud. When we’re away from the academy it costs me too much to summon you. I called you here because we’re in trouble.” 
 
    “We? You and Kortho?” 
 
    Jakub nodded. “I’m afraid so.” 
 
    Concern shot Ludwig’s demonic features. He and Kortho were close, and Kortho often had Jakub summon his hound so they could spend time together. Jakub suspected it was because Kortho and his own binded animal didn’t get on so well. 
 
    “Is Kortho okay?” said Ludwig. 
 
    “He got poisoned by a blightwood wyrm,” said Jakub. He phrased it to downplay the seriousness of Kortho’s injuries to stop him worrying, while still telling the truth. Summoning Ludwig cost a lot of soul essence, which meant every second counted. He couldn’t waste it by having Ludwig lose his mind in concern. 
 
    “I don’t see him. Where is he?” said Ludwig. 
 
    “We met a woman, and she’s looking after him.” 
 
    Ludwig’s tail, thin and capped at the end by a tuft of fiery-red fur, swished around. “What do you need?” 
 
    “I need you to scent out some death for me.” 
 
    Ludwig’s nostrils twitched. “This place is rife with it.” 
 
    “I need to follow a specific trail leading away from the outpost. It’ll be different from the others, since this man died later than them. Can you pick it out from the rest?” 
 
    “Give me a few minutes to get a start on it,” said Ludwig. 
 
    While Ludwig ran from room to room in the outpost, Jakub took one last look around the mess room to see if there was anything he’d missed in his looting earlier. He checked underneath bodies, inside shirts, in wooden chests. 
 
    In the end, he’d collected a few more loot items, and a touch of his fourth tattoo identified them for him. 
 
      
 
    *Loot Received!* 
 
      
 
    Rags 
 
    *Common*  
 
      
 
    Vial of Flame Oil 
 
    *Common* 
 
      
 
    Tin of Weapon Blacking 
 
    **Uncommon** 
 
    A tin of black paste that can be rubbed onto a metal weapon to turn it permanently black, adding an intimidation effect on low-level creatures when the weapon is brandished. 
 
      
 
    He was glad that he’d decided to check again; it was the smallest things that he’d missed. The rags and flame oil had been in a wooden chest against the wall of the mess room, underneath a rainbow-shaped arc of blood spatter. 
 
    His inventory bag, like the tent inside it, was made so that it could hold more items than should have been possible according to its size. Even so, there was still a limit to space, and normally he’d have left the rags.  
 
    The fact he’d found flame oil changed his mind. All he needed was a stick or two, and to wrap the rags around and douse them in flame oil, and then he had a torch. 
 
    Or…if he really needed to cause a scene, he could get a large beer bottle, fill it with oil, stick a rag in the end. All he had to do was light it and throw it at something, and his target would suffer the unfortunate ailment of being on fire. 
 
    Then there was the weapon blacking. He opened the tin, and he was hit with a blast of oil-like aroma. Inside the tin was a layer of black paste. He tore off a piece of rag, dipped it in the paste and then he laid his sword across his thigh. 
 
    It only took him a minute or two to cover his steel blade, turning the metal from a dull grey to a deep black. He had to admit, it did lend a fearsome look to an ordinary weapon. 
 
    He sheathed his sword and put the weapon blacking tin in his bag just as Ludwig ran back into the room. 
 
    “Jakub! It’s been too long!” 
 
    “Six minutes,” said Jakub. “What’ve you got for me?” 
 
    “A scent leading from a door in the kitchen and out into the forest, and one down some stairs into the basement.” 
 
    “Two scents of death?” 
 
    “Death or dying,” said Ludwig. “Fresher than the rest, anyway.” 
 
    “Kortho and I searched this place, every room, and we didn’t find a basement.” 
 
    “Come on, I’ll show you.” 
 
    Jakub followed Ludwig out of the mess room, through the main lobby, through the kitchen, and into the small larder. There were shelves on the wall, each stocked with jars of preserved vegetables and grains. In the corner of the room, in a wooden crate, there was a pile of salted meat. 
 
    Ludwig trotted across the room and sniffed the meat, staring at it with the kind of yearning eyes only dogs had. Jakub wished he could give him a treat, but his unfortunate status as a resident of the land between life and death made it impossible. 
 
    “So where is it?” 
 
    “Over here,” said Ludwig. 
 
    He left the meat and stood near the wall. He nodded at the floor, which was made of rows of cobbled stone pieces. 
 
    “The stairs are underneath here,” he said. “They smell like a death trail.” 
 
    “How do you know they’re stairs?” 
 
    “When the scent is strong enough I can form a vague picture in my mind with it. Like bats with sound. The way the smell comes to me, I’m sure there are stairs there.” 
 
    This left Jakub with three problems. First, there were two death scents. One had led into the forest, and the other had gone into the outpost basement. Jakub hadn’t expected there to be a scent of death beneath the outpost itself. 
 
    This led to problem two – the stairs were hidden under stone flooring, with no lever or handle. 
 
    Three, darkness had well and truly set upon the Killeshi lands now. The trail outside the outpost would fade in time, which meant he’d have to follow it soon, which also meant he’d have to walk through the Killeshi lands, at night, alone. 
 
    Sure, Ludwig would be there, but his presence was ethereal, and he couldn’t help in a fight. 
 
    Not only that, though. The longer Ludwig was summoned, the more soul essence Jakub would have to use to keep him around, and he still needed to save some for the whole point in coming here again – to find the soldier, perform the Last Rites spell, and find out what had happened here. 
 
    So now, he had a decision to make. 
 
      
 
      
 
    11 
 
    “I’m sorry Lud, but I’m going to need you to fade for a while.” 
 
    “So soon? I only just got here! I did what you said, I found the scent. Now it’s time for a walk…” 
 
    Jakub shook his head. It was stupid, but it made his heart heavy to disappoint Ludwig. He was such a simple, optimistic creature whose needs and wants were too pure for a demon hound caught in the Greylands. 
 
    “It’s different now, Lud. I can’t leach off the academy soulstone all the way out here. I need you to fade while I explore the basement, then I’ll summon you and we can follow the trail in the forest.” 
 
    Ludwig hung his head low and made his black eyes as wide as possible. The hound had many talents but one was greater than the rest; an ability to instill pity in Jakub. 
 
    He knew he had to be quick, or the pup’s wide eyes would get to him.  
 
    “Revoke,” he said. 
 
    Ludwig’s form glimmered and then disappeared, leaving Jakub alone in the larder. It wasn’t a nice feeling to be back on his own in the outpost, but there was little choice. 
 
    Now he needed to find the switch or level that would open the entrance to the basement. 
 
    If the steps were right below the larder, then there had to be a switch somewhere. He searched the shelves lining the walls first. Maybe there would be a lever behind a jar of grain or rice, or something. 
 
    Nope. Next he tried the walls, passing his hand over each piece of stone. The larder walls were cold, as they should be, but they didn’t open the entrance. 
 
    He looked around. The lever or switch would be inconspicuous, since whoever made the outpost had taken great care to hide the entrance to the basement. So, where was it? 
 
    “Aha.” 
 
    He walked to the left most corner of the room, where a square-shaped part of the cobble stone floor was slightly more raised than the rest. When he stood on this piece, he was rewarded with a rumbling sound, then then a rectangle of the flooring to his right opened up. 
 
    He stared into darkness. The larder was dim to begin with, but the depths below were pure black, and he couldn’t even see the stairs. If any situation was asking for a misplaced step and a broken leg, this was it. 
 
    He pulled out his sword and then the vial of flame oil. Knowing fire wouldn’t damage steel, he slathered the ends of his weapon with the oil, took a flint and stone from his inventory bag and made a spark. 
 
    The end of his weapon glowed orange, and this flickering light revealed the stairs. They were thin, roughly cut and led deep under the outpost, going so far down he couldn’t see where they ended. 
 
    With a pang of anxiety growing inside him, he walked down them. The further he got the thicker the darkness became, as if it was a shroud of black and even his flaming sword struggled to cut through it. His footsteps echoed even when he trod quietly, and the sound stirred worry in him. 
 
    Ludwig had picked up the scent of someone, or something, undead down here. Undead was different to death – it implied sentience. Odds were that they could hear him.  
 
    What could he do, though? Ludwig had detected the scent of walking death here, and it might be the soldier. He couldn’t turn back. 
 
    He reached the bottom of the stairs at last, and his flickering sword light cast ebbs of orange in front of him, illuminating a tunnel ceiling so low that, standing upright, there was just an inch between it and the top of his head. 
 
    The air was cold, crypt like, and the darkness was thicker still. He could feel fingers of cold teasing through the collar of his overcoat and onto his chest, and even his breath sounded too loud. He couldn’t shake the feeling that something was waiting for him. 
 
    He pulled out his necklace. It was three-quarters blue now, and he didn’t want to drain it further, but he didn’t have a choice. He wasn’t too ashamed to admit that the basement tunnel and its darkness and cold air and claustrophobic ceiling was getting the better of him. 
 
    Even necromancer got scared in crypts sometimes. 
 
    With an uttering of his third glyphline word, a spectral form shimmered beside him. 
 
      
 
    *Necromancy Experience Gained!*  
 
    [IIIIIIIIIIIIIIII         ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Jakub!” said a voice. “It’s been too long! Where’ve you been? You-” 
 
    “Hush, Lud,” he said. 
 
    Ludwig looked around him. In the darkness of the tunnel, his eyes weren’t black anymore. Instead, they had changed so that they glowed orange, and the dim light touched parts of the blackness that Jakub’s sword missed. 
 
    “We’re in the basement?” 
 
    “They hid it in the corner of the room.” 
 
    “I thought I wasn’t coming back until we were going into the forest?” 
 
    “The place got the better of me. Brave, huh?” 
 
    “You know you’ll be okay, right? This isn’t like your dreams. You have academy training, you’ll be a match for anything!” 
 
    Mention of dreams brought back bittersweet memories. Bitter in the terror of his nightmares in the academy dorm room, and the sweetness of Ludwig curling up next to him on his bed to reassure him, even if the hound couldn’t actually touch him. 
 
    “I love your confidence , Lud, but I need you with me for a while. Do you still smell the scent?” 
 
    Ludwig raised his nose and sniffed. “It’s further along. Not far.” 
 
    “Definitely undead? Not just dead?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Do you smell anything else?” 
 
    “If I were a real dog, Jakub, you could give me treats and hugs. I’m not good at physical smells.” 
 
    “I’ll settle for you sniffing out the spectral. Warn me if you detect any movement.” 
 
    They walked on through the tunnel. It shamed Jakub that he needed his friend with him, and he knew that someone like Kortho wouldn’t have needed a spectral companion to give him comfort down here. 
 
    Then again, most people wouldn’t have dared come down here in the first place. That counted for something, didn’t it? 
 
    With that thought, he forced himself on, even though a feeling in his chest seemed to be trying to tell him something, trying to get him to turn back. 
 
    The tunnel went on for much longer than he’d thought, and the oil on his blade was almost spent. He slathered more on and then recorked his vial and put it back in his bag, and the fresh bout of flames instilled more bravery in him. 
 
    “We must have walked half a mile,” he said. “The smell still there?” 
 
    “It’s getting stronger,” said Ludwig. 
 
    “Anything hostile?” 
 
    “I don’t sense that it wants to hurt you, but whatever it is might not know that you’re here yet.” 
 
    They walked a few more paces before the flames on Jakub’s sword flickered with more force, and the breeze blew on his face stronger and colder. 
 
    “It’s opening up,” he said. “Go scout ahead, Lud.” 
 
    Ludwig prowled north, his body invisible when he moved out of range of Jakub’s sword. The only thing of him that Jakub could see now was his glowing orange eyes, but even those grew dimmer until he lost sight of his hound altogether. 
 
    He turned around, pushing his sword into the darkness behind him to make sure nothing had snuck up on him. The flames illuminated on empty space. 
 
    I’m being stupid. 
 
    Soon a twin pair of orange eyes approached him.  
 
    “There’s a room ahead,” said Ludwig. “There’s something in there.” 
 
    “Is it hostile?” 
 
    “It’s a child.” 
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    Orange eyes and a swishing tail were his guides as he followed Ludwig through the tunnel to where it widened, and then to a room. 
 
    At two feet taller than him, the higher ceiling lessened his claustrophobia but he still imagined how many tons of mud and stone were above his head, and it was hard not to think of the structure cracking and the heap raining down on him.  
 
    The room was a vacuum of light, with only Jakub’s sword as illumination. There wasn’t much there except a pile of glass bottles and broken furniture against one of the walls from where the outpost soldiers probably dumped their crap. 
 
     “Where’s the kid?” asked Jakub. 
 
    “Over in the corner.” 
 
    “He’s definitely undead?” 
 
    Ludwig nodded. 
 
    “Was it necromancy?” 
 
    “He doesn’t give off the same stink as when they do it in the academy. Something else brought him back.” 
 
    If that was Ludwig’s judgment, then it was as much as a truth as if it came out of the mouth of the Holy Bard himself. After living in the Greylands so long and being bound to Jakub, Ludwig knew the scent of necromancy. Or at least, the sort that the academy practiced.  
 
    After all, it was a mental conceit of Jakub’s that he talked about academy necromancy as if it was the only type, wasn’t it? It might have been the most structured form, but there were other kinds out there.  
 
    At least Ludwig knew what Jakub meant when he said ‘necromancy’. 
 
    “Is the boy dangerous?” said Jakub. 
 
    “He’s watching you, but he isn’t moving. He doesn’t seem worried about us,” said Ludwig. 
 
    Jakub didn’t want to see the undead child who was apparently watching him from the shadows, because, well, who would? Standing in ignorance wasn’t much better. 
 
    His eyes adjusted further to the black of the room, revealing the dim outlines of torches on the walls east and west of him. He used his flaming sword to light them both, and a flicker of light filled the room. 
 
    With the added illumination, he took out the rags and extinguished the flame on his sword so he could save the oil for the journey out of the basement. 
 
    Then, with the room lit, he looked for the child.  
 
    The boy was sitting in the north east corner of the room with his back against the wall. His hair was overgrown and fused together by grime and sweat. To say he was pale would have undersold how chalk-white the boy’s skin was. Jakub could have picked him up and used him and his insanely white skin as a torch. 
 
    His skin wasn’t the strangest thing about him. 
 
    The child was missing his right eye, half-his left ear, and his chest was marked by gouges and cuts of different sizes and lengths. He’d been stabbed and ripped apart by more than one knife. 
 
    It was a problem with necromancy – all kinds, not just academy -that when you raised someone from the dead, their physical form came back to the world in the state it had left it. As the body is in death, so it is in resurrection, was the academy’s saying. 
 
    As the body is in death, so it is in resurrection. 
 
    “What the hell happened to his kid?” said Jakub, feeling numb. While this boy had been alive, someone had visited this mutilation on him. His eye, ear, chest. It made him sick to think about it. 
 
    Ludwig slunk by his legs and nuzzled them with concern, though Jakub couldn’t actually feel his friend’s spectral comforts. 
 
    So many thoughts hammered through his mind that his training failed him entirely. 
 
    The murder of a child in such a way. So many cuts, stabs, tears.  
 
    There was no chance of him mastering the flashes of questions and words and ideas in his head, no way of pushing them beneath the surface of his inner lake of calm. 
 
    Instead he grasped onto another aspect of his training; a mental failsafe taught to him by instructor Irvine. 
 
    When it was impossible to master your thoughts, then you had to let them run their course. Let them run out of steam. 
 
    So, he let the questions crash through his mind.  
 
    Was he seeing things? Was there something in the air of the basement that had distorted his brain? He knew of airborne toxins that could produce such a thing. 
 
    Maybe there was an illusionist nearby, and this was an elaborate tapestry of light formed to confuse Jakub, to reduce him to confusion here in the basement. 
 
    That didn’t ring true either; when magic was cast it gave off the aroma of spent mana, and Jakub would have been able to smell it. Sure, illusionists could cast spells to cover the smell of mana so that evidence of their spells was disguised, but they couldn’t remove a smell entirely; they could only disguise it. 
 
    If an illusionist had worked his craft here, there would be a strong smell all the same. Maybe he’d make the spent mana smell like honey, or berries, or something foul like shit or mold. 
 
    The only thing Jakub could smell was a vague earthy smell, and that was to be expected in an underground cavern of dirt. 
 
    So, it wasn’t a toxin, or the hallucinations would be much stronger and varied, and it wasn’t an illusionist. 
 
    He was no closer to an answer, but letting his thoughts run away with themselves had accomplished something, at least; he restored the calm in his mind. 
 
    “Jakub?” said Ludwig. “Are you okay? You’ve gone pale.” 
 
    “One second,” said Jakub. Then he waved at the boy. “Are you okay?” he asked him. 
 
    The boy blinked, but said nothing.  
 
    Ludwig nudged Jakob’s leg. “There’s something wrong with this place.” 
 
    “Who the hell did this to him?” asked Jakub.  
 
    “Who brought him back, too?” said Ludwig. “You don’t think…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That whoever killed him, they brought him back so they could do it again. Over and over, kill him, bring him back. Kill him…” 
 
    “No,” said Jakub. “To bring a person back, you have to get the equivalent value of soul essence. That would take too long to get. I want to find whoever brought him back. Resurrecting a kid in a state like this and then leaving him…who would do that? It’s sick.” 
 
    He was tempted to cast Last Rites on the boy and see if he could find out how he died, but he couldn’t spare the soul essence. It would have to wait. 
 
     “We should go. I don’t like it here.” 
 
    “No. We need to get him out of here and work things out from there. I hate it here, so I can’t imagine how the boy feels.” 
 
    As Jakub worked up the courage to cross the room and approach the child, he heard a noise. 
 
    There was a rumbling sound to his left and right, and two panels, one on the east wall the other on the west, were opening. 
 
    Behind the panels was fresh darkness, and more basement tunnels, and from that new darkness came two creatures. 
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    They were humanoid in form but with overlong limbs stretching off smaller torsos, like tree branches made from flesh. Their skin was pale and cracked, as if they lived entirely without moisture.  
 
    They were horrible to look at, but most of their horror was saved more their faces which were smooth - too smooth - with gouges where their eyes, nose and mouth should be. 
 
    They lurched toward Jakub, overstretching with each step. They raised their hands to reveal claws, each one the size of a dagger. 
 
    They were like no creature Madam Lolo had ever taught him about, but he didn’t need an intimate knowledge of them to know they were hostile. The grunts from their mouth gouges and the tensing of their claw-capped hands told him as much. 
 
    He sucked in his breath and held it in his lungs, fighting against the panic that the beasts instilled in him. He only had a second to figure out how he was going to fight them. 
 
    Ludwig reared at one and let out a demonic howl, giving the creature pause. 
 
    “Distract that one,” said Jakub. “They don’t know that you can’t hurt them.” 
 
    While Ludwig prowled toward one creature, Jakub faced the other. He took out his flintstone and sparked the oil on his blade until flames flared on it. 
 
    The creature took an oversized step. One of these was all it needed to get in front of him. Putrid breath left its nostrils and a growl left its mouth. 
 
    Jakub put his weight onto his right foot and watched for movements. 
 
    It swung out with its claw. 
 
    There was a whoosh of air as a claw-capped hand swooped at his face, but Jakub moved his head to the side, letting the claws miss him. 
 
    The thing was fast, alright. It was the narrowest of margins. Just an inch, if that. And the claws…he didn’t want to imagine what damage they’d do. They looked like they could tear through his skin. 
 
    Now that he knew what the creature could do, there was no way he’d give it another chance. 
 
    He held his sword aloft. He imagined the flames on its tip as flickering waves of courage, and pictured them drifting into his mouth with every breath, emboldening him.  
 
    It was another of instructor Irvine’s mental tricks, and it seemed he’d learned this one well, because he puffed out his chest with each breath and even forced himself to smile. 
 
    It might look stupid, Irvine had told them, but when an enemy sees you smile, he loses heart. 
 
    To his right, the second creature shuffled toward Ludwig. It wouldn’t take the creature long to learn that Jakub’s demonic hound couldn’t actually hurt it. 
 
    He had to work fast, and he knew what to do. 
 
    “Jakub!” said Ludwig. 
 
    Before he could move, a limb flew at him. He pivoted to the side, but not quick enough to avoid it.  
 
    Claws tore through his overcoat and gouged into his torso on his right side. 
 
    “Jakub, are you alright?” said Ludwig. 
 
    Pain burned through him, the tremors of it so strong he had to grip his blade tighter, or he’d drop it. 
 
    “I’m okay,” he said, through clenched teeth. 
 
    The creature took another step but not toward him; this time it maneuvered at a different angle, as though it was able to twist its body on an axis. Before he knew it, the creature was beside him. 
 
    It made a strange grunt now; a laugh that echoed against the walls. 
 
    Laugh at this, you tree-armed bastard, he thought. 
 
    He smashed the hilt of his sword into its face, pushing it away from him. 
 
    The creature lost its balance, only just finding it to avoid falling onto its back. 
 
    His breath caught hard in his chest now, and his pulse pounded a frantic beat. Fresh waves of burning pain sung through his torso, and the draught blew where his overcoat had ripped. 
 
    As the creature tensed its claws, Jacob took his vial of fire oil from his bag. There was no time to uncork it; instead, he flung it at the creature. 
 
    The glass shattered on its face. Oil dripped down its forehead and into its eye gouges. It  trickled over its lips, chin and then onto its chest, running in rivulets across its body. 
 
    It wiped at the oil on its face, but only succeeded in spreading it on its hands and cheeks. 
 
    Jakub held his sword with the blade facing out so that the flames flickered ahead of him.  
 
    He aimed a horizontal strike at the creature’s body. Where the blade met flesh it cut clean through, and the flames ignited the oil on the creature’s skin, sending streams of burning orange and red over its body. 
 
    Its shriek echoed from wall to wall as the creature, now aflame, ignored Jakub and ran in manic steps across the room, screaming and burning and filling the basement with the smell of burning skin. 
 
    It smashed into the wall and fell to the ground, where it rolled over three times to try and put out the flames. 
 
    The fire oil was too strong, and it burned on relentlessly until the creature lay still on the ground, the flames on it lighting up the room like a pyre. 
 
    “Watch out, Jakub!” said Ludwig. 
 
    Any sense of victory was shattered when agony scorched through his thigh. His right leg buckled, and he lost his balance and smashed into the ground knee first, sending a jolt of pain through his leg. 
 
    Pain burned in his torso and knee but also on his thigh, where his trousers were ripped and blood seeped from a wound. 
 
     “I’m sorry,” said Ludwig. “It must have worked out I can’t hurt it.” 
 
    The creature dragged its claws across the ground without even bending down. Its eyes gouges were fixed on Jakub, and its mouth was set in a grin. 
 
    “Get away from him,” said Ludwig. “Back!” 
 
    The demonic hound roared at the creature, but it was no use. 
 
    Jakub tried to stand. He had the healing salve in his bag, but he didn’t have time to use it. Without that, he could only grit his teeth and force himself through the pain as blood leaked from his torso and his thigh. 
 
    In one step the creature was on him again. A claw came his way so fast it was a blur.  
 
    Jakub slashed out on instinct, and a jolt ran up his arm as the blade met resistance. 
 
    The creature’s claw fell onto the ground, blood spurting from the end. Every time it wailed it sent out puffs of rotten air from the gouge in its face.  
 
    But even with one limb gone and blood spurting from its stump, it still walked on. 
 
    “Unbelievable,” said Jakub. 
 
    It hit out with its good arm, and Jakub lifted his blade but he was so tired he could only deflect the blow. Sweat dripped into his eyes, and blood rushed to his cheeks. 
 
    I can’t keep this up. I need to end it. 
 
    Fatigue weighed on him, mixing with the pain and making him light-headed. He was trained in the elements of swordplay but his body wasn’t conditioned for long bouts; he was a  necromancer, for hell’s sake, not a warrior. 
 
    As the blood dripped from him and his head fogged, he wondered if this was the end. 
 
    With every step of the creature, Jakub backed up further until his back hit the wall. 
 
    Another claw swooshed at him, and Jakub managed to raise his sword to meet it. The force was only enough to deflect it. 
 
    His biceps ached.  
 
    I can’t do this much longer. 
 
    “Jakub! Sword up!” said Ludwig. 
 
    He deflected a second strike, and then a third, and then he knew his energy was spent. 
 
    “I’m done,” he said aloud, unsure whether it was for his own benefit or Ludwig’s. 
 
    As the creature raised its claw for the last time, a figure leapt onto its back. 
 
    It was the boy. He had his arms around the creature’s neck so that he was straddling him, and he dug his fingers into the creature’s eye gouges. 
 
    Summoning one last burst of energy, Jakub ran his black, flaming sword through its belly, cracking through skin until he reached its innards.  
 
    He brought the sword upwards, tearing through the creature’s bones and spreading a cut across its body. 
 
    Blood and sinews and guts slopped out of it, splattering on the stone.  
 
    Jakub watched long enough to see the creature smash face-first into the ground, and then he shut his eyes and let his breaths catch up with him. 
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    He was broken, tired, and trembling with agony, but it was useless to try and fight through it.  
 
    Just as Instructor Irvine had taught him and the other necromancers in the academy, Jakub accepted the pain, knowing that it would take less energy to allow it free reign in his body than to fight it.  
 
    Pain in my thigh. Pain on my side.  
 
    My head is banging, and my arms ache. 
 
    It was a lot of pain to catalogue, but he did it, letting the agony go where it wanted. 
 
    This made his shock response kick in, and in turn the pain numbed. Even so, cold spread across his body, concentrating in the wounds on his torso and his thigh. 
 
    The wounds looked worse than they actually were. He was losing blood, but not pints of it. It wasn’t as if the creature’s claws had cut an artery, and with a bit of pressure, he could stop the flow.  Not a problem. 
 
    Course, there was infection to worry about, but that was further down the line. He needed to patch himself up enough to get back to Kortho and the Killeshi woman. 
 
    Ludwig kneeled by his side, his orange eyes wide. “That looks bad,” he said. 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “We need to get you some help. We need the best doctor in the land, I don’t want to lose you, Jakub!” 
 
    “Calm down, Lud. I’ve done worse to myself before now. Remember when one of the alchemist kids brewed a load of moonshine and I drank it and then jumped out of the third floor window trying to show off?” 
 
    “I guess…What can I do?” 
 
    “Nothing, boy. I’m sorry, but I’m gonna have to fade you.” 
 
    “Now? But Jakub-” 
 
    Jakub held the soul necklace up. Only a slice of blue essence remained in it. “Just for now,” he said. “I’ll bring you back soon.” 
 
    “But Jakub-” 
 
    Knowing he couldn’t bare Ludwig’s guilt routine now of all times, he uttered the word of his glyphline and faded him. It was the right thing to do to save what essence he had left, even though the basement was lonely without his friend there. 
 
    Well, he wasn’t quite alone, anyway. There was the kid, who was silently watching him now, and he didn’t know what to make of it. 
 
    It didn’t matter. He needed to fix himself up. 
 
    He took the rags and the salve of agony from his inventory bag, as well as a vial of restoration. The rags and agony salve were items that he’d looted, but the restoration liquid was standard issue for any academy graduates going out on field work. 
 
    Dipping the corner of the rags in the agony salve, he rubbed this over his thigh and torso, wincing at first, but then breathing more calmly as numbness took hold. 
 
    With every wipe, fresh blood trickled from his wounds and over his shirt and his trousers. He dipped another corner of the rag into the vial of restoration. The liquid stained the rags pink, and he rubbed this around the edges of each wound. There was no pain on contact this time; the agony salve had done its work. 
 
    In a few seconds the edges of his wounds began to close, the flesh knitting itself together. He hadn’t used as much of the vial as he should, so the wounds didn’t close completely. 
 
    That didn’t matter. His practicality reigned, and he couldn’t bring himself to use more because he never knew when he’d get his hands on another vial. If he used it all up and he took another cut down the line, he was in trouble. 
 
     All that mattered was that the agony salve had stopped the pain, and the restoration vial had stopped the blood. He was fixed up and ready to go. 
 
    With his wounds attended to, that left a subject he wasn’t sure what to do about – the boy. 
 
    To give himself time to think, he decided to do something else. 
 
    “Better see what loot they left,” he said to himself, standing up. 
 
    He’d heard stories about how warriors raided dungeons and went deeper than they should because they grew addicted to loot. He was beginning to understand why.  
 
    He’d looted things from the outpost and they’d come in handy already, and with his boots of focus and the intimidating black hue of his sword, he was already better equipped than when he’d left the academy.  
 
    He guessed that the addictiveness of finding loot came from never knowing what you’d find; he had scored two uncommon rated items already, and discovering those had spiked him with adrenaline. What would happen if he found something rare, or even mythical? How amazing would that feel? 
 
    Looking around he couldn’t see much loot, but he guessed that loot was supposed to be hard to find, so he’d keep searching. Even if he found nothing, it put distance and distraction between him and the questions burning in his mind. 
 
    “Wait here,” he said to the boy, only looking at him out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    The boy didn’t reply. 
 
    He took his dagger from the sheath fixed to his overcoat. Using this, he stripped the claws from the dead creatures, prying them loose from their hands. He didn’t feel any squeamishness when he cracked their bones and tore the claws free; he’d spent too long around cadavers in the academy to worry about that. 
 
    He didn’t know what the claws were made of or even if they were valuable, but he could take them to the academy alchemists and see if anyone had any use for them in their potions. Field agents often brought things back to the alchemists to sell and who knew, maybe he’d get lucky. 
 
    With the claws in his inventory bag, he went to the alcoves in the walls where the creatures had emerged from. He did this with caution; holding his sword in one hand and a torch he’d taken from the walls in the other, since the flames on his sword had died. 
 
    The first alcove was barely bigger than an outhouse, and it had nothing in it. It seemed that the creature had been waiting in here, standing in the darkness until the alcoves had opened to release it. 
 
    That made him think that the room had been a trap, but he doubted it had been made that way expressly for him; how could anyone have known that he would come down here? 
 
    That begged the question of what the room was, but he shut that mental door as soon as it threatened to open. Loot first, and questions later, once his mind had cleared. 
 
    In the second alcove he found a wooden chest with a clasp locking it shut. He should have been confused at the presence of a chest in such a strange location, but that was what dungeoneering as all about. 
 
    There were hundreds of thousands of miles of dungeons running underneath all the land, and nobody knew who put them there, or why. The academy sent their warriors and rogues into the unmapped parts both in the hope of scoring loot and to weed out the promising fighters from the weak. After all, if a warrior died in a dungeon, then he wasn’t too good a warrior, was he? 
 
    One thing nobody could accuse Queen Patience’s Magic Academy of was being too sentimental.  
 
    Jakub guessed that this underground basement must have been part of one of those dungeons. That meant there could be other tunnels nearby. He guessed that the builder of the outpost had blocked them off, since the only tunnel from the basement entrance had led here, to this room with a dead end. 
 
    He’d ask Kortho when he got back to him, because the liguana was obsessed with the lore of the endless dungeons. As a necromancer his duties never took him there, so he’d take holiday time and spend half of it with his wife, half of it battling through some dungeon with a bunch of warriors. 
 
    Kortho would know what the deal was here, but right now, Jakub had a locked chest, an undead kid, and a missing corpse to deal with. 
 
    He tackled the first problem  by smashing the clasp with the hilt of his sword once and then again, and the metal shattered, pinging off the wall and straight into his face. 
 
    He looked around to see if the boy was watching him. 
 
    “You didn’t see that, kid, did you?” 
 
    The boy didn’t answer. 
 
    Phew. That could have been embarrassing.  
 
    Rubbing his cheek where the metal had hit him, he opened the chest and then pressed his thumb tattoo and waited to see what loot he had scored. 
 
      
 
    *Loot Received!* 
 
      
 
    Jade-framed mirror 
 
    *Common* 
 
    Value: 25S 
 
      
 
    Bag of Beef Sandwiches 
 
    *Common* 
 
    Two slices of bread with meat in the middle, then pressed together to create what is known as a ‘sandwich’. 
 
      
 
    The Vagrant Blade 
 
    ***Rare*** 
 
    A rusted and cracked iron sword. When wielded, your clothes and appearance will become ragged and dirty, making you look like a vagrant. 
 
      
 
    3 Gold coins 
 
    2 Silver coins 
 
    7 Bronze coins 
 
      
 
    His heart beat in his chest as he looked over the loot. He’d scored something rare! Seeing the rare blade was a rush, and at first, overwhelming. 
 
    “Vagrant blade, huh? Never heard of anything like it. Hey, kid, take a look at this.” 
 
    The boy didn’t make any move to join him, but that didn’t matter; he was glad to have found a legendary weapon.  
 
    When he looked closer at its description and saw that this wasn’t a mighty blade at all, the rush faded.  
 
    “When I pick up the sword, I’ll turn into a vagrant? What the hell?” 
 
    What was the benefit of his appearance magically transforming into a vagrant? He’d never been in a situation before where he’d thought, transforming into a homeless man would really improve things here.  
 
    Besides that, the blade itself looked too rusted and nicked to use in battle. 
 
    Still, rare was rare, and he guessed that someone might have a use for it, even if he didn’t. Maybe he could find someone to sell it to when he got back to the academy, or some town along the way. Kortho was going to be in a hurry once they found the traitor’s body, but Jakob could persuade him to make a stop. 
 
    He put the vagrant blade in his bag and looked at the rest of his haul. 
 
    The jade-framed mirror, like the blade, was useless in a practical sense. It was worth 25 silver, but he guessed he’d only get half that when he tried to sell it, since any trader he encountered would have the bartering skill, and would be able to push the price down. 
 
    The bag of beef sandwiches wasn’t much of a find at all, since they didn’t resemble sandwiches at all but instead were a rotted pile of mush in a clear bag.  
 
   
  
 

 “Who puts beef sandwiches in a locked chest?” 
 
    He ignored those, and instead scooped up the scattering of gold, silver and bronze coins, and he put those and the mirror in his bag. 
 
    With that done, and seeing nowhere else in the room where loot might be waiting, he left the alcove and re-joined the boy. 
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    “Can you speak?” he said, looking at the boy. “You don’t need to be shy.” 
 
    The child was sitting back over at the wall now, with his knees drawn up and his hands clasped around them as if he was tucking himself up to be as small as possible. 
 
    Jakub recognized the way he sat, because he knew he used to do that back when he first joined the academy. It made his heart ache for him. 
 
     “Who are you?” Jakub asked. 
 
    The boy opened his mouth wide and made a groaning sound.  
 
    He didn’t have a tongue. 
 
    The sight brought an immediate lurch to his stomach, before his training kicked in and he recovered. 
 
    “Shit,” he said. “Who did that to you?” 
 
    He can’t answer you, moron. 
 
    He knew what he should do here. Academy field policy stated any non-academy people were secondary to the assigned task, no matter their situation or injuries. Duty above self, duty above love, duty above all, after all. 
 
    What if Kortho had followed that years ago, when Jakub was a kid and he was surrounded by fire, covered in blood, trapped in a field of echoes that carried his family’s screams back and forth? 
 
    His village hadn’t been a part of Kortho’s assignment; Kortho had heard a rumor in a tavern about what was happening and he decided to take a look, arriving there just when the horror threatened to devour Jakub. 
 
    The way Jakub saw it, if he helped the boy, he was still sticking to the duty credence. It was the academy’s duty to help the people they found along the way. You never knew if the kid you rescued would one day grow up to be a fully-fledged necromancer, like Jakub. 
 
    He put a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Come with me. I’m going back to my instructor, and he’ll know what to do.” 
 
    And he’ll know what the hell this is about, he thought.  
 
    His plan was the best one, for now. Kortho would have a better handle on this, and besides, Jakub was ready to get back to him. The fact was, he was worried about Kortho. The Killeshi had said she would be able to help him, but Jakub didn’t know her and he didn’t want to leave her alone with Kortho for long. 
 
    Wait…the deal! The thought burst into the forefront of his mind. He’d promised to use his necromancy for her in exchange for her helping Kortho, and he couldn’t use necromancy without soul essence. 
 
    He took out his necklace so that it was visible over his shirt, and he rubbed the diamond tattoo of his Soul Harvest glyphline. Focusing on the corpses of the creatures he’d killed, he said the spellword of Essence Grab, and he breathed in. 
 
    Essence left the creatures in waves of blue, like fog, before gathering in his necklace, drawn from the air by the essence compass set inside it. 
 
    Blue light filled the necklace head three quarters full. Was that enough for what the Killeshi girl wanted?  
 
    It’d have to be. 
 
      
 
    *Necromancy Experience Gained!*  
 
    [IIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIII    ] 
 
      
 
    “Come on,” he said to the boy. 
 
    The boy didn’t move. He brought his knees tighter against his chest. 
 
    Jakub offered his hand to the boy and gave him the warmest smile he could manage. He’d been working on becoming more of a smiler lately, after getting a comment from a girl in the academy mess hall about how grumpy he always looked. 
 
    It seemed he still needed practice.  
 
    “No? You don’t trust me?” said Jakub. 
 
    The boy looked at him and blinked. 
 
    Jakub sucked in his cheeks and thought. “We need to get you a way of talking. Can you write?” 
 
    The boy shook his head. 
 
    “It’s okay; it’ll have to be nods for yes, shakes for no. Besides, some artificers sell pencils that transcribe from your thoughts. Come with me, and we’ll find out why you’re out here alone. You must have family, right?” 
 
    The boy shook his head again. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re two peas in a pod, then. What do you say? You want to come with me?” 
 
    The boy shook his head again. Jakub sighed. He didn’t want to leave him here, but he needed to get back to Kortho as soon as he could. Not only that but he still had to follow the death scent of the soldier whose body had gone missing. His window of opportunity for that was almost shut. 
 
    He needed to do something to win his trust. What would have comforted Jakub at that age? What had always made him feel better when he was scared? 
 
    With that thought, Jakub smiled at the boy again. 
 
    “You’re going to like this. Watch.” 
 
    Jakub touched the tattoo of his Death Bind glyphline and said the spellword, and the spectral form of Ludwig formed in front of him. 
 
    The demonic hound saw the boy, and he twisted his jaws in a smile. “Hello again, little friend. Have the monsters gone?” 
 
    The boy grinned so wide that his stub of his tongue showed. He nodded. 
 
    “They’re gone? Great. Then we can go for a walk.” 
 
    Jakub coughed. “Hello, Lud.” 
 
    Ludwig scratched his nose with his paw. “Hi, Jakub. It’s a pleasure to see you again, of course.” 
 
    It was then that the boy did something surprising. He reached out and tried to hug Ludwig. 
 
    Unfortunately, he fell straight through the spectral hound and hit the floor. Jakub helped him up. 
 
    Even so, he was reassured that his idea had worked.  He remembered how much Lud’s mere presence had always made him feel better when he first joined the academy. 
 
    “You can’t touch him,” he said, “but he’s my friend, and he’s your friend now. Hells, he’s everyone’s friend. His name is Ludwig, but you can call him Lud. Will you come with me if Ludwig is here?” 
 
    The boy nodded. He got to his feet, dusted the front of his trousers - which had been cut at the shin so they were almost shorts - and straightened his jumper. 
 
    “Great. One problem solved,” said Jakub. “Now that I’ve used the essence to summon Lud again, I’ll have to follow the death scent right away. I can’t afford to run out.” 
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    When they got back outside, the forest sang with the shrieks, squawks, and roars of the nighttime predators. Figures slunk over rocks, rushed through thornweeds and flapped from tree branches in search of prey, making the place seem more alive at night than it had in the day. 
 
    From his studies, Jakub knew he had nothing to fear from most of the creatures of the night. The owls wouldn’t care he was there; they wanted mice and voles. The split-tooth rats, even though they were as big as dogs, would rather avoid him than take him on. 
 
    When it came to humans, ninety-five percent of the animal kingdom didn’t give a damn. 
 
    That didn’t stop him feeling wary. He fastened his belt tighter around his overcoat and checked that the sheaths on his right and left side were unclasped, so he could draw either his blackened sword or his dagger. 
 
    A clattering sound came from their right, and a shape flew across the sky, almost blended into the black. 
 
    “What was that?” said Ludwig, snapping his head left then right. 
 
    “Calm down, it was a bird. An owl, or something.” 
 
    “I don’t like it. Keep your sword out.” 
 
    “For a demonic hound, you’re pretty jumpy. Even the kid isn’t scared.” 
 
    “It’s a scary world up here. Places for things to hide, lots of shadows, thornweeds.” 
 
    “You come from the Greylands, Lud. The place where the dead walk, with demons running around, and stuff.” 
 
    “Life’s simpler for it. Nowhere to hide in the Greylands. You should come and visit one day, Jakub. See where I live. What do you think?” 
 
    “You know I can’t.” 
 
    “I’ve seen necromancers do it lots of times!” 
 
    “Most of them lose their minds, too. You want me to end up like that?” 
 
    “You spoil all my fun,” said Ludwig. 
 
    Unlike Ludwig, the boy didn’t seem to fear the forest at night. Maybe it was because he was used to it, or perhaps he just had the fearlessness of youth. Either way, it was only Ludwig’s presence that had made him leave the basement. 
 
    Ludwig bounded ahead, sniffing the air for the death scent. Jakub would have preferred to follow the trail with Kortho by his side, but the scent wouldn’t linger for long now before being lost to them. 
 
    He needed to follow the scent to wherever it stopped, and then decide from there. He didn’t want to lose the trail of the solider who might be their only lead to the body of the traitor, nor did he want to be away from Kortho for too long. 
 
    Ludwig darted to the left, beyond a crooked oak tree and toward a patch of thorn bushes. 
 
    “Slow down,” said Jakub. 
 
    “Sorry, but the scent goes this way.” 
 
    “It looks too thick to get through. Are you sure?” 
 
    “Has my nose ever lied?” 
 
    “No, but your mouth has enough times to make up for it. Come on, jug ears, let’s follow your famous nose.” 
 
    Ludwig led them through where the thornweeds were thickest until finally, they came to a path where some of the thorn branches had been hacked. 
 
    “Someone walked through here, but it looks like the bushes grow back over.” 
 
    “This land is different than back home,” said Ludwig. “The Killeshi say it is sentient.” 
 
    “I hope it doesn’t object to me hacking through it again. Lead the way, Lud.” Then he looked at the boy. “Stay close to the path I’m clearing. The thorns will shred you.” 
 
    “He’s undead,” said Ludwig. “I don’t think thorns are a problem.” 
 
    The fact that the boy was undead was another mystery he’d shut away in his mind. It was easy to lose your focus when your questions overwhelmed you, and Jakub couldn’t afford to waste time now.  
 
    The answers wouldn’t come to him; he needed Kortho. Luckily, his academy training had given him the tools to lock those questions away. 
 
    “It’s getting stronger,” said Ludwig. “This way.” 
 
    Being of the Greylands, Ludwig slipped straight through the bushes without them touching him. Jakub had to use his sword to hack his way through. With hardly any time to recover from his earlier fight, the effort made his biceps burn. Not only that, but every few hacks and grunts were accompanied by crashing sounds nearby.  
 
    The logical side of his brain told him that it was owls taking flight, but the fear centre of his mind conjured all manner of hidden dangers. 
 
    Ludwig would tell me if he sensed anything, he reminded himself. 
 
    After cutting a trail through the overgrowth, he finally reached the edge of the thornweeds. He stopped for a second, resting his forearm on his sword hilt. His arms ached so much he could barely lift them. 
 
    “It’s making my nose go crazy,” said Ludwig. “We aren’t far away.” 
 
    “Give me a second,” said Jakub. He looked at the boy. “You okay?” 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    Looks like it’s only me who’s tired, thought Jakub. 
 
    Not wanting to be outdone by a demonic hound and an undead boy, he forced himself to go on. 
 
    They followed Ludwig deeper still into the Killeshi lands, travelling over plains of grass covered in a sheet of nighttime darkness. It was nature everywhere, and too much of it for him. He was used to living in the academy, which was a castle-sized sprawl of stone. He liked having walls on all sides of him, and absence of them, as well as the absence of the other students, made him uneasy. 
 
    That was another thing he hadn’t expected; he’d never gotten on with most of the students, but nobody told him how much he’d miss academy noises when he went on the road for the first time. Field assignments were lonely. 
 
    He was glad to have Ludwig with him. 
 
    When Ludwig finally stopped walking, Jakub’s lungs were glad for that too. 
 
    “It’s here,” said Ludwig. 
 
    Five hundred meters north of them there was a steep hill which spread for miles, blocking most of the horizon. From this side, they were looking at the flattened edge of the hill, which rose so high that Jakub had to crane his neck to look up at the top of it. It was made from either compacted mud or clay, and there was something unnatural about it. 
 
    “This isn’t really a hill,” he said. “Someone made this. It’s more like a wall.” 
 
    “Over there,” said Ludwig, jerking his head right. “See?” 
 
    “Great; there are people patrolling it.” 
 
    His awareness of the figures walking across the top of the man-made hill changed things. He was exposed out there. 
 
    No, that was an illogical thought. His necromancer overcoat was black and it melded perfectly into the night landscape, so they wouldn’t be able to see him from here. 
 
    Below the hilltop patrollers, cut into the sheer edge, was a wooden gate with a guard station by it. The only thing Jakub could think was that this hillside served as a wall, protecting whatever was on the other side. 
 
    “The smell stops not far away,” said Ludwig. “Over the hill, I expect, to whatever is beyond it.” 
 
    Jakub badly wanted to know what was over the hill. At least then, he could go back to Kortho with more information. The problem were the patrollers atop of it; counting the glow of the lamps they carried, there were half a dozen men or women.  
 
    “Whatever is behind that hill is worth protecting, and I expect more people will be waiting beyond the wall. Lud, can you get closer?” 
 
    “You want me to go in there?” said Ludwig. 
 
    “Only for a bit. A few minutes.” 
 
    “Thirty seconds. That’s my last offer.” 
 
    “Two minutes and I’ll take you for the longest walk ever when we get back to the academy. That’s my last offer.” 
 
    “Done,” said Ludwig.  
 
    He swirled his tail in excitement, and Jakub could tell from the grin on his face that the demonic hound thought he’d got the better of him in that deal. The truth was, Jakub loved going for walks with his pal. The longer the better. It was win-win. 
 
    “Get far enough over the hill so that I can see everything, but stay in the shadows. Last thing we need is someone to see you.” 
 
    “That’s unlikely,” said Ludwig. 
 
    “All the same, you never know who’s been in the Greylands and who hasn’t. The academy only employs people who’ve died at least once to guard the watchtowers so they can see if anything from the Greylands approaches. These guys might do something similar.” 
 
    “Fair point, but I’ll see them before they see me. I’ll be careful.” 
 
    “Okay, boy. Go for it. I’ll be out here watching through your eyes, do don’t mess around.” 
 
    “You spoil all my fun.” 
 
    “That’s my job.” 
 
    As Ludwig bounded off, Jakub walked closer to the hill. A further thirty paces was as much as he dared push it, but it gave Ludwig enough boundary freedom to approach it.  
 
    When the hound slipped through the wooden arch doors and slunk passed a guard, Jakub faced the boy. He put his hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “You’re going to see the whites of my eyes now,” Jakub said. “It will look strange, but it’s how I see through Ludwig’s eyes, okay? It’s how our binding works. Just stay down. If anything comes toward us, touch my shoulder, and that will bring me out of it.” 
 
    The boy nodded and then settled onto the grass.  
 
    Jakub joined him, sitting so that the high weeds were above and around him. He closed his eyes now and let his mind float into Ludwig’s, carried by the Death Binding they shared. 
 
      
 
      
 
    17 – Necromancer Renault 
 
    Necromancer Renault was sitting at a table in his artificed tent, adding his name to the bottom of a letter. The text of the letter took up a quarter of the page, and his swirled signature filled the rest. Yours impatiently, Ryden Renault. 
 
    Of course, Ryden wasn’t his real name – his real name was Andrew, but Ryden always sounded better.  
 
    He put the letter to one side and then got back to work, because he had a hell of a lot to do before sundown. He had four books spread out in front of him, a pile of six by his bed, one on his pillow, and at least a dozen more scattered around the rest of his domicile. They were all about death in its various guises, as well as what came after death. It was nice reading. 
 
    He wouldn’t have it any other way, though. Even after thirty years of necromancy he needed to keep studying, like a doctor straining to keep on top of the latest in the medical world. The trouble was, the older you got, the harder your brain had to work to keep up.  
 
    He heard a noise outside, and turned to see the silhouette of a figure standing outside his tent. From their point of view, the tent would look tiny. They’d only see the glow from Ryden’s lamps, and maybe the silhouette of his figure. He loved to invite them in, because it usually blew their little brains to see an artificed tent at work. 
 
    Not tonight, though. Books, books, books – that was all he had time for. 
 
    The person outside the tent coughed. “Mr. Renault?” 
 
    “I’m asleep.” 
 
    “I can see your lamp, Mr. Renault. And you just spoke to me.” 
 
    Ryden unzipped the tent to find Rud, one of the teenage camp louts, standing there. Where most of the people looked on Ryden with mixtures of fear and gratitude – the gratitude part coming from what he did for them in camp – Rud had never showed much emotion around him. It was hard to know what to make of someone whose feelings you couldn’t read. 
 
    “What?” he said, putting sufficient amount of haughtiness into his tone. Being mean to people didn’t come naturally to him, and it never had. It was a talent he’d really had to work on over the years, because it was preferable to the opposite - people bothering you because they thought you were nice. 
 
    “I know Gregor and my mum said not to bother you, but I was hoping you’d help me,” said Rud. 
 
    “I’m up to my arse in books right now. The corpses are ready, so what more is there to do? Even necromancers deserve some time off, you know. It’s your initiation in two days’ time, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s not about my initiation. It’s my dog, Mr. Renault. She got hit by a bolt.” 
 
    “Dead?” 
 
    The boys eyes reddened, his lips trembled., He was fighting with every scrap of strength he had not to cry in front of Ryden. 
 
    Damn it if that didn’t put Ryden on the edge of a tear, too. 
 
    This was why being mean was more preferable. 
 
    He pulled his soul necklace out from under his shirt. It was three-quarts full, which for a necromancer on his level meant a lot; the full resurrection of a person, or around fifty animal resurrections.  
 
    If he didn’t want to bring back humans or critters, he could always conjure another Binded animal from the Greylands. He had a spare summon slot, after all. With his Death Bind glyphline, it was easy for him to keep one of his binded in the world permanently, and still summon two others when he needed. 
 
    Even so, did he want to waste essence on a dead dog? 
 
    Another misjudged look at Rud and his quivering lip made his mind up. 
 
    Damn it to hell. With so much spare essence and a pang in his stomach, there wasn’t much choice. 
 
    He sighed. “Take me to the damn dog.” 
 
    “Thank you Mr. Renault.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me. Thank the hive of wyrms that I killed for their essence. Come on, hurry it up.” 
 
    Rud led the way through camp and toward his dead pooch. Ryden pulled the hood of his robe over his head, even though since everyone in camp knew him, it was a worse disguise than a goblin wearing a goblin mask. At least it made him unapproachable, though. 
 
     Coupled with the mean glare he’d been working on, it had stopped anyone except the boy asking him for favors. Once people knew you were a necromancer, they always wanted something. 
 
    The fact was, everyone had someone or something close to them die, eventually. Their first reaction was always the same – denial. Then, a sense they could change it.  
 
    It just so happened that Ryden was an instrument of that change, but it was wrong to wield his powers like that; death was a balance, and if you took too much, death would work like hell to restore the scales. 
 
    That was why the academy used its soul essence system, and why Ryden carried on doing so even after they parted ways.  
 
    There were other ways of using necromancy, ones that didn’t require essence, but if you resurrected a person without giving their worth in soul essence back, death pursued you in its physical guise. 
 
    Ryden knew from experience that death was a mean, mean bastard. 
 
    So, this was a rare thing; him agreeing to help the boy’s dead pet. Then again, Ryden had always had a thing for dogs. 
 
    “Thank you so much for this,” said Rud, walking around the bonfire in the centre of the hamlet. 
 
    “Let me give you some advice,” said Ryden. “Never show that kind of gratitude to anyone ever again. You know what you just told me? That you’re so far in my debt you’ll do anything I ask. Never beholden yourself to someone like that.” 
 
    “You can’t fool me. You’re not like everyone says,” said Rud. 
 
    “There’s such a thing as speaking your mind too much, you know,” he said, thinking about Clarence, his binded animal. “What do they say about me?” 
 
    “That you’re a piece of shit.” 
 
    “Heh. They might be right.” 
 
    “I’ll owe you one forever for this, Ryden. She’s over here.” 
 
    They went by the latrines and then right, taking an arc beyond the passageway where they stored the corpses. After that, Rud stopped a dozen meters away from the timber stockpile. 
 
    The dog was next to the hill wall. A snow-white snip of a thing, all fur and no teeth. The kind of dog that stared up at you with all-too adoring eyes. The one that he’d seen follow Rud around camp. 
 
    The pang hit Ryden again. He kneeled by the dog and brushed her fur. “What’s her name?” 
 
    “Do you need to know that to bring her back?” 
 
    “I’d just like to hear it.” 
 
    “Chaser,” said Rud. 
 
    “Poor Chaser. It’s a shitty world.” 
 
    Ryden touched the wound where the bolt was driven through her. It had hit her hind quarters, meaning death wouldn’t have come instantly. Poor thing probably dragged herself over to the wall to die alone, because that was what dogs did. They didn’t want their owners to see them at their worst, they didn’t want them to be sad. 
 
    It was a cruel rule of death that said a dog’s soul was worth less than a man’s. The truth was, they were worth much more. 
 
    “Who shot her?” asked Ryden. 
 
    Rud looked on the verge of tears again, but did an excellent job of holding them back. “Everyone on the guard schedule practices with crossbows every morning. They need to start being more careful.” 
 
    “An accident, then.” 
 
    Rud nodded. “Can you bring her back?” 
 
    “This was your best friend, yes?” 
 
    “Mum got her for me when my dad died. She was too busy trying to help with the camp, so I guess there’s not a lot of time left for other people when you’re hunting and stuff.” 
 
    “Little Chaser helped you through that, I suppose. An animal can do that so much better than a person.” 
 
    “It’s too soon for her to go. I mean, I knew it was going to happen someday; she was 12 after all, but I thought I had a few years to try and say goodbye.” 
 
    “Death isn’t to be taken lightly, Rud, I hope you understand that.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “When I bring back your Chaser, I will be using the souls of other dead beings. Some essence in this necklace is human; parts of human souls are in the blend that brings Chaser back.” 
 
    “How did they die?” 
 
    “I visit the hospice for the terminally ill in the Furlough Valley. Some of the poor bastards agree to let me take their souls, and in exchange I promise to set up a séance with them after their passing, so that they can speak to their relatives from beyond. These people, and the animals I take souls from, mix together in my necklace. Do you think Chaser is worth part of a human soul?” 
 
    Rud stared at his pet, his eyes clouded in thought. Finally, he looked at Ryden. “She was kinder than most people I met. She was a good soul, all gentleness, none of the other, bad shit. She would have followed me anywhere.” 
 
    “Then she sounds worthy to me. I’ll bring her back.” 
 
    Rud opened his mouth, probably to say thanks in his enthusiastic way, but stopped. He nodded instead. 
 
    So Ryden set to work, focusing on the dead dog and teasing essence from his soul necklace before sending it outwards. It was a minor spell for him, and it was only seconds before the animal stirred. 
 
    She blinked, looked around. She tried to stand, stumbled, then tried again. When she saw Rud, she let out a bark of delight and leapt up at him. 
 
    Rud opened his arms wide and let her jump into his arms, and he suffered through the dog attacking his face with its tongue. 
 
    “Good girl! Who’s a good girl?” 
 
    Ryden walked away from the boy, eyeing up the bonfire a head. He’d sit a little and speak to Hilda, if she passed by. The old broad always had good stories. Screw the books - it was too nice a night to sit in his tent reading. 
 
    “Wait,” said Rud. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “You’re not as bad as they say,” said Rud. 
 
    “Oh? What else do they say, other than I’m a piece of shit?” 
 
    “You were banished from the Queen’s academy for using forbidden spells.” 
 
    “Forbidden spells? Hardly.” 
 
    “So they were lying?” 
 
    “Not in so much that I left the academy, but I wasn’t banished, and I didn’t use any dark magic. At least, not back then.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I have helped you now, boy. You don’t need to feign curiosity.” 
 
    “I really want to know,” said Rud. 
 
    Ryden composed himself. It wasn’t often that people asked about him; when they learned that he was a necromancer, they usually did one of two things. Either they got away from him as soon as they could, or they asked him for a favor. To hear genuine curiosity about himself was a novelty. 
 
    “In what was to be my last year in the academy,” he said, “though I didn’t know it would be my last then, I finally earned the rank of master. People often say that we necromancers are a gloomy bunch, and I suppose some of us do ham it up with our attire, but I was the opposite. I was the happiest practitioner of the dead you could ever meet. 
 
    I had just earned the master rank, and that was the pinnacle of my professional career. Even better for me was who waited for me at home; Clare, my wife. She was a journeyman alchemist, and together we earned enough gold to have a house outside of the academy grounds, and we had a dog named Shelbert, who’d just given birth to a litter of pups. Eight of them, and we were going to keep them all. 
 
    I was on an assignment when I got the news; it was to be my last assignment, because earning the master rank entitles a person to give up field work and become an instructor, if they wish. I wanted a peaceful, happy life where I didn’t have to travel, and kept regular hours so I could get home to my family. 
 
    It was on my last field assignment that they told me Clare had died. She was working alongside a novice alchemist, and Clare being Clare, she’d allowed the lad to use chemicals far beyond his expertise. The explosion took out half of the alchemist wing in the academy, and I believe they still haven’t gotten the funds to rebuild it, even to this day. 
 
    Another perk of attaining mastery of necromancy was this; each master had the privilege of requesting a full necklace of soul essence in the event of a loved one’s death, and they could use this to resurrect them. 
 
    You see, soul essence is easy to get in small doses. To bring back your Chaser, for example, probably cost the souls of a few wild foxes. Not a like for like exchange, but not enormous. 
 
    But to bring back a person…many souls must account for the resurrection of just one. That is the balance. 
 
    We prepared Clare’s body with goodlight, and I was given permission to perform the resurrection myself. She had suffered damage to her face and she would live with that when we resurrected her, but it didn’t matter; all that mattered was bringing her back. 
 
    Then, I received yet more news. Assassins had infiltrated the Queen’s palace and poisoned the pheasant that her cooks prepared for a grand banquet. Five of the Queen’s brothers, two generals, and half the noblemen of the Red Eye all dead within one feast. You’ve probably heard of the Night of the Poisonous Poultry, as the bards like to call it. 
 
    They told me that I couldn’t have the soul essence for Clare; it was needed elsewhere. They didn’t have to tell me the reason. I knew that the noblemen who clutched their throats at Queen Patience’s table supplied half the wealth of the queendom, and there was no question they would be denied resurrection in the place of a journeywoman alchemist. 
 
    So it was that I left the academy and took my talents elsewhere; to people who could supply me with soul essence, and who would keep their word  - the Baelin. 
 
    This, Rud, is why I find myself here, in your hamlet. Soul essence doesn’t come cheap, and I am still paying its price.” 
 
    “So they didn’t banish you? You left?” 
 
    “They say I was banished to make themselves look better. It sounds much nicer to say they rid the Red Eye Queendom of a rogue  necromancer, than to say they broke a promise to a loyal servant.” 
 
    “The Baelin kept their promise? Is Clare alive?” 
 
    “She’s alive, yes, but we no longer speak. The extent of the damage to her face was too much. Not everyone is glad to be brought back from the dead.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be. We all have enough sorrow of our own to take on anybody else’s.” 
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    His spell sent Jakub into Ludwig’s mind so that he could see through his eyes as he sneaked into the camp.  
 
    The first thing he saw was orange flames all around him. 
 
    “Fireballs?” said Ludwig. When Jakub was in his mind, they could speak through his thoughts. “You know how I feel fireballs and mages.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. Look around for me, please.”  
 
    When Ludwig turned his head left, then right, then left again, and he realized that they were torches affixed to stone walls of the hill 
 
    This was no natural hill. Maybe it had been once, but someone had dug deep into it, carving out a chunk so that the inside could serve as a habitat, while the outside was left intact so the hillside was a natural wall. 
 
    “Walk around the outskirts,” said Jakub. 
 
    “There’s a lot of people here. I don’t like it.” 
 
    “Only people who’ve been to the Greylands can see you. Do you know how unlikely it is that even one person who came back from death is living here?” 
 
    “Not just people, Jakub. Cats, too.” 
 
    That sent a spike of worry through Jakub. Cats were eerily attuned to the Greylands, and could somehow sense when something from the land between life and death was present.  
 
    “Stay away from them. As far back as you can. Turn your head so I can get a better view.” 
 
    Ludwig turned to the left, giving Jakub a full view of a trench dug into the ground. There was a wooden bench above it, and the bench had holes cut into it at even intervals. 
 
    A man with his pants around his ankles was squatting over one hole. He was red-faced and grunting, and seemed to be having a hell of a hard time. He glanced around and looked straight at Ludwig.  
 
    Jakub flinched, then reminded himself where he was. He’s looking at Ludwig, not me. I need to calm down. 
 
    The man looked away not a second later, and Jakub told himself to keep his nerve. He knew that normal people couldn’t see Ludwig, and of those who could see him, only a rare few could ever harm him. That didn’t stop him being anxious. 
 
    “Woah, look to the right please,” said Jakub. “I’m not going to be able to forget that for a while.” 
 
    Ludwig turned his head and brought the main area of the camp into view. The area of the hill that had been dug out was larger than he thought, with two dozen tents on one side, and piles of wood, metal, weapons and armor on the other.   
 
    Across from the pile of armor and weapons was a bonfire with four around it. Three men were sitting on one, five women took another, the third was empty, and the forth was occupied by a man wearing dark robes. The man in the robes was staring into the flames, lost in thought, ignoring everyone else around him. 
 
    It was more of a hamlet than a camp. As strange as it was for a bunch of non-Killeshi people to live here, he guessed they’d picked as good a place as any. The hills formed natural walls around them, and even the Killeshi weren’t crazy enough to attack a guarded hamlet on the higher ground. 
 
    “This isn’t just a camp,” said Ludwig. “They live here.” 
 
    “Do you see any sign of the soldier’s body?” 
 
    “I can smell it, but I can’t see it.” 
 
    “Damn it. I need you to have a look around. If it’s here, I need you to see it.” 
 
    “What then?”  
 
    “I’ll figure it out. Just explore.” 
 
    “But the cats,” said Ludwig. “I’m pushing my luck as it is.” 
 
    “Move a few paces to the left, and don’t look at the latrines again, gods. Part of me wants to know that the guy managed to relive himself without his head exploding, but I don’t wanna see it.” 
 
    Ludwig moved to his left as requested, giving Jakub a better view of the bonfire.  
 
    “Good. See the guys over at the bonfire? Try and listen into their conversation.” 
 
    The sounds of the general area dimmed as Ludwig concentrated, and the noises near the bonfire intensified. Jakub heard the crackle of the fire licking over the wood. The women sitting on their log giggled, while the three teenage boys appeared to be in serious conversation. 
 
    “Listen to the lads,” said Jakub. 
 
    Ludwig concentrate his hearing further, and Jakub heard voices speak clearly. 
 
    “Gregor says we’re short of hands,” said one teen. “He’s thinking of going to Pendle and recruiting.” 
 
    “Who’d want to work here? The pay is shit and the hours are insane. As soon as I’m of age, I’m leaving.” 
 
    “He’ll take anyone, I think. Vagrants, thieves, deserters. Anyone who can work.” 
 
    One teen cast a look across the bonfire at the robed man. He spoke in a hushed voice. “No wonder we’re looking for anyone we can get. People won’t want to come here when they realize what’s going on.” 
 
    “Will you stop with that?” 
 
    “Five people missing, Henry.” 
 
    “Three people killed by the Killeshi, who took their bodies. Two stole a goat and ran. That’s not going missing.” 
 
    “You’re seriously telling me that Yurik, Olly and Fearnhope would get themselves killed by a bunch of spear dancers? And that Henrietta and her brother would steal, when they’ve lived here all their lives? It’s him. I’m telling you. They brought a body back for him last night.” 
 
    “Yeah? Well that’s his line of work, after all…” 
 
    “I know, but it’s still strange.” 
 
    Jakub tried to take in what he was seeing. This was a community of sorts, that was becoming clear, and it was made up from families who’d lived here a while, as well as newcomers.  
 
    That was fine, but what about the robed man? Was there any truth to the disappearances the teen talked about? 
 
    Either way, someone from this community had brought the soldier’s body here for the robed man. 
 
    Jakub was distracted from further thought when an older man joined the bonfire, sitting beside the robed figure. He had a wispy beard that looked soft enough to tear away from his face with a gust of wind. 
 
    “Concentrate on those two now,” Jakub told Ludwig. 
 
    The hound turned his head, and fresh voices drifted over from the fire, competing with the crackle and hiss of the flames. 
 
    “It isn’t him,” said the old man.  
 
    The robed figure nodded. “I know.” 
 
    The accent sent a jolt of recognition in Jakub. Not his voice, but more the general sound of it. 
 
    “This guy is from the capital,” said Jakub. “I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “You all sound the same to me,” said Ludwig. 
 
    “We went to a lot of trouble to get him for you,” said the man. “Anyone could have come back to the outpost. Imagine if any soldiers had been left? If they’d seen us there? The queen treasures her outpost, and if word got back to her that we were implicated…” 
 
    “You didn’t massacre the men, did you? They were already dead.” 
 
    “That’s as maybe, but the bastard caught holding stolen goods still looks as guilty as they fella who stole them in the first place. So, if the soldier isn’t him…” 
 
    “He can lead us to him, you idiot. Do you think I send you out on errands for the sake of it?” 
 
    From the way the old man was biting his top lip and furrowing of his brow, he was holding back anger. “I think you’ll send me to do anything that takes your fancy. You know I’m your puppet until you do what you said you would. You folks…thinkin’ you’re special ‘cause you was born into a family rich enough to shit gold. Gettin’ that fancy education, learning stuff that we never had the chance to.” 
 
    The robed man silenced him with a stare. Jakub could only see the back of the robed man’s head now, but if the old man’s expression reflected what his face looked like, then it was one to fear. 
 
    “My education means nothing,” he said, “and my family were poorer than yours. This here would have been luxury to me, you ignorant old prick. Life’s what you make of it. I said I would help you, and I will. I understand the importance of this for you.” 
 
    “I can’t sleep knowing where she is.” 
 
    “They Greylands aren’t as bad as they say. Trust me. Continue to lend me your resources to find him, and I’ll reward you.” 
 
    The old man scratched his wispy beard. “You’ll take him back to the Baelin, won’t you?” 
 
    “Is the fight of the Red Eye Queendom and the Baelin really anything to do with you?” 
 
    “Well, we live in Red Eye lands, don’t we? Even if the Killeshi say this place is theirs.” 
 
    “What does the Queen do for you?” 
 
    The old man scratched his beard harder, but said nothing. 
 
    “The answer is that she doesn’t lift a finger. Isn’t that right? What would it matter to you if we take this man’s body back to the Baelin? He sold himself to them when he deserted from the army and sailed to their lands. What becomes of him in death won’t matter to your way of life. The only thing you need to remember is this; help me find the body, and I will bring your wife back for you. That’s on top of everything else I’ve done – the initiations, the feast. I think I’ve proven my worth.” 
 
    Bring your wife back for you. 
 
     Jakub let the words bounce around in his head. 
 
    This man was a necromancer. So, was he from the academy? 
 
    No time to think. The old man left the bonfire now and ambled back across the hamlet and to the tents on the east side. 
 
    Alone, the robed man stood up from his log. He turned until he was looking in Ludwig’s direction. 
 
    He wasn’t just looking in his direction; he was staring straight at him. 
 
    If Jakub wasn’t disembodied at that moment, he was sure a shard of cold would have seeped through him. At that moment he realized two things. 
 
    One, it was certain this man was a necromancer, because he could see Ludwig. There was no doubt from the strength of his stare. 
 
    Two, now that the flames of the fire illuminated his robes better, revealing the outline of the academy emblem woven into the fabric, though the emblem itself had been torn off. 
 
    The robed man walked in Ludwig’s direction. 
 
    “You need to fade,” said Jakub. 
 
    Ludwig retreated back a few paces so that he was further in the shadows. Across the way, the robed man stopped walking. He turned to face the teens on the log across the bonfire. 
 
    “Get half a dozen men armed,” said the necromancer. “Guard the entrance. Send another half dozen into the fields and scout for ten circular yards. Do it now.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” said one teen. 
 
    “We have a spy.” 
 
    “He knows you’re here, Lud. You need to fade. Go back into the Greylands, you’ll be safe there.” 
 
    “Not with you in my head. You know what would happen if I faded with you still in my head.” 
 
    “You’re right. Let him get closer, I need to see his face so I can describe him to Kortho.” 
 
    “He’s building a spell in his mind,” said Ludwig. “I can feel it.” 
 
    “Concentrate on his face, Lud. A second longer…” 
 
    The robed man mumbled something. Smelling through his hound’s more sensitive nose, Jakub caught the whiff of mana building up, even from across the way. Whatever spell the necromancer was building, it was aimed at Ludwig. 
 
    “Time to fade. I’ll call on you when it’s safe,” said Jakub. 
 
    As flares of red and white light built around the necromancer, Jakub spoke his word of revocation. 
 
    In an instant, he found himself back in the fields, back in his own body and sitting on the grass. 
 
    The undead boy was gone, and now there was activity from a hundred meters away, over at the opening in the hill walls, where a group of figures were emerging. 
 
    “Kid,” said Jakub, as quietly as he could.  
 
    There was no answer. 
 
    “Kid! Now’s not the time to go running off on me.” 
 
    The boy appeared in front of him. He hadn’t stepped out of hiding or from the shadows; he’d blinked into existence.   
 
    “Where were you?” 
 
    The boy stared back at him. He opened his lips an inch and tried to talk, but without a full tongue, he could only make a groaning sound. His expression was pained. 
 
    Something was clearly wrong, but Jakub heard shouting from behind him, and he knew he didn’t have time to try and communicate with the boy. 
 
    He wanted to get as far from here as possible, but there was something to do first. 
 
    Touching his thumb tattoo, he brought up his map of the Killeshi lands. The map spun in cobwebbed, neon light in front of him, but there was no danger of the patrollers seeing it, since the map existed only in his mind. 
 
    He marked the location of the wall on his map, and then he kneeled beside the boy. “Ludwig had to go away for a while, but I have another friend you need to meet. His name is Kortho, and you’ll like him. Okay?” 
 
    He revoked the Summon Binded spell, and Ludwig faded, leaving Jakub and the boy alone. 
 
    “Time to go back the way we came,” he said. 
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    Their walk back gave him time to reflect on what he’d seen. Not that there was much he could work out, but he had to try. 
 
    First, who were the people living in the hill? They hadn’t been Killeshi, but they had been trying to live on Killeshi lands without being noticed. Or at least, with the defence of giant walls.  
 
    It wasn’t the people who had bothered him most, though. It was the necromancer, and there was no doubt that’s what the man had been. Only two kinds of people could have seen Ludwig; someone who had died and had been to the Greylands and been brought back, or someone steeped in the magic of death. A brief visit to the Greylands was a requirement for every trainee necromancer, so that he could see meet his first binded creature. 
 
    Given the conversation he’d heard the necromancer and the old man having, there could be no doubt what he was. That was the worrying thing; the necromancer had told the old man he wanted to recover a body for the Baelin. There could be only one body he was talking about. 
 
    “So, we have a man in an academy robes trying to hunt a body,” said Jakob. The boy looked at him. “I’m thinking aloud. Helps me work through things, rather than bottling them up. You mind if I talk at you?” 
 
    The boy shook his head. He walked with his arms around his own chest, hugging himself. He hadn’t been the same since they’d left the hill, and Jakub couldn’t work out why. He wished the boy would tell him. 
 
    Right now, he had too much on his mind to worry. 
 
    “The academy sent us to recover Harry Helmund’s body. They wouldn’t have sent someone else, not without telling Kortho. What would be the point? So maybe this guy isn’t part of the academy. Maybe…” 
 
    The thought hit him with the force of a warhammer to the chest. Kortho’s words flooded back to him in a tidal rush, the consequences of them thudding in his skull. 
 
    The banished necromancer. Students at the academy gossiped about a man the academy had expelled because of his use of banned necromancy. 
 
    This was him. It had to be. 
 
    So now, Jakub had a master necromancer known for his penchant for dark magic competing with him to find the traitor’s body so he could give it back to the Baelin. 
 
    Jakub had never needed Kortho’s help more.  
 
    “Let’s pick up our pace,” he told the boy. 
 
    By the time he followed his map beyond the outpost and to where the Killeshi woman had marked her hut, he was no closer to the answer, and he gave up thinking about it. 
 
    When her hut loomed into view, he was happy that he’d soon see Kortho again. 
 
    Kortho might know why the necromancer was so set on finding the traitor’s body, and how he and Jakub could beat him to it.  
 
    Even if he didn’t, Jakub just wanted to see his friend again. Being so close to getting back to him, he pictured the wyrm thorn buried in his chest, and his own chest filled with worry. 
 
    The hut was fifty meters away. It was made from wood, with a slanted roof covered in vines and leaves. Without a marking on his map, it was so well blended into the Killeshi terrain that he could have walked right by it. 
 
    As he and the boy neared it, the hut door opened and the silhouette of the Killeshi woman appeared in the doorway. 
 
    Jakub couldn’t contain himself now, and he picked up his pace.  
 
    “Is Kortho any better? Could you do anything about the thorn? If we can get him to a doctor, we can-” 
 
    The woman shook her head. “I am sorry. Your friend has died.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    20 – Necromancer Renault 
 
    Ryden opened the portal to the Greylands in his own artificed tent so that none of the other inhabitants saw it. It wasn’t that they didn’t know he was a necromancer; why should he hide it? That was the whole reason they wanted him here in the first place. 
 
    No, it was because of the things a man might see in the Greylands. A person had to build up their tolerance to the Greylands before they could stare into it, and eventually that tolerance would grow into the ability  to actually enter the land between life and death as a mortal. 
 
    For today, he needed to commune with one of his binded creatures. He had three, and he had recently earned the summon slot for a forth. 
 
    A face appeared in the portal in the ground, a visage of cracked, red skin poking through the swirl of light. 
 
    This was Clarence, Ryden’s first binded creature, and the only one he considered to be a mistake.  
 
    Things had been great when Ryden had first been bound to him at the academy, but boy and demon soon learned that their personalities weren’t compatible. 
 
    It wasn’t because Clarence was a demon; demons in the Greylands weren’t always evil, or even bad. 
 
    It was more that Clarence used to bully Ryden when he was a child. Whenever Ryden summoned him for comfort, all he’d get were insults designed to bore into his psyche, and this carried on for years until Ryden got older enough that words didn’t hurt him anymore. 
 
    It was his experience with Clarence that made him decide to never bind to a demon again. His other binded would be something else, and he’d take their tongues. They couldn’t talk back to him if they couldn’t talk. He let them cast their thoughts out as words, but it was easy for him to block these. 
 
    Whenever he saw Clarence and his red skin, his stupid little goatee beard, and the gold-rimmed spectacles he wore even though his eyesight was fine, Ryden got a horrible tension in his shoulders. 
 
    Sure, the tension could actually have been a pain from an injury he’d gotten as a child, the injury that made him drop from assassin training, but he preferred to blame it on how much Clarence pissed him off. 
 
    “Hello, Andrew,” said Clarence, with a nod. 
 
    “It’s Ryden, as you know. You are my binded animal, and you will address me properly.” 
 
    “According to the rules of the Greylands,” said Clarence, “Properly means addressing one’s master by their given name. Which in your case, though you try to hide it, is Andrew.” 
 
    “You’ve been researching this, haven’t you?” 
 
    “You’re aren’t the only one who can read, Andrew.” 
 
    It was a battle they’d had dozens of times, and he didn’t have the energy to fight it again tonight. He wished it was possible to cut a binding. 
 
    “Fine. Call me whatever you want if it makes you feel better. I’ll suffer through it here on the surface. You know, where it’s not grey and dark and everything isn’t dead. In the meantime, I need you to find some information for me.” 
 
    “It would be an absolute pleasure to attend to your every whim. What do you need?” 
 
    “There’s another necromancer here. I saw his binded animal spying on the camp. It was a wolf, or maybe a large dog. Can you find it?” 
 
    Clarence sighed. “Do you know how enormous the Greylands are? Time folds on itself once, twice, eight times. A mile on the surface is eight down here. You expect me to search it all?” 
 
    “Go and get Kiefe,” said Ryden. “He can help you.” 
 
    “And Zack?” 
 
    “I have Zack doing something else.” 
 
    Clarence nodded. “We will search, but do not hold out hope.” 
 
    “Believe me, Clarence, I put little hope in you. You’re my back-up; I have other ways of finding him.” 
 
    “What do you want us to do when we find this binded?” 
 
    “Tell me you’ve found it, and I’ll take it from there. I need to find out more about our visitor so that he doesn’t mess everything up for us. The only reason another necromancer would be here is to recover Helmund’s body, though if they’re from the academy, I suspect they don’t know why it’s so valuable.” 
 
    “I suppose I should go and start my wild goose chase,” said Clarence. 
 
    “I suppose you should.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “Oh. There was one other thing,” said Clarence. 
 
    “What is it, you miserable waste of essence?” 
 
    “The demons have been excited. Lots of rumors going around. Apparently, a necromancer has died in the Killeshi lands, and he is now somewhere in the Greylands.” 
 
    This got Ryden’s attention. “Why didn’t you tell me before?” 
 
    “It is a rumor.” 
 
    Yeah, and you like the idea of holding back information as long as possible. As a binded demon, Clarence couldn’t directly disobey Ryden, but he could be creative with the things he knew. Most times, Ryden had to ask the demon careful questions to make sure he got all the information he needed. 
 
    Clarence’s attitude usually annoyed him, but he didn’t care now. Not with this information. This could change everything. 
 
    “Do they know who the necromancer is?” 
 
    “Rumors say its Kortho Carlisle.” 
 
    He felt like an avalanche of snow had fallen on his shoulders, freezing him. 
 
    “No. They wouldn’t send him here.” 
 
    “That’s what they say; I’m only repeating their gossip. Could this binded wolf be Kortho’s creature?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Kortho has a demonic stag, and they hate each other. Me and you are best friends in comparison. The hound doesn’t belong to Kortho.” 
 
    “Then perhaps the rumors are wrong.” 
 
    “Maybe, but it’s worth pursuing. This is the best thing I’ve heard in weeks. If this is Kortho, and he’s really dead, and we can get to him…Clarence, you and Kiefe forget about the binded wolf. Keep your ears open and report if you find it, but I want you to concentrate on this rumor. If Kortho is in the Greylands, I want you to find him.” 
 
    “I will tell Kiefe the good news.” 
 
    “I’ll look for Kortho up top. If he died around here, then his body will be here somewhere. I’m going to search this area – all the hundreds of miles of it - until I find it. Make sure that neither Kortho, this other necromancer, or his binded are safe in the Greylands. The minute one of them is found, attack, subdue, and then find me.” 
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    Some words have the power of bursting through the logical part of a person’s mind and pulverizing otherwise stable synapses and brain paths.  
 
    For Jakub, the words ‘I am sorry. Your friend has died’ ripped his mind apart. 
 
    There was no pretense of a lake of calm, no rationality to be found, he was gone, lost to his primal instincts. 
 
    These instincts pushed him past the woman and carried him into her hut, where he found Kortho laid out on a table in the centre of the only room. 
 
    “No. This can’t be right.” 
 
    His mentor’s skin was blackened from the venom inside him, a sight only beaten in horror by the thorn protruding from him, covered in yellow liguana blood. His slit eyes were open a centimeter, and his tongue hung from his mouth, stuck fast against his skin. 
 
    Smells hit Jacob; poison, blood, defecation. Death was never pretty no matter how peaceful or how violent its form, and studying corpses in the academy was different to seeing his mentor like this. The aromas made want to vomit. 
 
    He lost feeling in his legs, and he fell to his left. As he crashed toward a wooden counter piled high with pans and pots, arms caught him and steadied him, and then gently pushed him to the floor. 
 
    He sat with his back against the counter. The woman was kneeling beside him but his eyes were out of focus, and she was hazy. His thoughts rushed at him, and they seeped from his brain until they welled deep in his chest. 
 
    “Breathe,” said the woman in a tender voice. 
 
    She touched his shoulder but he only knew that because he saw it; he was too numb to feel anything. 
 
    “Your skin is cold,” she said. “That’s a bad omen.” 
 
    Jakub couldn’t find the words to respond, but he knew staying in this state wouldn’t help. 
 
    Instructor Irvine and his mental lessons spoke in Jacob’s head but they were echoes at first. As he forced himself to listen he remembered the words and the techniques they imparted on him, and with every ounce of will he made his thoughts slow enough to say two words. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    She moved away from him and approached the table and stood over Kortho’s body. She picked up two glass bottles full of a black, syrupy substance. 
 
    “I drained as much of the poison as I could. A warrior or barbarian could have fought the poison for longer, but someone his size…” 
 
    Jakub forced himself to stand. He noticed the boy now, who was standing as far away from Kortho as possible with his back pressed hard against the hut door as though he wanted to somehow pass through it and into the night. 
 
    “I thought you’d slowed the venom?” said Jakub. 
 
    “I’m no doctor. Even with a mother wyrm, a person can usually last days. He must have had an allergy to it, some condition that sped up the venom.” 
 
    He forced himself to approach his mentor’s body. He felt sick. Not just nauseous, but a gut wrenching sickness. If it hadn’t been hours since he’d last ate, he would have coughed his stomach onto the hut floor. 
 
    His instinct was to put a finger to Kortho’s throat and hope to feel the rhythm of his heart, but he’d been around enough cadavers to know what death looked like. It was too early for rot to set in yet, but the specter of death was heavy in the room regardless. His attuning to the essence made him feel that. 
 
    With that thought came another, one that had been drilled into him again and again in the academy. He pictured instructor Irvine saying it to him. 
 
    “In the field, when you come across fresh death, always drain the essence from it. Never miss a chance for essence. Don’t think of it as leeching from the dead; think of it as letting the dead give service to the living, even when they have passed.” 
 
    The idea wrenched his gut, that he’d draw from Kortho as if he were a mother wyrm or a creature from a gloomy outpost basement. 
 
    “Necromancy is supposed to have its perks, isn’t it?” said the woman. 
 
    “I’m levels away from that kind of resurrection spell. I couldn’t even perform a temporary resurrection on him.” 
 
    “Alafar unto e’ niyten,” she said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Let his soul carry him to endless sleep.” 
 
    It must have been a Killeshi phrase, and it sounded all too final. Jakub wasn’t ready to admit Kortho was gone. 
 
    He paced away from his body, running his hands through his hair. “I need to think.” 
 
    The boy moved away from the doorway now, and he walked past Jakub and stood beside Kortho’s body. He was so small his head only peaked over the table. 
 
    “Who’s the boy?” said the woman. 
 
    “I don’t know yet. I just met him.” 
 
    “Won’t his parents be looking for him?” 
 
    “Hells, I didn’t kidnap him. He was alone.” 
 
    He couldn’t think about the boy now. All he could focus on was Kortho. 
 
    Jakub fought the urge to summon Ludwig. He needed a friend with him now, but he couldn’t spare the essence.  
 
    Not only that, but he couldn’t break the news like this. Ludwig’s bond with Kortho was as deep as the one he shared with Jakub, and this would leave him distraught. 
 
    There was the chance that the two would meet in the Greylands, of course. When a person died, they passed into the land of in-between while their resurrection window was open. But the Greylands were vast, and the spirits down there passed like specters, barely regarding each other most of the time. It would be a disaster for Ludwig to find out that way, but it was such a remote chance that it wasn’t worth thinking about. 
 
    Ludwig would have to wait. If he could think this through, maybe there was a way to fix it. There had to be. 
 
    “I can pull the thorn out now,” said the woman. “If you want to take his body back to your lands.” 
 
    “My head is throbbing. I don’t want to think about the specifics.” 
 
    “If we wait too long the venom will bind the thorn to him and close his skin around it. I am sure his family will not want to see him like this.” 
 
    “I can’t think about pulling that thing from his body.” 
 
    “These are things you will have to think about,” she said. 
 
    “Well, not yet.” 
 
    “He was special to you, this liguana?” 
 
    He felt too hot now. “I need air.” 
 
    “I have something better,” she said. 
 
    For the next few seconds she opened jars, moved pans, opened boxes. The kitchen filled with the scent of herbs, but even if Jakub had any herbology skills, he’d have been too dazed to pick out what the smells were. When she finished, she handed him a cup filled with a brown drink. 
 
    “Here. For the throbbing in your head.” 
 
    “Thanks, but it’s not that sort of thing. It’s not a headache…” 
 
    “I know. I understand what it is. This will help.” 
 
    Jakub eyed the mixture warily. The academy prepared its students well for field work, and poisonology was an aspect of that. It usually applied to rogues and assassins who played the game of spies, but there was no telling when someone might try to kill a member of the academy. 
 
    “I’m okay,” he said, “but thank you.” 
 
    She sipped from the cup, swallowed, then handed it back to him. “Don’t be so distrustful. This will take the edge off your thoughts. Because you need to think now, don’t you, necromancer?” 
 
    He thought about taking it from her. It would be good to calm his mind. In the end, his distrust won out. “Really, thank you, but I’m okay.” 
 
    She shrugged and then drank the rest of the glass. “Suit yourself.” 
 
    The fact was, he didn’t want to use herbs to remove the feelings from his mind. He needed to remember these emotions and use them as fire. Until the resurrection window closed, Kortho wasn’t dead. 
 
    His pulse had stopped, his brain had ceased functioning, but to a necromancer, a man wasn’t dead until you put him in the ground. 
 
    So how could he bring Kortho back?  
 
    First, there was no chance he could perform the resurrection himself. A novice could bring back small creatures from the dead, but resurrecting a complex being like Kortho was beyond him. It was the spell of mastery, and Jakub was so many ranks away from achieving it that it was completely beyond reach. 
 
    He needed a necromancy master, and the only others he knew were back in the academy.  
 
    “What’s the resurrection window for a person?” he said, pacing as he turned the question over. “Two days for a man, a week more if you douse him in goodlight. What about a liguana? Come on….I know this…” 
 
    If this were a written exam like the ones he’d done to graduate in the academy, he’d have guessed thirty hours. Not quite the same bracket of opportunity as for a man, but more than a smaller creature. 
 
    This wasn’t a test, and there was no room for guessing. This was his instructor, and not just that, his friend. He wanted the next time he went to Kortho’s house in Racken Hills to be for Summer Solstice and to see his wife Wersini under happier circumstances, not to deliver the worst news possible. 
 
    “Can’t you summon your academy friends out here? I’m sure the Queen will pay for the finest mana-powered carriages. No expense spared for the academy, right? But not a second of thought for areas like this. You leave the Killeshi here to rot,” said the woman. 
 
    “We travelled here on a trader’s cart. We spent eight hours nestled between crates of cabbages and turnips, and we camped outside at night when he stopped. You’re crazy if you think our pockets are full of gold.” 
 
    “Hit a nerve, have I?” 
 
    “If you’ve got a problem with the wheel, don’t blame its cogs,” said Jakub. 
 
    “I’m sure a click of your fingers will see a dozen necromancers here with their big black coats flapping and their balls weighing heavy in their trousers.” 
 
    “Balls weighing heavy?” said Jakub, then shook his head. “What? Whatever. It’s not an option. It’d take a couple of days to get a message back to the academy, and then five and a half days for someone to get here even if they left right away.” 
 
    “Unless you took your friend to the academy yourself.” 
 
    “The trader is picking us up on the return journey of his route in a few days’ time. Even then, add on 5 days for the journey. It’ll be too late.” 
 
    “Hire another wagon,” said the woman. “Lingmell town is twenty miles south. It’s not affiliated to the queendom, but it’s not a Killeshi town either.” 
 
    Jakub perked up at hearing this. He knew a place called Pendle was forty-odd miles south, but didn’t know there was a town closer than that. “They have any necromancers in Lingmell town?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Damn it. All of this for a traitor’s corpse.” 
 
    Then it hit him. The inquisitor. Kortho had told him that the Queen’s inquisitors were sending an agent to meet them here, even though Kortho hadn’t intended to resurrect the traitor until they got back to the academy. 
 
    The inquisitor would have a wagon of his own, or at least the funds to hire one that could leave straight away. That might give them enough time if they found one that was quick enough – they said that mana-fueled carriages could cover two hundred miles a day, didn’t they? It was a matter of waiting it out until the inquisitor arrived, and then meeting him at the outpost. 
 
    The problem there was the window of resurrection. Without him doing something, it would close before the inquisitor got here. For that, he was going to need the woman’s help, because he didn’t know the area. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t ask your name.” 
 
    “You did, and I refused to give it.” 
 
    “Look, I was trying to be nice.” 
 
    “Nice words aren’t the way to my good side. I’m Morrigan.” 
 
    “After the constellation?” 
 
    “After the Killeshi deity. The constellation was named after that. Don’t tell me that you’re an astronomer as well as a necromancer.” 
 
    “They put me in a private dorm sometimes,” he said, neglecting to tell her it was usually in the days after his nightmare episodes. “It looked out onto two things; the pile of shit that the farm hands heaped from the academy horses, and the sky. I tried looking at the pile of crap at nights, but you can guess what I found more pleasant.” 
 
    “A romantic as well, eh? Can we pause this conversation while I vomit?” 
 
    Jakub tried to rise above her attitude. “It’s …maybe not good to meet you, Morrigan, but it’s fortunate. I’m Jakub.” 
 
    “I know; you and your mentor introduced yourselves after ruining my wyrm hunt. You need my help, Jakub, don’t you?” 
 
    “We can help each other. You said you needed me to use my essence for something?” 
 
    “That was my price for bringing your friend here and trying to help him. I did that – I tried. You can’t broker new lines of credit by offering to pay the old ones.” 
 
    “You don’t talk like I imagined a Killeshi would.” 
 
    “And you’re not like the necromancers they talk about in bard tales, are you? A Killeshi I might be, but a branding doesn’t count for much when you’re banished.” 
 
    “Banished?” 
 
    “Tell me what you need,” said Morrigan, ignoring his question. “We’ll see how it changes the price.” 
 
    “Do you have a paper and pencil?” 
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    He wrote the recipe for goodlight on the paper, breaking it into its component parts.  
 
    While he wrote, Morrigan looked after the boy with a care he hadn’t expected from her. There was only one bed in her hut, since she lived alone, and this was a single-sized bed set on four supports that looked ready to snap. 
 
    She drew back the covers. “Get in,” she told the boy. “You need some sleep, child. You look exhausted.” 
 
    The boy climbed in without speaking a word. She ruffled his hair. “Close your eyes. The monsters of the night come for tired boys.” 
 
    The boy’s eyes opened wide, and he looked to Jakub as if to say is she right? 
 
    “You’re scaring him,” said Jakub. “I don’t know where he’s come from, but he looks like he’s seen enough to scare him as it is.” 
 
    “I used to love it when my mother told me about the night monsters.” 
 
    “Not all children are like you.” 
 
    She shrugged. “How about I get my spider collection for you?” said Morrigan. “Some of them are as big as my hands,” she said, holding up her hand and wriggling her fingers. 
 
    The boy shrank back further. 
 
    “Don’t worry, they’re not alive…” said Morrigan. 
 
    “This whole idea of comforting someone is alien to you, isn’t it?” 
 
    She huffed. “Then what do I say to the boy?” 
 
    “If you have to say anything at all, then say something nice.” 
 
    “Would you….” She paused then, as if searching her brains for something nice to say. “Would you like something to eat?” 
 
    The boy shook his head. 
 
    “Anything to drink?” 
 
    Another shake. 
 
    “Then sleep well, and try to ignore us. We’ll be here while you sleep, okay?” 
 
    She went to move, when the boy grabbed her and pulled her close to him. He seemed to have grown comfortable with her in a way he hadn’t with Jakub. Given her talk of night monsters and spiders, Jakub couldn’t believe it. 
 
    “I rescued the kid from a basement, and you threaten him with nocturnal predators, and you’re the one he likes. Huh.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Morrigan said, focusing on the boy. 
 
    The boy clung to her arm. 
 
    “You need to sleep. Come on. We aren’t going anywhere.” 
 
    He shook his head wildly and tried to climb out of bed. 
 
    Jakub looked at the boy. He looked at his eyes, all dark and wide. He watched the way the boy glanced to the window, at the darkness outside, and then at the bed, and he noticed the dark rings under his eyes. He thought he understood. 
 
    “The boy has nightmares,” he said. “He doesn’t want to sleep, and he probably doesn’t need it either, being undead.” 
 
    “I thought you just met him? How would you know he has nightmares?” 
 
    “Trust me. He’s exhausted, but he doesn’t want to sleep, and the nightmares are why.” 
 
    “I’ve got something for that,” said Morrigan. 
 
    She fumbled in a wooden chest on the other side of the hut, before returning with an object that seemed a curious mix of sticks, wire, and different colored gemstones. It looked like something you’d find hidden on a shelf in a junk trader’s shop. 
 
    She removed a painting from the wall beside the bed - this a painting of a creature like the one she had tied up outside her hut - and hung the strange object on it. 
 
    “This drains the nightmares as soon as they enter your head, and it stores them there all night so you don’t have to watch them. I’ll toss them out in the morning, okay?” 
 
    The boy looked passed her and at Jakub, who shrugged. “Don’t ask me, kid. First time I’ve ever seen something like that.” 
 
    Morrigan glared at him, and then raised her eyebrows. “Now who isn’t being comforting?” 
 
    “I’m playing with you,” said Jakub. “It works like magic.” 
 
    The boy smiled for the first time since Jakub had met him, but the smile was clearly for Morrigan. The woman returned the smile, and Jakub was amazed to see how well she’d done in bonding with him, given how awful she’d been minutes earlier. 
 
    With the boy in bed, Jakub decided it was time to find out where he had come from. 
 
    He cast Last Rites on the boy, but no sooner had Jakub sent essence over to him, then it rebounded into his necklace. He tried again and got the same effect. 
 
    Weird; he knew from his studies that the spell worked on the undead as well as the newly-dead. This just got stranger and stranger. 
 
    Putting that to one side, Jakub finished his list. He was no herbiologist, but necromancer students needed to know some alchemy. Not much, but enough to be able to find the things they needed for certain potions, and then how to mix them together. 
 
    The problem was, although he could waltz through his mind palace and find the recipe he needed, that didn’t mean he knew where the ingredients grew around here. 
 
    He handed the list to Morrigan. She chewed her lip as she scanned each item. Her eyes, now fully green as her mana had regenerated, cast a glow back on the paper.  
 
    The one thing Jakub hadn’t expected while watching Morrigan was that he’d find her beautiful. Maybe not in the same way he’d  thought about Abbie Marth, but in a more primal way. 
 
    Morrigan had a way about her that was magnetic, so much so that all she had to do was read a list while chewing her plump lips, and he couldn’t stop looking. 
 
    “Your handwriting is awful. Read it out to me.” 
 
    He took the list back off her. He’d written the list in the style taught by the academy – clear, block letters. There were no slanty flourishes, no places were letters intermingled. 
 
    He suspected that she couldn’t read, but he didn’t want to point that out. 
 
    “My handwriting can be hard to read,” he said. “The instructors always told me that.” He glanced at her now to see her reaction. If she appreciated him playing along, she didn’t show it. 
 
    “Yeah, you really should sort that out. Tell me what we need again?” 
 
    “This is so I can make something called goodlight. Have you heard of it?” 
 
    She nodded. “Of course.” 
 
    “We use it to keep the soul essence in bodies for longer so that the resurrection window stays open. We usually get three or four days more time, but it depends on the quality of the ingredients, and the skill of the person making the potion. It’s easy to make once you get the ingredients, but the tricky part is finding them. All I need is for you to mark where they grow on my map.” 
 
    “Tell me what you need, and we’ll talk price.” 
 
    “I need some blue basil…” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Autumn bark…” 
 
    “Got you.” 
 
    “Peace dill seed…” 
 
    “Easy.” 
 
    “And some orragrass.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Jakub looked up at her, staring into her eyes first. The green glinted back at him like torchlight. “Oh? Does that mean you can’t get it?” 
 
    “There’s nothing in this land or the next I can’t get. It’s what I’m willing to get, and the risk it means to me. The more risk for me, the more I need from you.” 
 
    “How much is this going to cost me?” 
 
    “Quite a lot, necromancer.” 
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    With the boy taking Morrigan’s bed she slept outside, curled up on a bale of hay with Beet, her full-winged groff, next to her. She’d told Jakub that when the weather was warm and dry enough she preferred that to a bed anyway.  
 
    “I like it out here when it’s warm and dry enough,” she’d said. “Better looking up at the sky than a bunch of cobwebs on my roof. You can take the floor, if you like.” 
 
    Jakub didn’t like the idea of staring up at the roof of Morrigan’s hut all night either, but he didn’t have to. 
 
    While Morrigan set up her blanket and pillow by the east wall of her hut, Jakub went to the west. He took a small piece of cloth from his inventory bag. It was folded up like a handkerchief and was the size of his palm at first, but when he threw it on the ground and spoke its word of unlock, it grew. 
 
    The folds unwound and the cloth spread out high and wide until they reached the size of a 4-man tent. Jakub smiled as he watched the artificery in action, and it half-made him want to become an artificer himself. There was something special about the skill of weaving magic into everyday things. 
 
    There was little in his tent except a sleeping bag and a couple of books he’d stored in there, but it beat Morrigan’s floor. He couldn’t wait to advance further up the academy ladder. Some of the grandmasters were given artificed pieces of wood that spread out into full-sized homes. 
 
    “That’s the dream,” he said to himself, and then lay on his sleeping bag and listened to the nocturnal sounds of the Killeshi forest until he fell asleep.  
 
    He awoke during the night to the sound of something ripping. He blinked the sleep out of his eyes, tossed back his sleeping bag and reached for his blade, gripping it in time to see the zipper of his tent door open all the way. 
 
    Rain splattered in and danced on the canvas flooring, and a shadowy figure filled the tent doorway.  
 
    He got to his feet. He was half-naked but ready for whoever it was. 
 
    Until a voice spoke. 
 
    “Good. I was hoping the academy training would mean you’d be well-conditioned. Your body looks delicious.” 
 
    It was Morrigan, her black braids soaked through, rain drops trickling down her face and her neck and then wetting the slip of a shirt she was wearing.  
 
    Only small underwear kept her modest, and the rain ran down her long, smooth legs. 
 
    “Morrigan?” 
 
    “I hope I didn’t wake you?” 
 
    Suspecting a trick, Jakub stayed where he was. 
 
    “Something wrong?” 
 
    “It’s raining. I didn’t want to be outside, and I didn’t want to go into the hut and wake the boy. I hoped I could stay with you, necromancer.” 
 
    “It’s pretty cramped. Only one sleeping bag.” 
 
    She ran her hand over her leg. “That’s fine. We can share.” 
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    Daylight teased on the side of his tent, sending a glare of light inside it and tugging him from sleep.  
 
    It took him a few seconds to remember what had happened the night before, and to wonder if it actually did happen, since he had woken up alone with only a lingering smell of sweat in the tent to remind him of what they’d done. Morrigan was gone now, but he could still smell her on his pillow. 
 
    He got dressed, left it, and then commanded it to fold to handkerchief size. He put the tent back in his bag. 
 
    He found Morrigan outside, sitting beside her hawk cages. She had a glass vial in her hand. She took a drink from it and then grimaced, retched, and held in a deep breath. Then, she took another sip. 
 
    It was a potion. She obviously hated it, yet she was struggling to drink it anyway, so it must have been something she needed, rather than what she wanted. 
 
    “Morning,” he said. 
 
    “I left the boy in bed,” she said, setting the vial on the ground away from her. “Looks like he hasn’t slept in a week.” 
 
    “What’s in the vial?” 
 
    “None of your business, necromancer.” 
 
    Jakub was confused by her manner at first. She didn’t seem embarrassed, nor did she seem to want to talk about her nocturnal visit to his tent. That was good with him – he had things to do. The night before had been a good stress reliever and it had helped him forget Abbie Marth for a while, but he didn’t want attachments. 
 
    The fact was, sex was a biological function, and it could serve a biological purpose. That wasn’t the kind of thought that would get a lady hot, but it was true. Screwing Morrigan had relieved some of his stress, and it must have done something for her, too. 
 
    So, if she didn’t want to talk about it, he was more than happy. 
 
     “The sun is out but the sky is grey,” said Morrigan. “That’s a bad omen.” 
 
    “That’s the third bad omen you’ve seen since I met you.” 
 
    “One of those turned out to be true, did it not?” she said. 
 
    Jakub thought about the first time she’d said it; it was when they thought they’d killed the mother wyrm, but the birds still hadn’t gone back to their nests in the trees nearby and Morrigan had seen that as an omen.  
 
    It wasn’t an omen; it was predictable animal behavior that Jakub should have noticed. The birds had known that the mother wasn’t dead yet and that the fight wasn’t over, and he should have seen it. 
 
    “Want breakfast?” said Morrigan. 
 
    “I’d prefer to talk about the goodlight. I don’t have much time.” 
 
    “Breakfast is free…as is what we did last night,” she said. “The things you need for your potion? Not so much. I hope you’re ready for this.” 
 
    “What’s so hard about it? Where is it?” 
 
    “Let’s talk price first.” 
 
    Jakub had been thinking about this while he tried to get to sleep. The price had to be something to do with his powers but as a novice, his necromancy was weak. The whole point of his first assignment had been to assist Kortho, really. He’d been thrown deep into waters too heavy for him to swim through. 
 
    He needed back-up. He needed to find the inquisitor and then get Kortho back to the academy. Maybe they could even contact the academy if they passed a town with mana messaging equipment, and then academy necromancers could meet them on the road and resurrect Kortho. 
 
    First, he needed the goodlight. Kortho wouldn’t stay in the Greylands for long, and Jakub would do anything to bring his mentor back. 
 
    “Whatever the price is, you can have it. As long as it’s something I can do.” 
 
     “Don’t worry,” said Morrigan. Her eyes were especially green that morning. “I know you’re greener than a goblin’s arse, but this is something you can do.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I need you to revive my pet.” 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    Her pet was a hawk that she kept in a cage on the north wall of her hut. In fact, she kept three cages, and two were empty and had the doors open. 
 
    “I give them leave to come and go as they like,” she said. “More often than not they’re away for days, and then they’ll come back here and rest.” 
 
    The third cage was the only one with the door closed, and the dead hawk was inside it. It’s clawed legs were limp, its feathers without luster. 
 
    “What happened to it?” 
 
    “Attacked by jack-crows,” said Morrigan. “This one is Reggie. The three are siblings, and he’s the youngest. Always trying to prove himself to his older brother and sister, and he got into trouble.” 
 
    “Where are the others now?” 
 
    “They haven’t come back since he died. I think they blame me for it.” 
 
    “What do you use them for? I mean, why keep the cages?” 
 
    “I grow carrots, onions, and potatoes in a field over yonder, and the hawks keep pests away. They’re handy to have in a fight, too.” She took a conch from her pocket. “They swoop in when I blow this. Or they used to, anyway.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll do it,” said Jakub. “I’ll bring Reggie back for you.” 
 
    “You’re sure you can?” said Morrigan, looking worried for the first time since he’d met her. “It won’t hurt him? It can’t go wrong?” 
 
    “It’s resurrection of a minor beast. It’s a basic novice spell.” 
 
    “Reggie isn’t a minor beast.” 
 
    “It’s just the name of the spell, Morrigan. Stand back.” 
 
    Jakub rolled up the left sleeve of his overcoat so that his three glyphline tattoos showed. He touched his Resurrection glyphline. 
 
    “He was shot in the wing,” said Morrigan. “On the underside. Do you need me to move him so you can see it?” 
 
    Jakub tried to give her a reassuring smile. If he was a novice as a necromancer, he was even worse with his emotions, evidence by having only a few friends in the academy. It was hard to judge how he came across to people. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” he told her. “Resurrection doesn’t work like that.” 
 
    She played with her braids, making the skulls woven in then clatter together. He couldn’t believe how nervous she was; he’d seen her prepared to take on a nest of wyrms alone, but the fate of her hawk had shaken her. 
 
    “I know it doesn’t matter,” she said, regaining the steel in her Killeshi accent. “I’m nervous. Reggie was the first friend I made in my banishment. I was lonely, and I think he sensed it; he used to bring me the carcasses of mice. He must have thought I would like them as much as him.” 
 
    “Could you go inside and check on the boy?” 
 
    She nodded and left.  
 
    Jakub worked quickly. This was a minor spell, the first a novice gained when he graduated and was given real glyphlines instead of practice ones.  
 
    He took out his soul necklace and eyed it and then the hawk. He uttered the spellword for minor beast resurrection and let the essence drain from his necklace. 
 
      
 
    *Necromancy Experience Gained!* 
 
    [IIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIII] 
 
      
 
    *Level Up!* 
 
    New level: Novice 2 
 
     [I                            ] 
 
      
 
    Skill increased: Essence Grab increased to [2] [Soul Harvest Glyphline] 
 
    - Soul necklace capacity increased 
 
    - Amount of essence drained increased 
 
      
 
    Skill increased: Summon Binded increased to [2] [Death Bind Glyphline] 
 
    - Binded creature movement boundary increased 
 
    - Half of 1 extra summon slot gained 
 
      
 
    Skill Learned: Health Harvest [1] [Soul Harvest Glyphline] 
 
    [The necromancer can convert soul essence gained through Essence Grab into a healing mist that tends the wounds of himself and allies.] 
 
      
 
    If he’d known any jigs then Jakub would have danced them as he watched his Soul Harvest glyphline tattoo change. Where it was once almost-empty  with a sliver of color in it, it filled in even more now with his second Soul Harvest skill. 
 
    Just like when he’d graduated and learned his basic necromancy skills, the addition of a new one wrought itself deep inside him, changing him from the inside. It was a comforting feeling; like some soft brushing the essence of his body. 
 
    He’d heard of health harvest, since it was one that most novice necromancers got at level 2. Jakub had expected to get it, too. 
 
    Of course, it was impossible to predict what new skills you would learn with certainty. Skills were improved and learned depending on how you had levelled up; if Jacob had cast a Resurrection glyphline spell over and over again, it was more likely he would have learned a new spell on that glyphline. 
 
    As it was, Health Harvest didn’t improve him offensively, but a necromancer was not supposed to be a battler. He was just happy that he had a way to heal himself when he was without potions, because you never knew what would happen. 
 
    His new skill aside, it was great to improve his Essence Grab and Summon Binded spells. With his Essence skill levelled up, he would now gain more essence from the dead. 
 
    More exciting, though, was levelling his Summon Binded spell.  
 
    It was fantastic that Ludwig would be able to travel further away from Jakub when summoned, since it meant more opportunities to use him as a scout whilst hiding far away from his enemies. 
 
    Even better - much, much better - was getting half of a new summon slot. When he received the other half, he’d be able to add a new creature from the Greylands to his glyphline. 
 
    He already had an idea what he’d try and get, but that was in the future. He needed to stay in the present, as Kortho would no doubt say. 
 
    When the hut door opened and Morrigan rejoined him, the hawk was tottering around its cage, alive and well again. 
 
    “It’s disorientated,” said Jakub. “It spent a while in the Greylands, and coming back to reality is jarring.” 
 
    “Reggie!” said Morrigan. She held out her arm for the bird to pad across its cage and onto it. Morrigan nuzzled her nose in its breast feathers. “Thank you,” she said. 
 
    “Now you can show me where to find the ingredients, right? I want to have goodlight ready by tonight. The longer we leave it, the more chance the resurrection window closes.” 
 
    Reggie the hawk climbed onto Morrigan’s shoulder. She folded her arms and stared at Jakub and her worry and sentimentality was gone now, replaced by her hardened warrior look and her green eyes. 
 
    “This will be dangerous,” she said. “More so for you than me.” 
 
    “Kortho would risk his life for me without question.” 
 
    “Then we better get ready.” 
 
    “Where do we need to go?” 
 
    “To the Killeshi burial grounds.” 
 
    “I’ll go get the boy and make sure he’s ready,” said Jakub. 
 
    “No,” said Morrigan. “He can stay here. The door bolts from inside, and Reggie and his brothers will perch on the roof. Nothing will get by them without a beak tearing at it, and they can fly to us if there is a problem. The Killeshi burial grounds are no place for a boy. They are no place for you either, necromancer, but we don’t have a choice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    25 - Rud 
 
    “Come on girl,” he whispered as he and Chaser sneaked away from the row of sleeping bags. He smiled at his friend, glad that she was back. He’d almost lost her, and now every second she was around was precious. To think that he’d taken her for granted, that he’d thought she’d last forever. 
 
    Necromancers, death, the things they did…he’d always been wary of them. Scared, even. Now, though, he saw that necromancer Ryden wasn’t just here to help his mother and the others with their rituals; he could do other things, too. Good things. 
 
    With good came the bad, and now Rud was in the necromancer’s debt. Not for long. 
 
    He left the others dozing in their sleeping bags and tents, choosing his steps carefully so he didn’t wake them. It was the dead of night and the only ones not sleeping where the guards patrolling the crest of the hamlet walls. 
 
    Their attention was focused outside of the camp, not within it, and Rud knew how to sneak around without alerting them. He was used to it, after all. 
 
    His stomach tensed up as he neared their meeting spot on the far side of the hamlet, where the guards stockpiled their weapons. They’d chosen this place for their illicit rendezvous because it was dark and nobody ever came here at night. 
 
    As he got closer, he saw her. 
 
    Florence. 
 
    Warmth spread through him at the sight of her, at her slender figure, and her long, curling, auburn hair that he loved to run his fingers through. 
 
    Chaser sped off ahead of him and reached Florence first, and she put her paws on Florence’s knees and begged for attention. Florence bent down and stroked her, and then she looked up at Rud, and when their eyes locked a fire sparked inside him. 
 
    He reached her and pulled her into a kiss before saying anything. This was their 32nd kiss; he’d counted every single one.  
 
    Soon, they could do it without having to sneak. 
 
    When they parted from their kiss, he saw fear in her eyes. 
 
    “Father says my initiation is in three days’ time,” she said. 
 
    A weight sunk in his stomach. He thought they had more time. His own initiation was set for five days, and he thought that was how long they’d have to prepare their getaway. 
 
    “I was supposed to be next. Then John, and then Kevan…” 
 
    “Father wants me to take it from the batch they brought in two days ago. He doesn’t want me to wait.” 
 
    Rud thought about the corpses under the hill, and the weight in his stomach grew heavier. 
 
    He ignored it. He needed to be strong for her. 
 
    “We have to leave tomorrow,” said Florence. 
 
    Well, no need to be strong after all, he thought. She was stronger than he’d ever be. 
 
    “That’s not enough time,” he said. “We need food and weapons, but we need to be careful. Take too much at once, and they’ll find out its missing.” 
 
    “I’m not becoming like them.” 
 
    “Me neither,” said Rud, “but we’re of age now. Maybe we should tell them about us. Tell then we aren’t staying.” 
 
    “My father will kill you, and then your mother will kill him. You know what they have planned for me.” 
 
    Rud thought about Ollivander, the uppity teen who’d joined their hamlet months ago. His parents had been landowners in the Red Eye Queendom, but they’d been outcast. Although they’d had to leave their lands behind, they’d brought so many provisions to the hamlet that it had given them a high status straight away. 
 
    “What does your father think he’ll get from this? Ollivander’s family aren’t here because they want to be; they’re here because they’re being hunted. They wouldn’t have looked at us twice otherwise.” 
 
    “Father hopes that if we make a bond through marriage now, then when the Baelin come and Ollivander’s family side with them against Queen Patience, they’ll get their land back. Some of that land would belong to me, as Ollivander’s wife.” 
 
    Anger flushed his cheeks. This was a different kind of warmth than when he’d seen Florence; it was a bitter kind, the kind that made him want to drink whiskey and start fights, which he’d been doing more and more as the deadline to his own initiation grew closer. 
 
    “Then we can’t tell them. We’ll have to stick to the plan, but bring it forward. You, me, and Chaser. We’ll hoard as much stuff as we can, and then we’ll get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “What about the Killeshi?” 
 
    “I’ll have my sword.” 
 
    “Rud, my love, I’m not saying that you can’t fight, but…” 
 
    “But you’re thinking it. I’ve been practicing, and Gregor took me out on a few scouting runs, too. I know how to move without them seeing. We need to get to the outskirts of the Killeshi lands and then head south  to the ports. We’ll get on a ship, somehow, and then we’ll be okay.” 
 
    “Only a hundred miles of wild lands filled with Killeshi stand in our way. Well, it’s lucky I’ve been practicing too,” she said. 
 
    “With your bow?” 
 
    “I’m a better shot than most the guards. If they weren’t such pigs about it, I’d have been put on guard duty by now. You’re right, Rud. We’ll take our chances.” 
 
    Rud pulled her close to him again, pressing the swell of her breasts against his chest, letting her soft hair brush against his face. 
 
    He kissed her again, and the danger retreated for a second. 
 
    It was only a brief rest from it; the second they parted, the threat of it all flooded back. The truth was, he was terrified of the Killeshi, but it was better to face them than to stay here. 
 
    He wouldn’t let him or Florence take their initiations. Better to be dead than to become like the others. 
 
      
 
      
 
    26 
 
    The Killeshi burial grounds were a maze of trees and pillars. The trees were ancient beyond reckoning, with branches twisting this way and that, and holes in the middle of their trunks. 
 
    The stone pillars had patterns and figures carved into them, and Jakub appreciated good-quality stone carvings. It was something he’d learned to love while studying in the academy, since he’d toured so many graveyards that seeing a well-decorated one was a pleasure. 
 
    The carvings were the only thing that sparked any kind of pleasant feeling, though, because the rest of the Killeshi grounds weaved fear in his body, tightening around him and putting him on edge. 
 
    Most people would have said all burial grounds and graveyards were haunting, but it wasn’t true; the places the dead were laid to rest were often given more care than others. People often took pains to make sure graveyards looked green and natural and bright, as though seeing beauty in the gardens of the dead would lessen the grief of those who visited them. 
 
    Not so here, though. Stone carvings aside, the Killeshi hadn’t made any attempt to decorate the resting place of their fallen. He guessed it made sense; the dead Killeshi never stayed that way for long. They always came back, one way or another. 
 
    He and Morrigan kneeled in the grass two hundred meters from the boundaries, hidden by a slope where the ground rose.  
 
    “We burn the dead and put their ashes in the trees,” said Morrigan. “See the holes in the trunks?” 
 
    “Beats digging a grave.” 
 
    “I would have thought a practitioner of your arts would be more respectful of the dead.” 
 
    “Spend enough time talking about death, it loses its impact.” 
 
    “You should be more respectful when we cross the burial boundaries,” said Morrigan. “It is a dangerous place for you.” 
 
    Jakub patted his blackened blade in his sheath. “They give us enough training in the academy that I can handle myself. You’d be surprised.” 
 
     “You’re right; I would be. Metal won’t work against the dangerous things here, whether it is blackened or not.” 
 
    “What do I need to know about this place?” 
 
    “The tree trunks contain souls waiting for resurrection in the Killeshi way. When a Killeshi dies they are brought here. When a new Killeshi is born, a Death Bringer selects a scattering of souls from the burial grounds, ready for them to be put into the new child. The Killeshi are literally a mixture of their ancestors.” 
 
    “You keep saying ‘they’ and ‘Killeshi’. You are Killeshi, yes?” 
 
    “I was, but I was banished, and I do not want to-” 
 
    “You don’t want to talk about it. You said that before. I don’t really need to know, either. This whole thing, putting the ghosts of the dead into children…it makes me sick.” 
 
    She arched an eyebrow. “You are squeamish about this?” 
 
    “It’s the fact the kid doesn’t get a say. Folks should wait before forcing their ideas on their children. Trust me, it doesn’t always work out.”  
 
    “Elders always believe they know best. Usually that is for a reason.” 
 
    “So these kids, they have to have their great, great, great grandfather swirling around their head, watching them as they grow up, stalking their thoughts while they take a shit?” 
 
    “It doesn’t work the way you….you know what, necromancer? Forget it. A seeker of knowledge should be removed from the emotions it brings. They shouldn’t develop such infantile ideas about something they don’t understand.” 
 
    “It’s unnatural.” 
 
    “Summoning the deceased back from the dead is natural, is it?” she said. 
 
    He held his hands up. “You have me there. I know you don’t want to talk about it, but answer one thing. If you’re Killeshi, that means they put dead ancestors into you as well, right?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Then come on…who’s inside you, Morrigan?” 
 
    Her cheeks burned. “Pathetic. You academy folk are jokers through and through.” 
 
    “Seriously. Can you tell me?” 
 
    “If you had a vicious animal in your house and you finally got it to be quiet, would you wake it up?”  
 
    “I guess I wouldn’t have let the animal into my house in the first place.” 
 
    “Some of us, as you have said, did not have a choice. To say their names would be to wake them.” 
 
    Ideas fell into place in Jakob’s mind. “The potion you drink…it keeps the spirits quiet, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “The medicine tastes worse than the cure, but the effects are worth it. I always keep some with me.” 
 
    It was interesting to him. Death in all guises spoke to his inner necromancer, and although it made him uneasy that Killeshi children had their ancestors forced into their being, he wished he could question Morrigan about it more. 
 
    For now there was something more important to do, and Jakub brought himself back to why they were here. 
 
    “So why is it so dangerous for me in the burial grounds?” he said. 
 
    “The grounds are tended to by Death Bringers. They deposit the ashes of the dead in the trees, and they select the spirits which are to be given new life. Death Bringers are rare among the Killeshi; barely one of every generation of new children could become one.” 
 
    “What’s so special about them?” 
 
    “In the burial grounds, the dead who were powerful enough in life can manipulate the energy around them and take a form, of sorts. Through this, they will try to take a host body by force. Only a Death Bringer can withstand their assaults. If anyone other than a Death Bringer was stupid enough to visit the grounds, of course.” 
 
    “Possession?” 
 
    “Of sorts, yes.” 
 
    “Then we’re both in trouble. Unless…you’re not a Death Bringer, are you?” 
 
    “No, but I have this,” she said. 
 
    She unslung a shield from her back and pulled a dagger from a sheath on her belt. There was nothing special about them; the shield was made from wood and was plain, and the dagger looked only good for gutting and skinning kills, rather than fighting. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” he said. 
 
    “These were bathed in dawnlight for three years,” she said. “It is a relative of goodlight; not effective in preserving a person’s soul, but it wards against the aggressive dead.” 
 
    “Any dawnlight going spare?” 
 
    She shook her head. “This is why it is dangerous for you. If you strayed onto the ground alone, they would be sure to possess you, necromancer or not. As it is, I can fight the dead and keep them from you. I will need you to deal with the Death Bringers, should we encounter them.” 
 
    “I might have overstated my combat ability,” said Jakub. “Our training is good, but not that good. Death Bringers sound quite…tough.” 
 
    “They are flesh and blood, unlike the souls they tend. They can bleed, they can die.” 
 
    “You’re okay with me killing your countrymen, if it comes to that?” 
 
    “It has been a while since I classed them as that.” 
 
    “Then let’s go. Lead me to the orragrass. We found everything else for a goodlight potion near your shack, so as long as I can get some orragrass, we’re good.” 
 
    Morrigan nodded. “Stay close, necromancer, and ignore the whispers of the dead.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    27 
 
    It was more like the shouts of the dead to him, than whispers. Jakub’s brief visit to the Greylands when he binded with Ludwig made him more attuned to the spirits of the deceased, and so where normal folk would have barely noticed the spirits whispering - and would have attributed the sound to the wind in any case - Jakub heard their words clearly. 
 
    Only, their calls weren’t for him. 
 
    “Devil, black-hearted bitch, scum, demon whore,” said one voice. 
 
    “They should have purged you. Never let you out. Burn your skin until it shriveled, cast your soul into the ether!” said another. 
 
    Morrigan glanced left to right as she guided them through the maze of crooked trees and pillars. Her hand was tense around her dagger, and Jakub made sure to keep his movements deliberate and within her eyeshot, because she looked ready to slash at anything. 
 
    The further into the burial grounds they went the more voices joined the chorus, until each of them added a new layer to a tapestry of threats and curses, each blacker and nastier than the last. 
 
    “They’re talking to me,” said Morrigan. 
 
    “I gathered that.” 
 
    “Or not to me, as such, but...” 
 
    “One the ancestors inside you, who they’ve obviously taken offence to. How long until the spirits can take form?” 
 
    “Don’t worry; the spirits you’re hearing now aren’t strong enough to materialize. The strongest of the dead are in the centre of the grounds.” 
 
    “Good. That makes me feel better. So, where’s the orragrass? 
 
    “In the centre.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    Jakub watched for Death Bringers as they followed paths that seemed to defy physics; opening up suddenly on pathways that had looked to be blocked off, or going in what should have been a circle, only to reach a new section. If he’d been alone, he would have been lost. 
 
    This stoked paranoia in him, because he didn’t know Morrigan at all. It was only her genuine concern over Kortho and the way she’d been so nervous about her hawk that had persuaded Jakub to let his guard down. He liked her, yeah, but he didn’t know her, and he didn’t know who else shared her body, either. 
 
    He wished he’d thought of that when he let her into his bed, but it was another part of him doing the thinking. 
 
    It made him shiver. Paranoia wouldn’t help now, so he tried to focus on the burial grounds. He couldn’t see any Death Bringers, and he couldn’t hear any. Then again, the spectral voices were getting louder. They were getting deeper, throatier, and the words they used were a hell of a lot viler. 
 
    “Should have been drowned at birth, you little whore,” hissed one voice. 
 
    Jakob became angry on Morrigan’s behalf. It was only the chorus of laughs and shrieks that stopped him saying something, because something happened when dozens of dead voices sounded of at once; it was a haunting noise, one that sunk deep into his core. 
 
    “This is it,” said Morrigan. “Around this corner. The orrograss can grow red or black. Always choose the red ones; never black. Grab as many as you can, but stay close to me, close enough that I can feel your back against mine. And don’t look at the spirits.” 
 
    “Don’t look at them?” 
 
    “Eyes on the ground. You’ll know they’re there, and you’ll know that they’re watching you, but don’t be tempted to look at them. Eyes are the gateway to the soul.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    28 
 
    Unlike the spirits they’d passed on their way to the centre of the burial chamber, the ones waiting in the heart of it were silent. Even in their silence, Jakub could feel their presence. While the others had no form, no weight, these were gathering in strength. 
 
    He could see them in the corner of his eye. He daren’t move his head to get a better look, but instead kept them as dim, black shadows in the edges of his vision. 
 
    He knew they were watching him. A spectral evil dripped from some of them, real enough that it tainted the air. 
 
    “Over here,” said Morrigan, walking with her gaze on the ground. 
 
    The ground in the heart of the Killeshi burial grounds was made from pure black stone. Incredibly, flowers pushed up through it somehow, and not through any cracks, for the stone itself was flawless. 
 
    Jakub was at a complete loss to explain what the flowers lived on or how they made it to the surface, but it didn’t matter; they were orrograss, the last ingredient he needed for the goodlight potion. 
 
    “Funny how something beautiful can grow in a place like this. Life and death are long lost friends that never quite meet. Always missing each other, a life ends, death takes it away, but never a hello in-between. Except when you and your necromancer friends get involved. Then life and death get mixed like an alchemist’s brew.” 
 
    “Or maybe when you put the spirits of the dead into a child,” said Jakub. 
 
    “There’s a right way, and a wrong way.” 
 
    “No. Maybe both ways are wrong,” he said. 
 
    He let his own words rebound in his head. In all his time in the academy, he’d never questioned his training. It was never about morality for him; the academy was an escape from his family, and when he first got there, he’d have trained in whatever the hell they wanted so long as he could stay. Poisoner, alchemist, artificer; he’d have done it all. 
 
    They’d chosen necromancy for him for a reason, and he’d never questioned why that was, and he’d never questioned until now why the academy didn’t teach morality. He’d never heard Instructor Irvine or Madam Lolo or even Kortho ask whether what they did was right. 
 
    “The spirits are growing stronger,” said Morrigan, cutting at a red stalk with her dagger, and then putting the flower in her bag. “Can you feel it? They’re all around us now.” 
 
    “Why are they just watching?” 
 
    “Because they haven’t taken form properly yet. They aren’t like the others; these spirits are older. Wiser. They won’t insult me, because they’re beyond anything like that. They’re content to wait until they’ve gathered form.” 
 
    “And they can actually touch us?” 
 
    “Not in the sense of hurting us, but they can invade your spirit, submerging it in their own.” 
 
    Walking around the burial ground and looking for the flowers, aware that the spirits were watching him and not being able to look; it was the hardest thing he’d done.  
 
    It was their silence coupled with their stares that made it hard; he wanted to badly to look at them, it was like every cell in his body was begging him to. It was an itch begging for relief, but one where the relief could be deadly. 
 
    “How many do you need?” said Morrigan. 
 
    “How many have you got?” 
 
    “Three.” 
 
    “I have four. Just a few more. It might take a try or two to get the potion right, and there’s no way in hell I’m coming back here for more.” 
 
    Suddenly, a voice rasped in his ear.  
 
    “They’re waiting for you, necromancer. Waiting for you to come home.” 
 
    It took every last trace of willpower to avoid looking around. It’s a spirit, he told himself. Just a spirit. 
 
    “Necromancer?” said Morrigan. 
 
    “It’s nothing.” 
 
    She clipped another flower. Jakub kept his eyes on the ground and found one of his own. 
 
    “Waiting and preparing and getting their shrines ready,” said the voice again, this time from his other side. 
 
    His heart picked up now, the thud-thud multiplying in speed, getting frantic.  
 
    He heard another noise then; this time it wasn’t the rasping voice of a spirit, but something else. 
 
    “Death Bringers,” said Jakub. “Listen.” 
 
    Morrigan stopped mid-snip. They both listened, and the sound of boots pounding on the ground became louder and louder. 
 
    On the outskirts of Jakub’s vision, the shapes of the spirits were bigger now. Some had taken  on defined figures, with silhouetted arms and legs. 
 
    The Death Bringers’ boots came at them from both the east and the west. This was more than unfortunate, given that west was the direction they’d taken to come here. 
 
    “We need to leave. Now.” 
 
    “Do you have enough orrograss?” 
 
    “It’ll have to be enough; I can feel them growing stronger,” he said. “They’re moving, and the Death Bringers are coming the way we came.” 
 
    “There are two more ways out, but I don’t know the paths. This is the last place to get lost, especially when we have to keep our eyes on the ground.” 
 
    “We can’t look up when we leave the centre of the grounds?” 
 
    “The stronger spirits will follow us now that they’ve taken form and they know we’re here. Follow my lead. Never take your eyes off the ground, no matter what they say. They’ll pretend they know things. They’ll offer you things. Never look at them.” 
 
    “What about the death bringers? Can they look at them?” 
 
    “Yes; it’s part of their gift.” 
 
    “Then they can see, and we can’t, and they’re coming from the direction of our only escape. We have no chance.” 
 
    “Unless you want to stay here, necromancer, I suggest you leave it not to chance, but to your own agency. Better to try and die than let the gods’ wind blow you around.” 
 
    He’d never heard the phrase before; it must have been a Killeshi saying. He took its meaning, though, and he agreed. He was a necromancer, and he wouldn’t let a bunch of spirits with body-envy nor a group of self-important grave diggers who called themselves Death Bringers stop him. 
 
    “I have something that can help,” he said. 
 
    He reached into his inventory bag and took out the jade-framed mirror he’d looted from the outpost basement. 
 
    “We can look at them through this. We’ll see them without actually looking.” 
 
    Morrigan shook her head. “You think that glass can trick the spirits? Put that thing away.” 
 
    The spectral weights seemed to be growing bigger around them until his peripheral vision was filled with black forms. Something instinctual in his mind roared at him to look at them; he guessed the human body wasn’t used to ignoring its enemies. 
 
    To the west, the boots were louder now, and he picked out voices. Real voices from living bodies, and not the insults and taunts of the dead. 
 
    “We’ll have to rush through them,” he said.  
 
    “That’s the best bet. Death Bringers are chosen for their innate talent to withstand possession; not for their combat abilities.” 
 
    They only took three more turnings before they saw the Death Bringers. Their Killeshi faces were painted bone white, and they peeked out from behind over-sized hats similar to what a bishop would wear. They were such a mix of pomp and morbidity that it was laughable. 
 
    “Morrigan,” said one. “By the Three Laws, you were not to set foot here.” 
 
    “The three laws don’t mean a thing when you’re banished.” 
 
    Morrigan ducked her head at charged at the Death Bringers.  
 
    Jakub held his blackened sword and followed her, taking pains not to look up and catch the sight of a spirit. The spirits had followed them from the heart of the grounds now and were trailing either side, spectral vultures waiting for morsels of soul from anyone stupid enough to look. 
 
    With his head ducked, he braced for impact as one Death Bringer stood in his way. He expected resistance but in the end met none; the one he barreled into was lightweight, and he sent them staggering back and into one of the trees, knocking ash from its trunk. 
 
    They ran through the centre of the group of Death Bringers, because without being able to properly look around, it was the only way they could go. 
 
    “Watch out,” said Morrigan. “They use-” 
 
    The Death Bringers lashed out at Jakub, and a flash of pain stung across his neck.  
 
    He forced himself to run through the agony, and by the time they’d cleared the Bringers, it had ebbed. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” he said. 
 
    “They use switches made of vines. Sometimes they rub them with poison ivy, so you’ll have a rash tomorrow. Come on; we’re almost free. Keep your eyes down. Don’t mess this up when we’re so close.” 
 
    As they started to run, a voice called out. 
 
    “Morrigan,” said a voice. 
 
    Was it a spirit, or a death bringer? Jakub couldn’t tell, nor could he risk looking. Whatever it was, it brought Morrigan to a stop. 
 
    “Keep going,” he said. 
 
    “Yutulia. Stop running.” 
 
    Morrigan turned around. 
 
    “Yutulia? What the hell does that mean? What are you doing?” Jakub said. 
 
    The voice spoke again. “Chancel, Zelox, I call on you both now; cast Morrigan from this girl. Let Yutulia be free.”  
 
    It wasn’t a spirit, he decided. It sounded alive, and its accent was Killeshi. This was a Death Bringer speaking to Morrigan. 
 
    Morrigan fell to her knees. The crunch as her kneecaps hit stone was sickening and he wouldn’t have been surprised if they were fractured, but she didn’t flinch at it. Instead, she grabbed Jakub’s arm. “Leave, necromancer.” 
 
    “Get up,” said Jakub. “We’re, what, three minutes away from the exit? Get up and run.” 
 
    The shadows of the spirits loomed larger and nearer now, so much that it was inevitable he’d look at one unless he ran. 
 
    “Chancel,” said the Death Bringer. “I call you. Zelox, I call you.” 
 
    “Go,” said Morrigan. 
 
    He badly wanted to look at her face, but he couldn’t. Even so, he could tell from her voice that she was fighting something. 
 
    “Chancel, come out. Zelox, come out,” said the voice. 
 
    The shadows were closer now, the Death Bringers more so. This was his last chance to leave. He could fight the Bringers, but he couldn’t take on the spirits without Morrigan. Staying here wouldn’t only doom Kortho, but it was suicide for Jakub. 
 
    He was going to have to leave without her. Leave her to the death Bringers, to the spirits. 
 
    “Piss off out of here!” said Morrigan. “Why aren’t you going?” 
 
    He wouldn’t leave her. He’d taken a leap in trusting her with Kortho, and she’d justified that faith until now. Kortho might have died, but she had done what she could. 
 
    He grabbed her arm and dragged her to her feet. Her legs bucked and she screamed in pain. 
 
    “You smashed your knee caps,” he said. 
 
    He touched his Soul Harvest tattoo. He uttered the spellword of his new Health Harvest ability and hoped to all the gods that there was enough essence in his soul necklace to make it work. 
 
    A blue mist snaked out of his collar and around his neck, where his necklace was. Jakub’s chest ached with the relief he got from seeing that. 
 
    He pushed the blue mist with his fingers, but then he realized that he just had to will it to go somewhere, and it would. He sent a plume of healing essence from himself to Morrigan. 
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    It had worked. His Health Harvest spell had taken the essence from his necklace and used it to heal her. 
 
    “Try walking again,” he said. 
 
    She got to her feet. She took a step with her left leg and she was fine, but she cried out in agony when she put weight on her right. 
 
    Behind her, the Death Bringers and spirits advanced. 
 
    “Guess I didn’t have enough essence for a full heal,” he said. “Put your arm on my shoulder and tell me which turns to take to get out of here.” 
 
    Together, Jakub and Morrigan limped their way out of the Killeshi burial chambers. It was only when they fled out of the exit that Jakub realized something; Morrigan had dropped her bag, and she had picked the bulk of the orrograss. 
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    Jakub supported Morrigan out of the boundaries of the burial grounds and then in the direction of her hut. It was only when he knew the spirits and the Death Bringers weren’t following them that he stopped. 
 
    He’d held in his pain all this time by imagining a steel door bolting shut in his mind and holding it at bay, but now his shoulders burned. He let Morrigan go harder than he’d intended, and she hit the ground with a thud. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said, rubbing his muscles. The Death Bringers hadn’t hurt him, but he didn’t have the physique for strenuous lifting and running yet. That, along with better spells and experience, was something else that came with more field work. 
 
    Morrigan rubbed her knee. “Where are we? What happened to me?” 
 
    She must have been in shock. Jakub took off his overcoat and put it around her shoulders. He pressed his thumb against his index finger and watched cobwebs of light form a map in front of him. 
 
    “We’re southeast of your hut, close to the river. We’re not far off course.” 
 
    “I take it we left the burial grounds, then,” she said, laying her head back on the grass and shutting her eyes and then wincing in pain. 
 
    “What happened to you back there? You’re telling me you can’t remember anything?” 
 
    “After picking the orrograss, no.” 
 
    “The Death Bringers started calling you  a bunch of names, and then you stopped running. You were acting strange. I think I get the name part – those are the names of the ancestors inside you, right?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Chancer, Zelox, and…” 
 
    “Chancel,” corrected Morrigan. 
 
    “What was the last one? It’s on the tip of my tongue.” 
 
    “Yutulia.” 
 
    “That was it! He was trying to draw the spirits in you to the surface. I don’t know, like he knew it would stop you.” 
 
    Morrigan sat up and looked around. “Damn it. My bag,” she said. “Did I leave it behind?” 
 
    “You must have.” 
 
    She smacked the grass. “The last of my tuckweed was in there. You got anything to smoke?” 
 
    “You smoke?” 
 
    “Only when my luck comes in, or when it turns to shit. I’ll let you guess which this is.” 
 
    “Tried smoking once, coughed up a lung, and never tried it again. Those three, Chancel, Zelox and Yutulia. You grew up with them as part of you, right? Do you know anything about them?” 
 
    “You seem awfully interested for someone who was disgusted by the idea before now,” said Morrigan.  
 
    She took off her left boot and laid it out on her lap. She unsheathed her dagger and cut at the heel on the boot and then slid open a secret compartment. 
 
    From that she pulled out a miniature pipe and a box with a thumb-sized pinch of weeds in it. 
 
     “Knew I’d hidden some. Gimme a spark,” she said. 
 
    After she filled the pipe with weeds, Jakub used his spark stone to light them. A few puffs later and the pipe blazed.  
 
    Morrigan spoke with the pipe in the corner of her mouth. “You better sit down,” she said, “and I’ll tell you about them.” 
 
    “About the spirits?” 
 
    She nodded. “About all three. Chancel, Zelox, and Morrigan.” 
 
    He looked at her as she let out a plume of smoke. “I thought the third spirit was Yutulia?” 
 
    “Yutulia is the girl who owns this body,” said Morrigan. “I am one of the spirits they put inside her.” 
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    A flood of thoughts followed the insight Morrigan had given him into her life. Jakub wished he could say that he thought about the implications on the cosmic battle of good and evil, or about the morals of a spirit taking control of mortal flesh. 
 
    He was only human. A necromancer, sure, but human. 
 
    His first thought, a jarring one, was a memory of his artificed tent door unzipping and Morrigan walking in, dripping with rain and sexy as hell, and then the hour that had followed. 
 
    “Let me try and put this together,” he said. “You, Morrigan, are a Killeshi spirit. As are Zelox and Chancel.” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Yutulia is the real owner of this body, and you stole it.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Remind me again why this Killeshi system is so great?” 
 
    “I suppose that a system of resurrection that relies on wealth is better? I have never visited the Capital but even so, I’ll guess that the beggars on the streets outside the Queen’s palace don’t get resurrected, yes? But the lords and ladies and dukes and generals, do they get a second chance at life?” 
 
    “It’s fine helping people based on need, if you don’t need to rely on gold yourself. Without these dukes, the academy couldn’t arm its barbarians, couldn’t buy mana for its mages.” 
 
    “It’d be wise to heal that corruption within yourself, before dissecting somebody else,” said Morrigan. 
 
    “We’re just cogs in a wheel going round and round. I guess it doesn’t matter what I think about it.” 
 
    “That’s right. I expected you to be a little angrier, truthfully.” 
 
    Jakub rubbed his face, as if the gesture would somehow rub the last few hours, or days, from his memory and give him a fresh start. 
 
    No, it didn’t work. 
 
    “How old are you, Morrigan?” 
 
    “I was born in 800 BB and laid to rest in 1200.” 
 
    “You’re old enough to be my great grandmother twenty times over. That’s great.” 
 
    “A slight exaggeration.” 
 
    He paced around the room now, aware that the boy was watching him, and feeling his anger building up. 
 
    It was a strange anger, one part fueled by being tricked into sleeping with a 400 year old woman, and in another part the anger turned inward on himself, because a part of him wanted it again. 
 
    It wasn’t the ancient woman that he wanted. It was her body. Or Yutulia’s body, to be more precise. 
 
    She’d stirred something in him, but now he felt sick for even thinking about it. 
 
    “I need to speak to the woman. To Yutulia,” he said Jakub. 
 
    Morrigan tossed one of her long braids back over her head. “She won’t have much to say. At least not that you’ll want to hear.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize I was talking to a squatter in the house, not the owner. You realize that I can’t leave things like this, right? That I can’t let you stay there?” 
 
    “Think of all the things we can do if you let me,” she said, pushing out her chest. Jakub was ashamed to notice that his own body reacted with a flood of hormones. Morrigan seemed to notice, and she carried on. “We could have so much fun, necromancer.” 
 
    “Why are you talking like that? It doesn’t suit you.” 
 
    Morrigan folded her arms. “Alright,” she said, her voice back to the way it had been before, losing the alluring tones. “A person might think the situation looks suspicious.” 
 
    “You’re a 400 year ghost who confessed to a possession. Of a young woman, no less.” 
 
    “I can’t help but feel this has something to do with last night, as well.” 
 
    “It was nothing special,” said Jakub, hoping he sounded believable. 
 
    “Then without emotion clouding our judgement, we can talk properly, yes? With no accusations of possession or threaten to banish me to the Greylands of whatever you necromancers do.” 
 
    Jakub took a second to settle his thoughts. Betrayal burned in him, but not only from Morrigan. For a second, Abbie Marth simmered in his thoughts too. He guessed Morrigan had helped him clear his head of her for a while, but now she was back. 
 
    A deep breath and the shutting of a few mental steel doors, and he was ready. 
 
    “Like I said; the first thing I need is to talk to Yutulia.” 
 
    “Impossible.” 
 
    “Show me some good faith, Morrigan, and then we’ll see where we go from there.” 
 
    “No. The second I let that woman back into this body, she’ll try and slaughter you and the boy.” 
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    “You’re saying that Yutulia is…” 
 
    “Dangerous. Not many Killeshi bodies make conduits for magic, but Yutulia was fertile ground. The more she used it, the better she got. I watched her work from the recess of her mind. I told her that the spells she was learning were too dark. There was nothing good about them, but she didn’t care. She hated anything good. 
 
    The Killeshi won’t banish one of their own willingly, but nor do their Death Bringers admit their mistakes. Their mistakes in this instance were enormous. The girl comes from a dark lineage, a branch of the Killeshi tree that should have been clipped years ago, but they kept trying, hoping that in new soil fruits would grow where there were once weeds.” 
 
    “You’re talking in riddles,” said Jakub. 
 
    “Zelox and Chancel lived in their true bodies at the same time as I.” 
 
    “You as in, Morrigan?” 
 
    “Correct. They were my brother and sister, but they were rotten. They were Death Bringers, but they communed with spirits no Killeshi should have given time to. For this we go even further back, to our ancestors who dwelled between the lands of the living and the dead.” 
 
    “The Greylands.” 
 
    “A part of the Greylands. The dark part, where the blackest of souls cling on, refusing to die. Zelox and Chancel communed with them, but they let their guard down, and they let the spirits into their minds. It infected them. It infected their bloodstream, to the point they weren’t my brother and sister anymore, but something darker. Evil beings. Wicked, malicious constructs of flesh and spirit.” 
 
    “Yutulia came after that?” 
 
    “She was born twenty-six years ago, long after we passed. She was of our blood, and as such, the Death Bringers gave the spirits of Zelox and Chancel one last chance at swimming to the light. They put, Zelox and Chancel into Yutulia when she was born, then completing the group by adding me. I was supposed to bring balance, to guide them away from the dark. Three ancestral spirits into a newborn, as is the Killeshi way.” 
 
    “It didn’t go as they planned, I take it?” 
 
    “Zelox and Chancel were too far gone, and they infected the young girl. In small ways, at first. This showed in things she hid from the rest of the tribe; capturing small animals and torturing them in secret. Lighting fires to watch things burn. This escalated, and by the time the elders realized how far Yutulia had corrupted, she was already a teen, and her mind was lost to the darkness inside her. This reached its zenith when she murdered a family in our village and tried to consume their flesh in order to imbibe their spirits.” 
 
    “So these…things…are inside you now?” 
 
    Morrigan nodded. “I had never let the darkness of my siblings inside me in life, and I resisted it in death. When the elders discovered the murders Yutulia had committed, they wanted to kill her. Judgement cast by the edge of the blade; again, as is the Killeshi way.  
 
    They wanted to end this bloodline once and for all, but that would have ended me, too, since I was inside her as an ancestral spirit. When the elders came for Yutulia, I seized control. I fought with not just the girl, but with my spiritual siblings, and I came out in control.  
 
    I begged the elders to give me a chance to free her from their influence, but they still wanted to end it. A final, unequivocal ending; to slaughter the girl with all of us inside her, burn the body, and cast the ashes into the seas.” 
 
    “So how did you get banished?” 
 
    “I call it a banishment, but it was an escape. I fled, and I have lived apart from the tribe ever since. I live in one area until I judge it unsafe, and then I leave. Soon, I will have to leave this hut, too. They stopped proactively hunting me years ago, since I eluded them too much. If they see me, they will still remember their duty. Whatever happens to me, I’ll die before I let Yutulia out again. If it means destroying this body, I would do that before letting her loose.” 
 
    Jakub struggled with his thoughts. One idea was brighter than the rest; that he’d been right. There was something inherently wrong with the Killeshis’ practice. If they hadn’t put the blackened spirits inside Yutulia when she was a child, she would have grown up normal, free from their influence. 
 
    It was sick, but the worst thing was that when he looked at Morrigan now, his feelings collided inside him.  
 
    Their night in his tent had brought him closer to her than he had been to anyone, at least physically, and he felt it now when he looked at her eyes. The knowledge that he still thought like that made his stomach tighten. 
 
    Yutulia might have been dangerous, but it wasn’t her fault. Maybe there was a way to give her another chance. In fact, he knew of a way. 
 
    It would mean banishing Morrigan as well as her dark siblings. 
 
    It was a spell way beyond his talents as a level 2 novice necromancer. If he planned how he gained his experience and carefully used specific talents to level his skills, he could learn the spell he needed to free her; the Necromancer’s Cleanse. 
 
    Whether Morrigan would agree to it or not was another matter, and there was something more important at stake - a life on the line that meant more to him than this woman. 
 
    “I need to make the goodlight potion,” he said. “Time’s running out for it. The window is closing.” 
 
    “You aren’t reacting the way I thought you would,” said Morrigan. “Most people would have lost their minds. Fled away from here.” 
 
    “I’m not most people. I’m a necromancer, and I have a job to do. I need to bring Kortho back. We’ll deal with this - whatever this is - later.” 
 
      
 
    32 
 
    He crossed the hut and stood by a wooden counter against the wall. He set his inventory bag on top of it. 
 
   
  
 

 Morrigan joined him. She seemed unsure of herself now; Jakub thought that perhaps she was nervous about his reaction to what he’d told her. The fact was, he was edgy around her, too. Right now, he needed her, and he needed her mind clear. They could deal with the other stuff later, but she had to be focused. 
 
    “I have only two things on my mind,” he said, to reassure her. “Bringing Kortho back, and finishing my assignment. What happens after that, I don’t know, but I suspect Kortho will tell me it isn’t our problem. We’re not supposed to interfere in anything but our assignment.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “Help me. I’ll make the goodlight and keep the resurrection window open, and then I’ll need you to guide me through the Killeshi lands without getting my head put on a stick, until I find the inquisitor. If he has transport, I can get Kortho back to the academy, or at least get a message to them so they can send a master necromancer to meet us before the resurrection window closes. Help me with that, and we’ll go our separate ways at the end of it.” 
 
    Then, Morrigan did something that surprised him; she reached out and grabbed his hand. 
 
    He was pleased at the contact at first, but when he looked at her now he saw not a beautiful woman but a spirit possessing her host. He drew his hand back. Morrigan said nothing. 
 
    He forced himself to push his revulsion back and think practically. 
 
    “The Killeshi know for sure that a necromancer from the academy is in their lands now, and they know that I’m with you. They’ll come looking, won’t they?” 
 
    She nodded. “We can’t stay here too long.” 
 
    “Do you have somewhere else we can go?” 
 
    “I have been living under their watch for years. I have many places.” 
 
    “Then we’ll make the goodlight, use it, and then go. It isn’t just the Killeshi I’m worried about, though. There’s another necromancer out there, and I think he’s one who was banished from the academy for dark spells. Yep, we banish people too. Funny how alike we are, right? He wants the same thing that Kortho and I came for – the body of Harry Helmund.” 
 
    “What is so special about this corpse?” 
 
    “He was a soldier in the Queen’s army, and privy to sensitive information on our main line of defence, the one that stopped the Baelin crossing the sea and overwhelming us.” 
 
    “The Arcane Boundaries,” said Morrigan. 
 
    “You know about those?” 
 
    “We aren’t mindless savages. Traders pass through our lands, and they often speak freely, and bitterly, about your Queen.” 
 
    “We need to find out what Helmund knew about the how the boundaries work, and how much of it he sold to the Baelin. To do that, we have to recover his body and resurrect him, but the necromancer wants him too. Not only that, but he knows that I am here.” 
 
    “So, we have my own Killeshi and one of your necromancers as enemies.” 
 
    “As well as a bunch of people who the necromancer was staying with. They have some kind of hamlet cut into a hill.” 
 
    “I know if it, but I didn’t know he was there.” 
 
    “Well he is, and he knows an academy necromancer is here because he saw my binded animal.” 
 
    “Then we have to work fast. Start your potion, and I will pack what I need so we can leave.” 
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    Jacob stood at the wooden counter and closed his eyes. He walked through his mind palace until he reached the part of it where he stored the recipe list for the potions a necromancer might need. 
 
    In his head, this room was represented by his old classroom, where Madam Lolo had taught them certain potions.  
 
    The classroom was old and dusty, and had half a dozen wooden benches in the centre. In class time these would have been filled with his fellow students, but the classroom was empty in his mind. 
 
    Instead, each bench represented one of the six essential potions a necromancer might need, and the ingredients were laid on them. He took a mental walk through the room until he reached the bench that glowed bright white, which represented goodlight. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, his eyes open, back in the hut with the wooden counter in front of him, and Morrigan busy gathering belongings behind him. 
 
    He worked quickly and carefully, taking out all the ingredients they’d found around the hut, as well as the orrograss they’d taken from the Killeshi burial grounds. 
 
    “Losing your bag was the worst thing that could have happened,” he said. 
 
    Morrigan looked over at him. “You picked some yourself, did you not?” 
 
    “It’d be nice if we had enough for more than one batch. That’s pressure that I don’t need now, not with your whole damn family lurking around and waiting to possess someone.” 
 
    Morrigan rolled her eyes, but Jakub was serious. He had enough for one potion.  
 
    The realization added more pressure to a situation where he needed calm. 
 
    “This is such a mess…” 
 
    He cleared his mind by focusing on the patterns on the wooden counter and the way the wood had been cut so that it swirled over  the surface. He counted every nick – twenty-eight – and every scratch – thirty six. Then he was calm enough to put all his concentration into brewing the potion. 
 
    As he spread the goodlight ingredients in front of him, he heard a thud, followed by a rasping sound. 
 
    He turned as Morrigan dropped a wooden box to the ground. Glass shattered inside the box, and he looked at Morrigan for any sign of a wound. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    She wasn’t hurt. Seeing this, his gaze darted next to the boy, who was standing by the hut wall. 
 
    Only, he wasn’t just standing there; not anymore. A bolt had pierced through the hut wall and had punctured all the way through his chest. 
 
    Morrigan glanced at him for a second before running outside. Cage doors clanged open, and Morrigan shouted something. She came running back in as Jakob joined the boy. 
 
    “Damn, are your walls made from paper?” said Jakub. 
 
    “I’ve sent Reggie and his brothers out to see who’s out there and how many there are.” 
 
    The boy opened his mouth and stuck out the stub of his severed tongue. A low rasp came from deep inside his throat. So far as Jakub knew, the undead only experienced a tiny amount of pain. Even so, it couldn’t have been nice. 
 
    “The bolt’s wedged into the wall,” said Morrigan. “If we pull him away from it, can you heal him like you did with me in the burial grounds?” 
 
    “He’s undead. The bolt might hurt, but my spell won’t do much for that. He doesn’t need healing.” 
 
    The boy’s rasps were so guttural, such a sound of horror, that he wished the boy could speak instead. At least words, even pleading ones, would sound better than the noises coming from his throat. 
 
    Morrigan stared at the boy, and she scratched her neck so hard she broke the skin. Jakub needed to give her something to do to take her mind off the boy, since his plight was making her anxious. 
 
    “Gather as many of your things as you can,” he said. “I doubt that the bolt coming through your wall was a hunter missing his shot by accident. Your friends have come for you.” 
 
    “The Killeshi don’t use these bolts.” 
 
    “Either way, we can’t stay. Gather weapons, fire oil if you have any, food, and water skins.” 
 
    “I know how to survive in these lands, necromancer. I’ve been doing it a lot longer than you.” 
 
    Jakub put his hands on the boy’s shoulders. “Does this hurt?” he asked. 
 
    The boy shook his head. 
 
    “Then would it be cruel of me to leave you like this while I prepare? It will take both Morrigan and me to get you free, but we need to get everything ready first.” 
 
    The boy nodded. 
 
    “Is that a yes it would be cruel, or a nod that I can leave you for a moment?” 
 
    Another nod. 
 
    “I can leave you?” 
 
    The boy nodded. 
 
    “You’re a brave kid,” said Jakub. Filled with adrenaline now, he crossed the room until he was by the wooden counter. “Morrigan, how long until your hawks get back?” 
 
    “They should be back by now.” 
 
    “We need to know what we’re dealing with and how close they are. A bolt like that could mean anything; there are weapons that could have fired it from half a mile away with a clear line of sight.” 
 
    “They’ll be back before you know it,” said Morrigan. 
 
    “That might be too long. Ludwig will have to help.” 
 
    Jakub took out his soul necklace, but it was empty. “Damn it. No essence.” 
 
    That was a blow; Ludwig could have scouted for them and gotten back before the hawks. He didn’t want to say it to Morrigan, but he suspected her birds might have been shot out of the sky. 
 
    Without essence, he was stuck. Unless… 
 
    …no. He was mad for having the thought, wasn’t he? 
 
    He looked at the boy, pale and undead and stuck fast against the wall. Undead but alive at the same time, a being of the Greylands and this land as well. How this had happened, he didn’t know, but maybe it was fortunate. 
 
    He rolled up his sleeve. He touched the tattoo of his Soul Harvest glyphline, looked at the boy, and spoke a spellword. 
 
    The boy tilted his head back so he stared at the ceiling, and he opened his mouth as if he was screaming, though no sounds came out. Blue essence left him and drifted across the room, seeping into Jakub’s necklace.  
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    The necklace filled a quarter. Then halfway… 
 
    Pain exploded in Jakub’s jaw, and he stumbled into the counter, knocking a vial to the floor. 
 
    “What the hells are you doing to him?” said Morrigan, rubbing her fist. At least punching him had hurt her too. 
 
    Jakub’s jaw clicked. “I had no choice. I needed the soul essence, and he’s dead. Technically.” 
 
    “He isn’t some dead carrion you’ve found in a field, you creep. Look at him! Look what you’ve done.” 
 
    The boy gave him an accusing stare. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Jakub, “but we need Ludwig here, or we die. The only way to summon him was to take some of your essence, and...” 
 
    A squawk filled the air somewhere beyond the hut. Morrigan ran to the door and opened it, and three bolts thudded  into the wood, narrowly missing her and driving splinters through the door.  
 
    She left the door open, but the hawks didn’t come. Jakub shut it.  
 
    “They’re gone,” he said. 
 
    “No. Reggie and his brothers aren’t stupid enough to get hit with a bolt.” 
 
    “They’re gone, Morrigan. You said yourself; they’d be back by now if they were coming. Whoever is out there shot them, and they’re getting closer. We have to get out of here. Grab my stuff, and then we’ll get the kid loose and put Kortho’s body on your groff and get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “Without Reggie, we won’t know which way is safe to leave.” 
 
    “And that’s why I needed soul essence.” 
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    The morals of it were hazy, yes. This wasn’t taking essence from something dead, but draining essence from an undead boy who suffered when he did it. Jakub understood that, but their situation didn’t leave room for morals. 
 
    He touched his Death Bind tattoo and summoned Ludwig into the hut. The essence left his necklace and dispersed into the either, but the demonic hound didn’t come. 
 
    Jakub waited ten seconds. Then twenty more. Still nothing. 
 
    “Perhaps something got your wolf, too,” said Morrigan. 
 
    There was a smugness to the way she said that that he didn’t like, but it must have been grief over her hawks talking. Either way, Jakub didn’t care. 
 
    “This has never happened before. Not a single time. He’s bound to me; he has to come when I spend essence to summon him.” 
 
    He pressed his tattoo and spoke the word again, draining more of the essence that he’d taken from the boy. 
 
    Ludwig still didn’t come. Instructor Irvine’s mental lessons meant nothing now, not when it was his best friend at risk. Because that’s what it was – something had happened to Ludwig, because that was the only way to explain this. 
 
    There were four more thwacks, and bolts burst through sections of the hut wall. Jakub swept a glass vial off the counter, smashing it on the floor. 
 
    “Damn it!” 
 
    Morrigan came and caught his arm before he smashed another. “That’s my crap you’re smashing, and my floor you’re smashing it on.” 
 
    “Not for much longer; this place isn’t safe for you now. Your hawks are dead, and something’s happened to Ludwig. We have no idea how many people are out there, how close they are, or which direction they’re coming from.” 
 
    “The bolts have come through the north and west walls. See?” said Morrigan. 
 
    Jakub started shoving the ingredients for the goodlight potion into his bag. “Then we’ll leave the opposite way. They might have people approaching from there too, but we’ve no choice.” 
 
    “What about your master’s body?” 
 
    “We’ll use Bert. Is he strong enough to carry him?” 
 
    A groff could carry five of little iguanas like him.” 
 
    “He’s heavier than he looks.” 
 
    “I know, necromancer. Afterall, I supported him back to my hut while you went on your errands.” 
 
    “Let’s get the boy loose from his bolt. We’ll have to load Kortho onto Bert from inside here. Can you call him in?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Morrigan. She walked to the door, where the bolts had pierced holes in the wood. “Bert. Bert! Here, boy.” 
 
    There was no stamp of hooves. The only answer was the whoosh of bolts and then a gut-wrenching cry; the sound of an animal that had been struck. This descended into yelps of pain. 
 
    Morrigan struck the wall with her fist once, twice, and then a third time, each punch making a louder sound than the last and drowning out Bert’s cries from outside. 
 
    If Jakub had seen that happen to Ludwig, he wouldn’t have just pulverized the wall with his hand; he’d have charged out there screaming bloody murder, and he’d probably have run straight into a volley of bolts.  
 
    Then again, he guessed Morrigan had a lot of practice in controlling her mind, since she had to fight her spirit siblings for possession of it. 
 
    Morrigan might have hurt her hand by punching her hut, but it given her  back some self-control. 
 
    It wasn’t over though, not for Bert. The animal cried out in pain. Jakub could hear death in its voice; the animal was clinging onto life, and it was suffering for it, but its injuries were mortal. As a necromancer, he knew what the last ebbs of mortality sounded like. 
 
    “Finish him, you bastards! He’s suffering,” shouted Morrigan. 
 
    Anger flared through Jakub. Whoever this was, they were going to pay for it. 
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    “Work on getting the kid free from his bolt,” he said. 
 
    While Morrigan did that, Jakub crouched by the side of the door with his inventory bag beside him. He opened the door a crack – thwack. Two bolts thudded through the wood. 
 
    He took the jade-framed mirror from his bag and held it on the ground, twisting it left and right to try and get a view of the grass fields surrounding the hut. 
 
    Scoping as much as he could, he saw figures approaching from the east. When the jade mirror caught the glare of the sun, though, a well-placed bolt shattered into it. 
 
    Jakub drew his hand back. “There goes the resale value.” He joined Morrigan, who had wedged two inches of the bolt from the boy’s chest. The boy was watching her work with impassivity. 
 
    “Looks like four men coming over the hills. I couldn’t see their faces, but three of them have crossbows, one has a sword. We can take them.” 
 
    “I thought you wanted to run,” said Morrigan, talking through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Fuck that. They killed your groff.” 
 
    Jakub unsheathed his blackened sword while Morrigan took up her spear. He tried to remember what he’d been taught at the academy about fighting multiple opponents but as a necromancer, his tactic training had been rudimentary. He was skilled enough to use his sword, but didn’t have the eye for strategy that experience brought. 
 
    The men were close enough that they could hear their voices from outside now. 
 
    “Stop that thing bleating,” said one. “It’s making me feel bad.” 
 
    “I thought you said let it live?” 
 
    “It isn’t bloody drawing them out of the hut, though, is it? Put the thing out of its misery.” 
 
    Boots clomped outside the hut. Morrigan gritted her teeth so hard she looked like she was growling, and her fingers twitched over her spear. 
 
    Jakub couldn’t afford to have her charge out yet. He reached across and squeezed her arm. 
 
    “Wait,” he said. 
 
    She nodded at him and gripped her weapon tighter. 
 
    The boots outside stopped. There was the sound of metal being drawn from a sheath, and then a horrible cry. 
 
    Morrigan closed her eyes as her groff died. Jakub felt his own stomach twist up into the smallest knot. If this were his animal, if it were Ludwig… 
 
    He felt sick that he couldn’t help the animal, but the bolts had already doomed Bert. This was just the sound of him being put out of his misery. There would be a time for grief later, but not now. 
 
    “Maybe they’re dead. Maybe one of the bolts got ‘em,” said a voice. 
 
    “We saw the door open, you idiot.” 
 
    “Yeah but we fired more after that.” 
 
    “Hmm. P’rhaps. Go and look through the door. Through the bolt hole.” 
 
    Morrigan crouched. Standing next to the door, she held her spear with the tip pointed out, and moved it up so that it was just an inch away from the fresh hole that the bolt had made in the door. 
 
    Footsteps approached. A man whistled a tune to himself. That made it much worse; that this meant so little to them that they were whistling. Not only that, but they were whistling a tune that Jakub recognized – The Dance of the Love Bard, a happy tune most times it was played.  
 
    Not today. 
 
    The hole in the door darkened as something blocked the light. Morrigan jabbed the top of her spear straight through it. 
 
    The resulting cry was so inhumane, so filled with pain, that Jakub couldn’t stand to hear it. Screams met incomprehensible words, and then there was a thumping sound. 
 
    “My eye!” he cried. “My fucking eye!” 
 
    “That leaves three,” Jakub whispered to Morrigan. 
 
    Something rattled the doorframe. There was a thud, then another, and the door smashed inwards, and one of the hinges busted so that it hung slanted. 
 
    A figure stepped into the doorframe. Jakub pivoted to his side and ran his sword through the man’s stomach, then tried to pull it back out. 
 
    The sword wouldn’t budge; it stuck fast in the man’s gut. Outside, behind the man, one of his friends levelled a crossbow. 
 
    “I’ve got aim,” he shouted. “Hold the bastard, Lenny.” 
 
    The gutted man, with blood mixing with the spit on his lips, summoned all of his energy to fight the pain and put his hands on Jakub’s throat, holding him in place. 
 
    His fingernails dug into Jakub’s skin. This guy was strong; even with a sword in his belly, he was still on his feet, and his grip was too powerful to get out of. 
 
    Morrigan thrust her spear through on of his wrists, pushing it through muscle and tendon and bone. 
 
    When Jakub felt the grip on his neck relax, he shoved the man away from him and straight into the flight of a freshly-fired bolt. It splattered into his skull, sending shards of bone and brain everywhere. 
 
    There was a click as the crossbowman reloaded. Jakub took cover at the side of the door again, and Morrigan was across from him. 
 
    “Move further back,” said Jakub. “They’ll aim for the side of the door, and the wood is too thin.” 
 
    They moved back, and they waited. Two of their attackers were dead, and he knew that there originally had been three crossbow men.  
 
    He nodded at the man on the ground. “He only has a sword,” he said. “That means there’s two of them with crossbows outside. We need to get them both to fire, and we can charge at them when they reload.” 
 
    His words came out surprisingly calm; he’d expected to sound anxious. His neck stung from where the man’s nails had ripped into his skin, and the man’s grip had been so heavy that Jakub felt like his hands were still on him. His voice was calm, and his head was clear, and right now that was all that mattered. 
 
    “They’ll be more careful now,” said Morrigan. “They can wait us out, since there’s only one way out of the hut. Worse, others could be coming.” 
 
    “We need to tempt them into firing.” 
 
    “How do we do that?”  
 
    Jakub kneeled as low as he could, reached across the floor, and picked up the smashed jade-framed mirror. He tossed this into the open doorway, hoping to hear a resulting thwack of a bolt. Nothing happened. 
 
    “They’re being careful,” said Morrigan. 
 
    “Like you said; waiting us out. It’s the only sensible way. Fools who rush in end up like this one,” he said, nodding at the man on the ground. 
 
    There was no way out other than the door, and the crossbowmen had that covered. Not only that, but they were being careful now; they weren’t just shooting everything that moved. They no doubt had their crossbows levelled on the doorframe and were waiting for a person to emerge. As soon as he or Morrigan appeared in the doorway they’d let loose. 
 
    While he waited for a solution to come to him, he looked at the dead man on the floor. He was overweight in a way where he’d once had muscles, but he’d let himself go. Maybe he was an ex-soldier. Certainly not Killeshi, anyway. So, a mercenary, maybe? 
 
    That didn’t matter. Jakub took out his soul necklace and spoke the spellword of Essence Grab, draining soul essence from the dead man. 
 
    With his Essence Grab now a [2], more of the blue mist flew his way and in a quicker speed, and it was only seconds until his necklace was full.  
 
    Practicing his necromancy arts seemed to have dislodged something in his brain, because an answer to their problems came to him. 
 
    “I think I have it,” he said. “We need to show them a live target to get them to shoot.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “The target only needs to look like its alive. They’re not going check for its heartbeat before they start firing bolts,” he said, before staring at the boy on the far side of the room. 
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    They pulled the bolt out of the boy’s chest, leaving a hole in his ribcage. It reminded Jakub of the gouges in the trees in the Killeshi burial grounds. 
 
    The boy didn’t seem to mind this. It was strange; he hadn’t shown any pain when the bolt smashed through him, but he’d been in agony when Jakub had taken essence from him. What kind of undead was he? 
 
    “This way,” he Jakub, putting his arm around the boy’s shoulder and guiding him to the door. 
 
    “At least ask him if he wants to help,” said Morrigan. 
 
    “Kid, we need you to take another couple of bolts for us. It doesn’t hurt you, right? I know it’s not ideal, but you won’t die if they hit you. Morrigan and I, on the other hand, wouldn’t be as lucky.” 
 
    The boy nodded. 
 
    Jakub guided the boy to near the door, then stopped. “Got your spear ready?” he said to Morrigan.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. As soon as the boy gets hit, rush them. A crossbow takes a while to reload. I’ll take whichever guy is on the left, you take the other. Got it?” 
 
    “Anyone would think you were the hunter here,” she said. “But the plan sounds as apt as any.” 
 
    “Just rush them, okay? The second the bolts hit him.” 
 
    “I’ve got it, necromancer. Mind your own actions.” 
 
    Jakub squeezed the boy’s shoulder. “I’m sorry if this is scary, but it saves us dying, and that puts you on my list of friends. Ready?” 
 
    The boy nodded.  
 
    Jakub gave him a gentle push, and the boy walked into the doorway. 
 
    There was a click from outside the hut; the release of something. 
 
    Bolts cut through the wind like a whip, and then there were two soft thuds. 
 
    The force of the bolts, one in his stomach the other in his neck, knocked the boy back. 
 
    “Go,” said Jakub. 
 
    He was out of the door first, his blackened sword raised, sprinting up the hill and wishing he wasn’t wearing his overcoat. 
 
    The two attackers were standing beside each other on the crest of the hill a few hundred meters away. Seeing Jakub, one took a bolt and slammed it in place, then tried to wrench back the string on his crossbow. 
 
    Jakub ran so fast that his lungs burned with the effort. Sweat dripped down his face, and lacking much of a sprinter’s physique, the run exhausted him quicker than he’d expected. 
 
    He reached the first man just as he drew back the string and clicked it over the lever, locking it ready to fire. 
 
    He raised his sword and hacked the man’s neck, cutting through his skin and tendons and vertebra. 
 
    The man’s friend levelled his own freshly-loaded crossbow at Jakub, but a spear cut through the air stronger and faster than any bolt, puncturing his stomach and driving deep into his guts. He stumbled back, impaled, and died on the grass. 
 
    Jakub looked back at the hut, where Morrigan was standing with the boy. Jakub had sprinted like hell to get here, and she hadn’t even need to move. 
 
    He gave her a clap of appreciation. “Very clever, you show-off,” he said. 
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    He spent the next few minutes looting the two dead crossbowmen, the man outside the hut, and the one in the doorway. He searched their pockets, coats and under their shirts for secret moneybags or necklaces, inspected each hand for rings, and even checked their boots for hidden daggers.  
 
    One of them, a crossbowman, had an artificed bag. It was probably so he could store more crossbow bolts without the burden of the extra weight. 
 
    He put everything he could scavenge in a pile inside the hut and then pressed his thumb tattoo. Soon, the loot was itemized by text wafting inches from his face. 
 
      
 
    *Loot Received!* 
 
      
 
    Talent Tome: Basics of Archery 
 
    **Uncommon** 
 
      
 
    Bottle of Gremlin’s Whiskey x2 
 
    *Common* 
 
      
 
    Healing Poultice x2 
 
    *Common* 
 
    [A crude healing poultice used by soldiers. Effective on open wounds. Fifty percent actual healing ability, fifty percent bullshit.] 
 
      
 
    Bracelet of Rest 
 
    **Uncommon** 
 
    A bracelet enchanted by an artificer to give the effect of restfulness. The wearer can go without sleep for as long as he wears it  without feeling the effects of tiredness. Beware: sleep debts build up, and must be paid when the bracelet is removed lest you risk damage to your mind. 
 
      
 
    Crossbow x2 
 
    *Common* 
 
      
 
    Bolts x26 
 
      
 
    Iron Sword x1 
 
    *Common* 
 
      
 
    23 Gold coins 
 
    39 Silver Coins 
 
    102 Bronze Coins 
 
      
 
    Now this was loot. The last time he’d looted he’d found the Vagrant Sword, which was a rare weapon but underwhelming, since its ability was to make him look like a vagrant. 
 
    “Are you done?” said Morrigan. “We need to leave.”  She was standing next to the boy and stroking his hair. 
 
    “This was worth it. Trust me.” 
 
    “For a book and a trinket?” 
 
    “This is a talent tome, not just an ordinary book. If you read it cover to cover three times, you learn a skill. The first read imbues you with the techniques, the second read-through gives you muscle memory of the skill, and the third gives you the experience. When I get a spare few hours, I can become a competent archer. You don’t understand how valuable this is.” 
 
    “A skill gained without practice can’t be rewarding,” she said. 
 
    Jakub put the crossbows, iron sword, gold coins, and bracelet in his inventory bag. Even though it was artificed to hold more than it should be able to, it was getting full. He needed to sell some of this stuff. 
 
    He passed the healing poultices to Morrigan. “I have a vial of restoration and I have Health Harvest, so you can take these. They’re crude, but they’ll heal you if you’re stuck.” 
 
    “I have no need for your poultice.” 
 
    She made no move to take them, so he put them on a nearby table for her. 
 
    “Sure you don’t. I’ll just leave them here for you.” 
 
    With his looting finished, it was time to work out what to do.  
 
    As the adrenaline left him, he felt a stinging pain in his side. He opened his overcoat and touched his waist. Blood smeared his fingertips. 
 
    “My wound reopened,” he said, wincing when he touched the cut on his side that he’d got in the outpost basement. 
 
    “Perhaps it is you who needs the poultice,” said Morrigan. 
 
    He shook his head. He cast Health Harvest, converting some of the essence in his necklace into a healing mist, which he directed to the wound. It closed, and some of the pain left him. 
 
      
 
    *Necromancy Experience Gained!*  
 
    [IIIIIII                  ] 
 
      
 
    There was so much to do now that he didn’t know where to begin. The fight had left him feeling exhausted, and he was tempted to wear his bracelet of rest. He didn’t want to build up a debt of exhaustion yet, though, so he resisted the urge. 
 
    Instead, he concentrated on the dead man on the hut floor. His academy training had taught him to be neutral about death, but even so, he thought he should feel worse about being the cause of a person’s death.  
 
    Was it worrying that he felt nothing? That his training was deep within him, and he was able to look at the corpse not as a man, but as a tool? 
 
    Touching his Resurrection glyphline tattoo, he cast Last Rites. Essence left his necklace and sought entry into the man’s skull through his ears, before swirling out of his nose and into the air, where it formed a rectangle of cobweb-like mist. 
 
      
 
    *Necromancy Experience Gained!*  
 
    [IIIIIIIII                ] 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?” said Morrigan. She seemed entranced by the rectangle, and wary of it. Jakub hadn’t expected a magic user to be suspicious of this kind of thing, but he guessed her magic, based in her green eyes, was different to his. 
 
    “It’s a spell. We call it Last Rites.” 
 
    “I thought necromancy was just giving life to those who’d lost it.” 
 
    “We have more spells than that. Shouldn’t you check on your groff? He might still be alive.” 
 
    The words seemed to spark a dread in her; her tanned Killeshi skin paled, and for a brief second her green eyes glimmered, as if dread sparked in them. 
 
    “So much happened…I forgot about him. What kind of person am I? Bert!” she said, and she ran out of the hut. 
 
    Images began to form in the rectangle. Jakub hoped that his Last Rites would show enough of the man’s last few minutes of life that he’d see where they had come from, and which direction they’d taken to get to the hut. That would give him a clue as to who these men were. 
 
    The images began on the hill crest outside the hut, where the four men approached from. They spoke to each other, but there was no sound in the Last Rites.  
 
    This wasn’t good enough. His Last Rites was too low a level; he’d need to improve it if he wanted to learn more. Increasing Last Rites would show him more of a person’s last moments, and eventually would add sound to the images, too. Not today. 
 
    “Jakub!” shouted Morrigan. 
 
    He joined her outside the hut. “I couldn’t learn anything,” he said.  
 
    She was crouched beside Bert, her groff. The animal had a bolt wedged firmly in his chest. He was still, and his eyes were glazed.  
 
    Jakub felt a wave of pity stir in him. Perhaps his training wasn’t as deep as he thought. Why had the death of an animal troubled him, when that of a man had left him cold? 
 
    “Can you bring him back?” said Morrigan. 
 
    Jakub shook his head. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “But you’re a necromancer.” 
 
    “I’m a level 2 novice. Bert is too big an animal for me to restore. I’m truly sorry,” he said, and he put his hand on her shoulder. 
 
    She shook him off. “What good are you?” she said, and stroked Bert’s head. 
 
    Jakub knew why Bert’s death had shaken him while the man’s had not. An impartial person would have said that the life of a person was worth more than an animal’s, but Jakub felt differently.  
 
    Looking at Bert, he pictured his best friend Ludwig lying there instead. Never mind that the demonic hound was already dead and dwelled in the Greylands, Jakub could still imagine how distraught he’d feel to lose him for good. 
 
    That sparked darker thoughts inside him. Thoughts and questions. He almost uttered one out loud, but knew that Morrigan wasn’t in the mental state to hear them. 
 
    He left her and went inside. The boy, with two bolts stuck in him and a hole where they’d wedged one free, passed Jakub. He joined Morrigan and simply sat beside her, looking at her with pity. 
 
    Alone in the hut, Jakub first checked his bag. His new loot was in there, as well as the ingredients for the goodlight potion. 
 
    Then he stood beside Kortho’s body. He was stretched out on the table, lifeless, his liguana scales so lacking in color that it was hard to look at. 
 
    “I need you, Kortho,” he said. “We’re in trouble. People are after us, and Ludwig won’t come to me when I summon him.” 
 
    It was just one stitching of riddles sewn into  the patchwork of them in his head. So many things he couldn’t answer; why had Ludwig ignored his summons? How was he even able to do that? Who were the men who’d attacked them? 
 
    The corpse on the floor didn’t give him any answers; not only had his Last Rites revealed nothing that Jakub didn’t already know, but his armor was just dull leather with no markings or affiliations.  
 
    He wasn’t Killeshi, at least he knew that much, but that just left the people in the hamlet in the hill. Those were the only other people Jakub had encountered in the Killeshi lands. 
 
    It had to be the banished necromancer who he’d seen by the fire when he was looking through Ludwig’s eyes. The man had seen Ludwig, and must have realized that Ludwig was a binded animal, and that a fellow necromancer was nearby.  
 
    The question was, why would the necromancer care?  
 
    Unless he knew that Jakub was here for the traitor’s body, too.  
 
    Jakub had heard the necromancer’s conversation by the fire, and knew that he also sought to recover the body of Harry Helmund. 
 
    If Harry’s body had been taken from the outpost and the banished necromancer wasn’t the culprit, then who had taken him? 
 
    A squawk sounded from outside, cutting through his thoughts. He heard Morrigan shout. 
 
    “Reggie!” 
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    When Jakub went outside he found Reggie the hawk sitting on Morrigan’s outstretched arm. 
 
    “His brother and sister aren’t back,” she said. “They always fly back together. That means…” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Morrigan.” 
 
    “I’ve been hearing that word a lot since I met you.” 
 
    “Still, I’m sorry. First Bert, and now your hawks.” 
 
    “I have to see what Reggie saw,” she said. 
 
    Her eyes glowed until the green was so bright that it was hard to look at. Reggie’s eyes glowed yellow in return, and light left both their eyes, mingling in the air between them. 
 
    Morrigan tipped her head back. Her eyelids flickered, and she moved her head left, right, never fixing on a single point. 
 
    It was over with a flash of light, and when Morrigan looked at Jakub now, she seemed worried. 
 
    “A man is coming. He’s crossing the plains and heading to the hut. He’s wearing robes, and he carries a staff. There were…things…with him. Creatures; two of them.” 
 
    “It’s the necromancer,” said Jakub, feeling a tremor of cold in his chest. “What did these things look like?” 
 
    “Squat little things. Hideous, almost bestial, but there’s was something about them; like they weren’t really there.” 
 
    “It sounds like demons. They must be his binded animals…but how could Reggie see them?” Jakub wracked his brains for an explanation, before remembering the ‘price’ Morrigan had asked him to pay. “I brought Reggie back from the dead. He’s been to the Greylands, so he can see things from that realm.” 
 
    “They will pay for what they did to Bert. A few corpses aren’t enough to pay that debt,” said Morrigan. 
 
    “This man is a master necromancer, and he was banished from our academy for the things he messed around with. He’ll destroy us, Morrigan, and his Death Bind spell is likely powerful enough that his binded demons can actually hurt us. We need to leave.” 
 
    “I know a place we can go. It’s southeast of here, and nobody else knows about it.” 
 
    “That’ll be good for a start. How far away was the man?” 
 
    “Half a mile the last time Reggie saw him.” 
 
    “Okay. Get your things, and get the boy. We have the ingredients for goodlight, but carrying Kortho is going to slow us down without Bert. If this man gets within range of us…a master necromancer is a dangerous enemy.” 
 
    “Then I wish I wasn’t stuck with a novice.” 
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    Jakub and Morrigan carried Kortho, but although the liguana was small, he weighed more than he had expected. They had to share the burden between them with Morrigan holding his head and chest, Jakub his legs. 
 
    She led them away from the hut and south west, where the hill dipped and the grassy plains met with more thornweeds. The boy trailed behind them. 
 
    Morrigan seemed to be following a path through the thornweeds, but to Jakub the thickets all looked the same. He trusted in her directions, but sometimes he moved too close to the thorns and saw their pricks scratch Kortho’s body, and he uttered an apology to his dead mentor at each fresh cut. 
 
    There really was no dignity in death. People often spoke of dignity when their loved ones passed, but that was only to comfort themselves. Death was ugly, and as soon as life left a body, it became just a burden of flesh and bones. 
 
    “Just over here,” said Morrigan, leading them to where the thornweeds began to thin. 
 
    Finally, they reached a hill covered in mud and vines. Morrigan stopped in the centre, where the hill rose ten feet above them. 
 
    “Set him down here,” she said. 
 
    She took her dagger from her sheath and hacked at an overgrowth of vines, before revealing the entrance to a cave. 
 
    “I haven’t used this spot in a while,” she said. “I leave provisions in all my places, but it’s been so long since I was here that there’s no telling what state they are in, or if vermin got to them.” 
 
    “We don’t have to stay for long. Just enough that I can brew the goodlight and douse Kortho with it, and then I want to get moving.” 
 
    “Where do you suggest we go?” 
 
    “I have an idea, but we’ll have to be quick.” 
 
    The cave was so dark it seemed drenched in black. The inner walls were made of mud, giving the place a cold feel. Despite that, carrying Kortho through the maze of thornweeds had built a heat in Jakub, and he took off his overcoat. 
 
    He laid it on the ground, and then opened his inventory bag and put the goodlight ingredients on it. 
 
    “I’ll need a fire,” he said. 
 
    “This place is too enclosed for smoke, and someone might see it.” 
 
    “Just a small one, and for a minute or two. I have to burn the orrograss.” 
 
    “I’ll get some branches,” said Morrigan, and left the cave. 
 
    Kortho’s body was on the ground, with the goodlight ingredients on the coat next to it. The boy stood above Kortho and peered at the dead liguana. 
 
    “Stand aside a little please,” said Jakub. “You’re blocking the light.” 
 
    The boy stood rigid by the cave wall. He seemed to always be like this; awkward in the way he stood and watched. It unnerved Jakub. 
 
    “Sit down, will you?” 
 
    The boy sat, and Jakub prepared the goodlight ingredients in the order he’d need to use them. He noticed that the boy was watching him with more than just his usual passivity, and was even leaning forward to get a better look. 
 
    “This interests you, huh?” said Jakub. 
 
    The boy opened his mouth to speak, but stopped. Jakub guessed that what happened with his tongue was so long ago that he was used to it now, and that was just sad. 
 
    “I wish you could tell me what happened to you,” he said. 
 
    It was sick. Someone had killed this boy, and there was no doubt that the same murderers had cut out his tongue, too. Had they done it when he was alive, or when he was already dead? The answer scarcely seemed to matter; it was just a morbid question born from his necromancer’s curiosity about death. 
 
    The other burning question about the kid was, who had brought him back? Someone had resurrected him after death, but they hadn’t used the same kind of necromancy taught in the academy. If they had, he’d be fully alive, but instead his was caught in an in-between state, undead but living, part of the Greylands, maybe, but part of this world too. 
 
    The kid wouldn’t like Jakub talking about that kind of thing, he decided. He’d been through enough, and if watching Jakub prepare a potion piqued his interest in any kind of way, why not let him be distracted by it? 
 
    “You can make a lot of different potions with this same mixture of ingredients,” said Jakub. “The way you prepare them, and the order you mix them in, makes something different. Cool, huh?” 
 
    The boy nodded even smiled, and that warmed Jakub a little. 
 
    “We’re making goodlight now. This will help keep my friend with us for longer. Well, not with us, but in the Greylands, where Ludwig is. Who knows? Maybe Kortho has found Ludwig in the Greylands. It’s unlikely given how big it is, but that’d be nice, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    The boy nodded again, and Jakub wished he could carry on speaking about it, but he was worried about Ludwig and Kortho, and he’d rather do something practical than talk about things that made him anxious. 
 
    “Sorry I took so long,” said a voice. 
 
    Morrigan entered the cave with a bundle of branches and twigs. “It rained last night, so finding dry ones was tough.” 
 
    “Did you see anyone?” 
 
    “No. We’ve lost him.” 
 
    “That’s something, at least.” 
 
    While Morrigan sat with Reggie perched on her leg and comforted the hawk, Jakub made a fire and then created a goodlight potion.  
 
    The result was a mud-colored liquid, thick and gloopy and not matching up to its name of goodlight – there was nothing good about its smell or appearance. Yet it was goodlight, sure enough. 
 
    The boy moved away from the wall and kneeled next to Kortho now, looking at Jakub and then the liguana. 
 
    “You want to help?” said Jakub. 
 
    The boy nodded. 
 
    “We need to take off his clothes,” said Jakub. 
 
    They stripped Kortho naked, and Jakub felt a well of pity that his mentor was reduced to this. There was no dignity at all. When he found the inquisitor and they either got in touch with academy necromancers or arranged a quicker transport back to the academy for Kortho’s resurrection, Jakub would never mention this indignity to him. 
 
    Kortho would know, sure. He would know that Jakub would have had to use goodlight, and he’d know what that would involve, but Jakub would never talk about it. That was the least he could do to restore some dignity to the great necromancer. 
 
    He took the last of the rags that he’d looted in the outpost and tore them in half, giving one strip to the boy and keeping one for himself. 
 
    “Dip it in the goodlight,” he said. “We need to cover every inch of him.” 
 
    He really did mean every inch. It wasn’t a pleasant job, and Morrigan couldn’t seem to look at them. The boy didn’t flinch, and seemed as unfazed by death as Jakub was, even without academy training. 
 
    In little over an hour, just as daylight faded outside the cave, their job was complete, and Kortho was doused in goodlight. 
 
    Jakub sat back. He felt the relief at the added time he’d bought for his mentor. Now he needed to find the inquisitor, who would be arriving in the Killeshi lands soon. 
 
    First, there was something else he had to do while he still had the chance. He desperately wanted to sleep for a while, even just twenty minutes, but time was against him. 
 
    “Finished?” said Morrigan. 
 
    “Yes. You can look now. Why do you find it so distasteful?” he asked. 
 
    “What you call necromancy, I call a lack of respect for death.” 
 
    “Morrigan, you’re a centuries-old spirit living in a woman’s body. You’re going so far out on a limb here that you’re falling off the tree. Stop being such a hypocrite.” 
 
    “I had no say in being taken from the burial grounds. I was laid to rest after death and my ashes places in a burial tree. Do you think the Death Bringers consulted with me before placing me in this body?” 
 
    “You’re  still a Killeshi, so you’re part of it.” 
 
    “And you’re a necromancer, and it seems a man banished from your academy was implicit in murdering two of my hawks, and my groff. Does that mean you share the blame too?” 
 
    “We don’t have time for this. I need to leave for a while.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Not we – me. I have to go alone, and I have to do it now.” 
 
    “I know these lands better than you.” 
 
    Jakub pressed the tattoo on his thumb and let his map spread in the air in front of him, allowing both Morrigan and the boy to see it. 
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    “This is where we are now,” he said, pointing at the map. “North, here, is the hamlet inside the hill.” 
 
    “I know of it,” said Morrigan. 
 
    “Do you know who lived there?” 
 
    “Not Killeshi, that I know for sure. They are the only settlers the Killeshi have suffered to stay in their lands. Aside from your Queen’s outpost, of course.” 
 
    She said the word ‘Queen’s’ with vehemence. It was strange that she’d still feel that instinctual Killeshi dislike for the Red Eye Queendom. You can banish the woman from the Killeshi, but you can’t banish the Killeshi from the woman, he thought. 
 
    “I need to go there. They have the body of a solider, and I need to see it. If I wait until I’ve found the inquisitor, it’ll be too late.” 
 
    “Every second you delay it is a second taken from your friend’s life.” 
 
    “Duty over self, duty over love, duty over all. That’s what they had us say morning, noon and night at the academy. I have to do this.” 
 
    “It involves more necromancy, I presume.” 
 
    “Always. I am a necromancer, after all. I have to go there alone, so if you could stay here with the boy and watch over Kortho…” 
 
    She stood up and crossed her arms. “No. I’ve helped you enough, necromancer, and through that Bert and my hawks have died, and my hut is no longer safe for me. This is where we go separate ways. I’ve had enough of people for the next dozen years.” 
 
    “I thought you might say that, Morrigan. What if I said there was a way I could help you?” 
 
    “What could you possibly give me? You necromancers…all you bring is destruction. Look at Reggie, look at the way he quivers at the loss of his brother and sister. A hawk shouldn’t be reduced to this, yet after knowing you for just a day…” 
 
    “What if I can rid you of Chancel and Zelox?” he said. 
 
    Morrigan furrowed her brow. Jakub seized on her hesitation. 
 
    “The potion you drink to quiet them. It’s hard to find the ingredients, isn’t it? If you ever run out, they’ll wrestle you for control of the girl, and you’re scared of them reaching the surface.” 
 
    “I’m scared of nothing.” 
 
    “You can’t fool me. I can rid you of them.” 
 
    “How?” she said. 
 
    “There’s a necromancer spell for expelling spirits from a body. I’m not strong enough yet, but with the right use of my skills and enough experience, I should earn it, given time. Help me for a little longer, and when I have it, I’ll use it on you.” 
 
    “How can I trust you to keep your word?” 
 
    “Trust is a rich word for a spirit who has taken over a woman’s body. I know what you told me about Yutulia and how wicked she was, but all the same, you lied to me. Trust works both ways, and I’ve trusted you a lot.” 
 
    “That trust kept you alive, and besides, you had no choice. You were in a foreign land without your master to hold your hand.” 
 
    “That didn’t make it any less of a leap of faith. I’ll help you, Morrigan, if you help me.” 
 
    She thought about this for a second, before nodding. “I’ll stay with the boy, then. What is your plan?” 
 
    This was yet another leap, but Jakub had to take it. With the Killeshi aware of him being in their lands, and a banished necromancer hunting him, he had to take whatever plan his exhausted brain could conjure. 
 
    “The necromancer and his binded are still hunting for me. Or at least, I hope they are. He’ll probably have sent more men out in other directions, so the hamlet will be low in numbers. I need to go there and find the body of a soldier they took from the outpost, and learn something from it.” 
 
    “You’ll never sneak in. I might not have known you long, necromancer, but stealth isn’t your forte.” 
 
    “Can you stop calling me ‘necromancer’ all the time?” he said. “After the night in the tent, I think we can use first names now, even if you lied to me about yours.” 
 
    “Fine, Jakub. The point stands; you can’t get in undetected.” 
 
    Jakub patted his inventory bag. “I won’t need to sneak in - I’ll walk in. Just stay here and keep Kortho safe. When I get back we’ll have to find the inquisitor, and then we can finally bring Kortho back.” 
 
    Wherever you are in the Greylands, thought Jakub, looking at his mentor’s body, just hold on. I’ll never give up until you’re back with us.  
 
      
 
    41 – The Inquisitor  
 
    Just four miles east, a man rode a black stallion through the Killeshi lands. Two satchels were slung over the beast’s body. One had enough provisions to last him three days in this wilderness, though he hoped to the seven hells he wouldn’t need to be here this long. The place smelled like shit, and the sooner he was back in civilized Red Eye lands, the better. 
 
    In the other satchel he had his inquisitor tools; instruments of metal and mana wrought by artificers practiced in making devices that could make people speak about things they might have been reluctant to share. 
 
    Now, he just had to get to the outpost where the necromancers would be waiting. That would be a problem, too. He knew Kortho had been assigned to recover the traitor’s body, and Kortho was a stubborn son of a bitch. 
 
    “We won’t resurrect him until we get to the academy,” the lizard would no doubt say. 
 
    Well, they’d see about that. 
 
    He urged his stallion forward with a gentle word, which was hard for the inquisitor because gentle words were foreign to him.  
 
    He knew that he had a heart some might call black, but he consoled himself with the idea that he did his moral duty by serving the queendom, and that service negated the bile he carried inside; bile that had bubbled since the Baelin had murdered his brother, sister, and nephew. 
 
    The inquisitor saw movement ahead of him. Four figures running through the wild undergrowth. 
 
    “Trying to sneak up on me?” 
 
    He took an implement from his satchel of tools. He raised it and pointed in front of him. A wash of light spread from the stick, casting waves over the darkening landscape and illuminating the approaching people. 
 
    “I can see you,” he said, then muttered under his breath, “Damn Killeshi.” 
 
    The figures carried on toward him, scattering away from the light and back into the shadows like cockroaches. 
 
    “I’m here on the Queen’s business,” he said. “You ignorant beasts still have to recognize her authority, don’t you? Our arcane boundaries protect you from the Baelin, you ungrateful bastards. I am an inquisitor for Queen Patience, and you will let me pass through your lands.” 
 
    This didn’t stop them as he thought it would. Worse, he’d lost sight of two of them. 
 
    He cast waves of light to his left and right, and then the stick snapped, empty of mana.  
 
    “Damn artificed piece of shit,” he said, flinging it. 
 
    The sooner he left this place, the better. Meet with Kortho and whichever novice he’d brought with him, use his authority to commandeer the traitor’s body, and then get back home. He’d worked five assignments in a row, and he was due his rest. 
 
    Before then, there were just the skulking four Killeshi to deal with, and he would do that, even if they had avoided his casted light by peeling from shadow to shadow. 
 
    He wasn’t worried. Why should an inquisitor be scared, even here? 
 
    But the sudden stop of his stallion did worry him. 
 
    Crashing off the beast and hitting the ground scared him. 
 
    Seeing the arrow wedged deep in the horse’s neck downright terrified him. 
 
    “Damn this place.” 
 
    He drew his sword and looked around, ready to kill the Killeshis and advance to the outpost. 
 
     This won’t take long. 
 
    The thought was barely finished in his head when a knife slipped into his waist, and pain seared through him as the blade plunged in and out, tearing holes in his side. 
 
    Another blade punctured his neck, and yet another stabbed deep into his thigh. 
 
    Blood gurgled in his throat as he collapsed to the ground, and the inquisitor looked up to see one of his attackers.  
 
    You ungrateful bastards. 
 
    That was the last thought the inquisitor had before the knives tore into him, and his life leaked away.  
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    Jakub felt strangely worried when he left the cave and set out into the Killeshi lands alone. At least Morrigan knew which paths to take so they could get about undetected. All he had to rely on was his map, and that didn’t match the experience of a hunter of these lands. He had to do this alone, though. It was the only way to get into the hamlet.  
 
    To keep his senses alert, he clasped his bracelet of rest around his wrist. Coupled with his boots of focus, this cast new light into his mind, blasting at the cobwebs of tiredness. He travelled with heightened senses, aware of every noise. 
 
    When he finally came within half a mile of the hamlet in the hill, he stopped. 
 
    He took his vagrant blade from his inventory bag and held it by the hilt. It took five seconds for something to happen, at which point his clothes began to transform.  
 
    His black overcoat shrunk until it was a tattered old jacket. His trousers ripped, and stains seeped into them. He felt something on his face, and when he touched his cheeks he felt the wisps of a beard. 
 
    It wasn’t just his appearance that changed, though.  
 
    “Hells, I stink.” 
 
    The smell was riper than a pile of ox dung. In his necromancer guise, after days in the Killeshi lands without washing, he doubted he smelled like perfume, but this was something else. He stank so much it was a health hazard. 
 
    He wished he still had the jade mirror to look at himself, to see his transformation into a vagrant, but the ruining of his clothes was enough evidence. 
 
    He held the sword in front of him, marveling at the magic wrought in it. It was such a strange effect to cast on a weapon. The work of enchanters and artificers was tough, expensive, and took great skill. Who on earth had paid enough gold to commission a blade like this? 
 
    It didn’t matter now, because it would do what he needed it to. He toyed with it for a while, slipping from vagrant to  necromancer and back to vagrant. Satisfied with how it worked, a transformed Jakub walked toward the hamlet. 
 
    The last time he’d been here and watched the hamlet from afar, he’d seen three men patrolling on top of the hill surrounding it, and a further two guarding the entrance.  
 
    Now he saw that there were no patrollers, and just a single man standing guard. This sent relief through him. He’d been right; some of the hamlet dwellers were still out looking for him. 
 
    “You!” shouted the guard. 
 
    Jakub stopped ten meters from the man. He had already tested the way the vagrant blade worked, and knew that if he released his grip from it for more than thirty seconds, the transformation would shift and his real appearance would show. This would be tricky. 
 
    He raised his hands in the air to show that he was not a threat, and he counted the seconds in his head, even as he spoke. 
 
    One, two, three… 
 
    “Who are you?” said the guard. 
 
    “A traveler. I’m here for work,” he said. His vagrant didn’t extend to just his clothes and smell; even his voice had changed to become deeper. 
 
    Four, five, six… 
 
    The guard looked suspicious. “How’d you find us?” 
 
    Seven, eight… 
 
    “Well?” said the guard. “How’d you find us?” 
 
    Jakub sought an answer for this in his mind palace, remembering what he’d seen and heard through Ludwig when he’d sent his hound into the hamlet. He remembered the teens talking to each other while they sat on their log by the fire, and he remembered the names they’d spoken about. 
 
    “I met Gregor when he was out near the borders. He and a few guys were camped out, said I could join them. They’d had a few beers by then. They said if I was ever by this way, I should try and find the hamlet because there was always work.” 
 
    “Gregor is out at the minute. He and some of the others have something to deal with. I can’t give you work; it’s above my station to do stuff like that.” 
 
    “You got a fire going in there?” 
 
    “In the Killeshi autumn? We always have a fire going.” 
 
    “Mind if I come in and warm up for a bit while we wait for Gregor to get back?” he said. 
 
    The guard paused in thought. Jakub gave a fake shudder, and rubbed his hands together. “Gonna be a bad winter if this autumn’s anything to go by.” 
 
    The guard stepped aside. “Fine, go on. Get in. The minute Gregor agrees to taking you on to work, wash yourself. No offence, but you smell like crap compacted in a cow’s arse.” 
 
    Despite never setting foot in the hamlet in the hill before, he knew it because he’d seen it through Ludwig’s eyes. He recognized the bonfire in the centre that seemed like the hub of the settlement. That made sense, given that fires brought warmth, somewhere to cook, and somewhere to heat up water for washing. Which, no matter how bad his vagrant blade made him stink, he wasn’t going to do.  
 
    Numbers in the hamlet were low with the necromancer and his men away. Those who’d stayed behind – people too old to be searching through Killeshi lands, or those too young to pick up a sword yet – busied themselves.  
 
    Three men and a woman gathered over a pot of bubbling stew and cackled at each other’s jokes like witches around a cauldron, while the children were all on the far side of camp where the hill wall was highest, tucked into sleeping bags and whispering to each other, closing their eyes and pretending to be asleep whenever an adult walked by. 
 
    It was a nice place. He’d hadn’t imagined feeling that way, but there it was. It was warm, sheltered, and the people seemed to like each other. It was a rare thing to find in Killeshi lands. 
 
    He didn’t have time to enjoy it, though. He needed to find the body of the soldier.  
 
    “You’re getting dirtier and dirtier, you stragglers,” said a woman, approaching him. She was heavyset and had her shirt sleeves rolled up. Her fists were like hulks of ham, heavy enough to knock an average-sized guy like Jakub on his arse. 
 
    “’Scuse me?” he said.  
 
    “They let you in here to work?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m hoping. Gregor is out looking for some necromancer, and the guard at the entrance couldn’t say whether they’d take me on for labor or not.” 
 
    She crossed her arms. “How’d you know they’re looking for a necromancer?” 
 
    Shit. He’d given too much away. He had to think like the vagrant, and not like Jakub, the Queen’s academy necromancer. 
 
    “Heard one of the lads talking about it,” he said, gesturing to four teenage boys sitting by the bonfire and passing a glass bottle between them, taking sips in a ridiculously-poor attempt at stealth. 
 
    “Jules and Michael and his jug-eared friends. That one there? He’s my son, Rud. A group of stupid oafs if ever I saw one.” 
 
    “Nice lads,” said Jakub. “But anyway; food, fire, and honest work. That’s all I need.” 
 
    “Aye, lots of men say that. Give ‘em a second to get comfy by the fire, though, and any thought of work leave them like farts from their arse.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say. Work’s all I want. The sooner I get the okay to stay, the better.” 
 
    She arched her eyebrow now. “Your accent is funny, you know. Mixed, somehow. Where ’ya from?” 
 
    Jakub didn’t know if he was imagining it, but he felt like he caught a few stares from others in the hamlet now. Shifty ones, stares given for a millisecond, as if to appraise him, and then averted. The big-handed woman didn’t take her glare off him, though. 
 
    So where was he from? Where would it make sense for a vagrant passing through Killeshi lands to be from? 
 
    He searched his mental palace for anything vaguely logical. 
 
    “Southend docks,” he said. “Came down with a caravan, looking to work in the sea air for a bit. A doc in Templeton said it’d help my chest. I get these wheezy fits, you see.” 
 
    Did that make sense? He hoped so. He didn’t want to know what this woman would do if she found him suspicious. 
 
    Faces looked his way now. First the boys near the fire, then the kids over on their sleeping bags, who were pointing at him and whispering to each other. Or was he imagining it? 
 
    “Southend docks? That’s eighty miles away.” 
 
    “Yep, and my feet are feeling it. I’ve been bedding down where I can.” 
 
    “Why’d you leave?” 
 
    “Got laid off. It’s off-season for trade. Not much work going. Decided to head up north a little, at least until spring.” 
 
    “Then why’d you come through the Killeshi lands? There’s safer roads to take,” she said. 
 
    That stumped him, because she was right.  
 
    Not only that, but she knew it. Her glare pierced through him now, and he needed to touch the vagrant blade to keep his disguise working, but she was clearly suspicious. If he reached to his sheath, she was going to leap on him and pound him. He could see it in her eyes. 
 
    He could draw the blade and take his chances. Not kill anyone – nobody here deserved to die. He could at least fight his way to the body, see the rites, and then… 
 
    …no. That was ridiculous. 
 
    He counted the seconds down in his head. Only five more, by his reckoning. 
 
    His chest felt like someone was squeezing it now. His pulse was thudding. 
 
    Touch the blade and risk her pouncing on him, or just abandon the disguise and strike first? Maybe knock her unconscious and.. 
 
    …three…two… 
 
    “Hilda!” shouted a voice across the hamlet. 
 
    The woman turned around. 
 
    Jakub touched the sword, held the hilt, and let out a relieved breath that trailed out as steam against the cold night.  
 
    “Frankie’s cut himself,” shouted someone. “It won’t stop bleeding. Can you make a poultice?” 
 
    The woman, Hilda, turned to Jakub. “The stupid bastard is half-blind and he still insists on cuttin’ his apples with a boning knife. Tell me, how is that a better way to eat an apple than biting it with your teeth, huh? It jus’ looks cooler, is all. I better go deal with this because apparently I’m the only person for eight thousand miles who can make a damn poultice. You jus’ go sit by the bonfire until the fellas get back, okay?” 
 
    Jakub laughed, finding himself liking Hilda even though her suspicion made him uncomfortable. “Good luck with the poultice.” 
 
    Hilda left him. That was too close for his liking, and it made him want to get the hell out of there. He just needed to know where they had stored the body, without being caught poking around. If he started creeping about the place he was sure to draw more stares. 
 
    First, he needed to stop looking like he was reaching for his sword every time he felt his vagrancy disguise failing. 
 
    There was a section of the hamlet on the far end, away from the food produce, with holes dug into the ground. Each hole was separated by a wooden screen. They must have been the latrines. 
 
    There were empty save the fourth stall down, where a man squatted over a hole. He had a book in one hand and a bottle in the other, and looked to have set up shop in there. Maybe the diet in the Killeshi lands didn’t lend itself to a smooth internal flow. 
 
    Jakub wasn’t worried; even with the man here, he still had enough privacy. The way the hill bobbled on the edges meant that when you squatted over a hole, the rest of the camp couldn’t see you. 
 
    Jakub went into one. He drew the vagrant blade and dropped his trousers. He tied his sheath around his leg so it touched bare skin, then put the blade in it. 
 
    Next, he ripped a hole in his right pocket of his trousers, and then put them back on. This way, he maneuvered the vagrant blade hilt so it stuck through the hole in his pocket. 
 
    “Done,” he said. 
 
    The man a few stalls down grunted. “You say somethin’?” 
 
    “Nothing. You need more fiber in your diet,” said Jakub. 
 
    He walked out of the stall with his hand in his pocket. Great – he could touch the sword without looking too suspicious. Now, it was time to find a dead soldier without looking like he was sneaking around. 
 
      
 
    43 
 
    He approached the teens by the bonfire. It was hard to say if they were older than him or younger. People always said Jakub had a worn face, even though he was only eighteen. He guessed that seeing things you shouldn’t at an early age did that to you. 
 
    These lads were the same. Only, where Jakub had a slight build, save for where academy sword training had toned his muscles, these teens were big and had weathered skin. That was what a life growing up in Killeshi lands did to you. 
 
    “Nothing to beg for around here,” said one, eyeing him. “If you’re looking for handouts, fuck off back to the city.” 
 
    “I’m not looking for handouts,” said Jakub. 
 
    “Then what’re you looking for? Come to offer to suck one of us off? That’s how your kind make your living in the cities, ain’t it?” 
 
    “My kind?” 
 
    “Vagrants. Scum. Begging instead of working, bringing nothing to society but expecting the world to fall on your lap.” 
 
    “Every heard the saying ‘treat the unfortunate as you would expect if your own fortune faded’?” 
 
    The teen absently reached to his side, to a leather pouch. A knife, maybe? 
 
    “Ever heard the saying ‘I’m gonna gut you in your sleep unless you piss off?” 
 
    “No,” said Jakub, “but it’s catchy.” 
 
    He strode forward. He knew what he was dealing with now; the louder a person’s threats, the less weight they carried. It was the quiet people you watched out for; the ones who made no threats because a threat was a warning, and they liked to strike without warning. These boys were just posturing. 
 
    Jakub had barely finished the thought when something blunt crashed into the back of his head. 
 
    He reeled forward, then put his hands out as he hit the floor. Pain sprang in his wrists on impact, and his head buzzed. 
 
    He staggered to his feet, to a chorus of laughs. 
 
    A teen was standing behind him. He was rubbing his knuckles. “Damn, he has a skull like stone,” he said.  
 
    The other teens pointed at him. “You’re a moron, Rud. You don’t punch the back of the head, it’s the worst place.” 
 
    Jakub shook his head, trying to blast away the dizziness. The blow on his head had knocked his senses out of kilter, and he felt like he was trying to stand on legs made from rubber. 
 
    “Boys!” cried a voice from across the camp. “Leave that poor fella alone.” 
 
    “Yes, Mum.” 
 
    “Help him up, for Hell’s sake.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Hands reached under Jakub’s armpits, but he pushed them away. He badly wanted to teach the lads a lesson, and his hand seemed to be straining toward his pocket of its own accord. 
 
    He couldn’t draw his sword. The teens weren’t actually trying to kill him; it was horseplay. Rough horseplay, sure, but there probably wasn’t any other kind out here in the Killeshi lands. 
 
    As bitter as it tasted, he needed to swallow his feeling down.  
 
    “You boys know your way around here?” he said. 
 
    One boy gave a dismissive handwave, another took a last swig from a glass bottle and then put it in his pocket.  
 
    “Fuck off, tramp,” said another. “C’mon. I’ve got another quart of firespray stashed in my bag.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s a no,” said another teen. “We drank it last night, remember?” 
 
    “God damn it.” 
 
    Jakub saw the way life in the hamlet was now. It was the polar opposite of the academy. In the academy, students fought with knowledge, beating each other down with mental fists made from remembering what instructors told you. 
 
    Here, you proved your place in the hierarchy a different way. Things were accepted here, maybe even expected, that wouldn’t have been somewhere else. 
 
    “Lads,” said Jakub, as the teens walked away from the bonfire. 
 
    One turned around, the one who had hit Jakub.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’ve got something for you,” said Jakub, reaching for his inventory bag. 
 
    He walked up to the teen, swung his hand away from his bag and connected with the lad’s nose. Cartilage crunched, the teen stumbled backward and would have fallen into the fire if his friends hadn’t caught him. 
 
    Pain ached in Jakub’s fingers. Punching someone was more painful he’d realized. He bit his lip, riding out the agony while keeping his face a picture of tranquility. 
 
    “What the hells-” said the boy. 
 
    “Now that we’re on even terms,” said Jakub, “Come here.” 
 
    The boys gathered around him now, and he saw a different look in their eyes. By responding in the way that was expected in the hamlet, he’d established maybe not a place on their hierarchy, but a wariness. 
 
    This time when he reached to his inventory bag, he actually opened it. He showed the boys the bottles of Gremlin’s Lout Whiskey that he had looted. 
 
    The boy whose nose was now caked with blood eyed Jakub with a new respect.  
 
    It made sense; while you were fighting, you either hated your opponent, or you feared him. Either way, you wanted to put him on the ground as soon as you could. When the fight was over though, the strangest thing happened; you and he had a bond. There was something about pummeling the crap out of each other that brought you together. 
 
    “Go ahead, take it” said Jakub. 
 
    The teen took a bottle. His friends gathered behind him and each tried to snatch the bottle, but their ring leader shoved them away. 
 
    “This is good stuff. Hundred times better than the shit we have to drink around here.” 
 
    “There’s another bottle for you in payment,” said Jakub. 
 
    “Payment for what?” said the teen. 
 
    “The first bottle was for you to tell me if you know of a soldier being brought in. He’d most likely dead, but there’s a chance that he was resurrected, so he’d look in a bad state. The second bottle is for you to pretend I never asked you that question.” 
 
    “He’s talking about what the necro-guy brought the other night,” said the boy with the ponytail, and reached for the bottle. 
 
    The ring leader batted his hand away. He unscrewed the lid, smelled the whiskey, and winced. A smile spread across his face. 
 
    “You’re really giving us two bottles just to tell you where they keep the bodies?” 
 
    Two things leapt at Jakub then, both involving the word bodies. 
 
    The use of that word told him that a) the solider was still dead, and b) more than one corpse had been brought here. 
 
    Was Harry Helmund’s body here too? If so, no need to find the soldier. This could all be finished here and now. 
 
    He had to play it cool. If he acted like this was valuable information, the teens would likely try to extort him. Luckily, he’d already rehearsed an excuse for needing to see the body in his head. He’d planned on using it if he got caught snooping. 
 
    “The man was a friend of mine. We served in the Queen’s guard together, and then he got station in the Killeshi lands. There’s an outpost north east.” 
 
    “He’s your mate, huh?” 
 
    “When the outpost stopped answering letters, I promised his wife I’d come looking for him. He saved my life when we served together, so I owe it to him, and to his Mrs.” 
 
    The teen took a glug of the whiskey. It was premium stuff and must have been burning his throat, but he didn’t show it. “I’ll show you where we keep them,” said the boy. “They dug a tunnel underneath and into the hills. Full of dirt, but it stays cold down there. Come on.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Jakub. 
 
    “Just one thing. If they already started to take from him, you might not like what you see.” 
 
    “Take from him?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
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    “It’s just down there,” said the teen, after guiding vagrant Jakub through the camp.  
 
    As he’d promised, there was a tunnel dug into the earth on the far-west side of camp, beyond the latrines. The entrance had been disguised by wooden crates. 
 
    “Just show me to where they keep the bodies, and then we’re done.” 
 
    The boy shook his head. “I never go down there.” 
 
    “Not even after a quarter bottle of Gremlin whiskey? You’ve gulped that down, kid. You must been half-cut by now. If that doesn’t make you brave, nothing will.” 
 
    “I’m not going down there. I’ll keep quiet like you asked, but I ain’t going down there.” 
 
    This was a completely different boy to the one that Jakub had first met when he’d gone to the bonfire. His hostility was gone and its absence, combined with the tension the whiskey had set in him, made him look nervous. 
 
    “Is there anything down there I need to worry about? Anything that can hurt me?” 
 
    “No. Nothing like that. Just, like I said; they might have done things to your friend.” 
 
    He said this with genuine concern, and Jakub wondered if he’d been wrong about the boy. He felt sorry for punching him now, even if it had been justified at the time. 
 
    “You go and get back to your pals,” said Jakub. “I’ll be fine now. Just go easy on the whiskey. You’ll get a hell of a hangover from it.” 
 
    “It looks dark down there,” said the boy, “but there are torches at the bottom, and they’re always lit. They dug this place so you wouldn’t see the light until you were down there.” 
 
    “Got it. Thanks.” 
 
    The boy touched his hand with his forehead and then tipped it in a half-salute, before leaving. 
 
    Jakub started down into the entrance cut into the hill floor, knowing that he was walking into the depths of the earth, into claustrophobic tunnels, for the second time in a few days. 
 
    At least he wouldn’t get attacked this time. He just wished he could summon Ludwig to guide him. He wished he knew why his friend wasn’t answering his summons. 
 
    No. Don’t think about it. Shut it out, and deal with this now, and Ludwig later. 
 
    With that, Jakub descended into the darkness. He reached the bottom and saw the mud walls lit by torchlight, and he followed this along one passageway, took a right, and then followed a second, until he reached an open room. 
 
    The temperature plummeted when he stepped into it. A faint mist rose from the ground and hovered at waist-height. It must have been a spell.  
 
    There were wooden shelves by the walls either side of him, each big enough to hold a body. Jakub counted five bodies in total, with one shelf left empty. The mist in the room was cold enough to keep the corpses fresh, so there wasn’t a smell of death in the air. 
 
    Jakub looked at each body to find the soldier’s. The bodies were of different ages, genders, even races. He saw two dead Killeshi, a small girl, an adult man who looked like he was from the Red Eye Queendom, and then finally, the soldier. 
 
    As he looked deeper and really took in the detail of the bodies, a chill of dread seeped through him. 
 
    The bodies had parts missing.  
 
    He saw even more detail now, picked up on things that began to add together to make a horrible kind of sense. 
 
    Chunks missing from each body. A faint smell of spent mana, not just from the spell that kept the corpses cold, but something else. 
 
    A spell wrought over the bodies themselves. 
 
    He’d seen something like this before. He’d seen a room full of corpses with spells wrought on their skin, and not in academy training. 
 
    He’d seen a room similar to this one in his nightmares, and before that, in the source of his nightmares – from his childhood. 
 
    It was hard to hold the nightmares back even at the academy, miles and miles away from something like this. Standing here now made it impossible to shut them out.  
 
    Jakub had been in a place like this before. 
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    He’d lived in a commune like this one. Not in a hamlet cut into a hill, but in tents and under canopies that they’d pack up when they had stayed in one place too long. 
 
    He, his parents, and the other half-dozen families travelled through the edges of the continent of the Red Eye Queendom. They were outliers of society, mainly because they travelled instead of settling down, and because they earned their keep hunting pelts and poaching on private lands and rarely paid taxes. This made them enemies not just of private landowners, but the Queendom, too. 
 
    If anyone found out what Jakub’s parents did, they would have made enemies of everyone else in the land, too. 
 
    Jakub’s parents were victims of a religion older than the oldest settlement in the land. A primal religion, one born long before the Red Eye lands were settled, and one that would exist long after the last breath was taken on it. 
 
    Or so they said, but they wouldn’t have used the word ‘victims’. Jakub added that himself. 
 
    Worship of said religion involved rooms such as this; rooms kept cold by magical means or otherwise, and filled with corpses. 
 
    The cold was the key to it; the corpses had to be kept fresh. 
 
    “You wouldn’t want to eat rotten flesh, would you?” his father had said to him. 
 
    “No,” said Jakub. 
 
    “It will be your Time of Rites one day,” said his father. 
 
    Jakub remembered dreading that day, living in fear of turning eight years old, when his parents had told him they would force him to take his first taste of flesh.  
 
    That was their way; his family ate from the bodies of the dead in the belief that some of the deceased’s strengths would transfer to them. 
 
    It had always terrified Jakub. It wasn’t the dead bodies that they had to cart around with them, usually hidden under bundles of sheets in their wagons. The bodies never moved, and looked like they were sleeping. They didn’t worry him. 
 
    It was more the way his parents and the other adults acted after eating flesh. He didn’t know what it was in their ritual that did this, but it changed them. 
 
    The words they chanted, the potions they drank, the flesh they ate. 
 
    Evenings after ‘partaking’, as they called it, were a festival of music and intoxication, then orgies and violence. 
 
    Jakub and the other kids used to climb into their sleeping bags and get as deep as they could and try to shut out the sights and sounds of their parents under the sway of dead flesh, and try to tune out the bestial grunts of lust and hate. 
 
    He resolved then to never become like his parents. He was insightful enough to know he needed them then; that he was too young to survive without them. As soon as he was old and strong enough, he would run. He would never let them make him eat flesh. 
 
    The next day everything would be back to normal, but some sights never left a kid. Some sights stayed with one even when he was taken away and given a place in the Queen’s academy. 
 
    If only the other children in camp… 
 
    No. Don’t say it. 
 
    “Thank you, Kortho,” Jakub said aloud. It felt right to say it, somehow. Like mentioning his mentor, his friend, gave him strength. 
 
    It had been Kortho and a dozen academy fighters who had saved him. 
 
    It happened because his parents went too far one day. Their religion was based around the idea that eating the flesh of the dead granted you some of the deceased’s skills. Lately, the corpses they’d eaten had granted them nothing.  
 
    That was why they took a chance. Jakub never learned how, but the adults of the camp captured and killed a mage. As always, the plan was to prepare his flesh in the ways of their gods, and then eat it and imbibe his powers. 
 
    But they hadn’t known that this man was an academy mage.  
 
    They hadn’t known people would come looking for him. 
 
    Kortho, younger then, and a contingent of academy fighters tracked their colleague. They stormed the camp in a blaze of fire and with flashes of metal. 
 
    Jakub hid in his sleeping bag from most of it, just the way he used to on the nights his parents ‘partook’; he wasn’t as brave back then. He heard explosions, screams, the screech of metal. 
 
    “Get up,” grunted a voice. 
 
    He wouldn’t look. If he didn’t look, nothing could happen to him. That logic made sense back then. 
 
    “Jakub!” 
 
    A hand reached into his sleeping bag and grabbed his hair so hard his scalp burned. With amazing strength, they pulled him out of the bag. 
 
    The camp was ablaze; someone had poured something over the bonfire to ignite it. Horses were bolting, and adults from the other families were fighting against people. 
 
    Soldiers. Soldiers from the Queen’s army. He recognized the emblem. 
 
    A hand slapped him, and it stung worse than where his hair had been pulled. 
 
    It was his father in front of him, but he looked and sounded different. Possessed, almost, with a look of hate on his face. His father had never been kind to him at the best of times, but this night, amidst the fire and the chaos, there was an entirely different specter of anger in his face. 
 
    He had something clenched in his right hand. His skin was stained red by blood. 
 
    “Open your mouth,” he said. 
 
    Jakub shook his head. 
 
    He knew what his father was holding now; he could see the chunk of flesh between his fingers. 
 
    “Open your mouth, boy,” he growled. 
 
    Jakub clenched his mouth shut. His father held a dagger in his left hand. He pressed it against Jakub’s teeth and prized his mouth open. 
 
    Jakub tried to shout but he was too shaken by fear, and his father was too strong. 
 
    He put the chunk of flesh in Jakub’s mouth, and then held the dagger against his throat. 
 
    His own father pressing a blade to his skin, forcing him to chew the dead flesh. - he’d never forget it. Never forget how tough the flesh was, how cold it was on his tongue, how it was slick with blood, how it tasted so foul. 
 
    He felt the mage’s flesh spread in his body as he swallowed it, felt its powers course through him, infecting him. 
 
    Then he passed out. 
 
    When he woke, the camp was silent. Bodies were strewn all around, and the fire had stopped burning. 
 
    The first face he saw was a liguana’s. Jakub had never seen one before, and he was scared, but the face that looked at his was a kindly one, and the touch of the liguana’s claws on his shoulder was strangely reassuring. 
 
    It was Kortho. 
 
    After that, the other children, the ones who hadn’t been force-fed dead mage flesh, were sent across the queendom to workhouses or to families willing to take them in. 
 
    Jakub was taken to the academy. The mage’s flesh had imbued him with the aptitude for using mana in spells. From then on, his training began. That was the choice Kortho gave him; a way out. No workhouse for Jakub. No more travelling with a family who fed from the dead to serve an archaic religion. 
 
    That way of life was gone, after that, but the nightmares of it never left him. The sights and sounds visited him in his dreams when he slept in the academy dorm room; nighttime visages of his family eating flesh, of the horrible feasts of sin afterwards where they’d sing and fight and have sex. 
 
    The academy thought he was dangerous. They never took on children who’d gained their magic in the way Jakub had. After his nightmares, they moved him out of the shared dorm and into his own private room, which made him an isolated student. The other students and instructors alike treated him with distrust. Many wanted to expel him. 
 
    Kortho always fought for him, and it was only the respect the other instructors had for the master necromancer that stopped them banishing Jakub. 
 
    He’d always be grateful to Kortho, now and forever.  
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    It was this that brought him back from his past and to the room under the hill, where the five corpses lay on shelves in the mist-filled room.  
 
    It was only his undying gratitude to Kortho that let him breath in deeply and cast aside his fear. 
 
    He knew what the people in the hamlet were, now. He knew why the Killeshis hadn’t just invaded their little hill and destroyed them. The Killeshis were scared of them. These people followed a religion so dark, so old, that even the Killeshis wouldn’t take them on. 
 
    It all made sense now. This was why they had taken the soldier’s body and brought it here; they were going to eat him in the hope that the combat ability deep in him would pass along with his flesh.  
 
    It was also why they had a necromancer with them, he realized. Jakub’s own family had often paid necromancers, ones not of the academy, to prepare the corpses they collected so that their rituals would work. 
 
    The banished necromancer who lived in the hamlet was performing the same service to the inhabitants. 
 
    No wonder he was expelled from the academy. 
 
    The hamlet had become more dangerous to him than he’d realized; if they knew that he was a magic user, he was sure to end up on a shelf. They’d want to taste his flesh, to chew it and tease the magic from it and digest it themselves, hoping to gain his strength. 
 
    With the memories this stirred in him, he wanted to leave. Every cell in his body cried out for him just to leave this crypt and flee from the hamlet, but he couldn’t. 
 
    Kortho had never stopped fighting for Jakub even when he risked his own reputation, and Jakub wouldn’t break the faith he’d placed in him. He wouldn’t return to the academy a failure, because Kortho would take the blame for it. 
 
    Watch the soldier’s Last Rites, and then find the inquisitor. Get Kortho back to the academy, and I’ll find the traitor’s body myself. 
 
    That was the only thing he could do. 
 
    He found the soldier on the row of shelves against the wall on the left. They’d stripped him naked, but Jakub knew it was him from the Queen’s emblem tattooed on his bicep. 
 
    He pulled out his soul necklace and then uttered the spellword of Last Rites. 
 
    Nothing happened. No essence left his necklace, and the rites didn’t appear. It didn’t make sense; he had more than enough essence, so that wasn’t a problem, and he’d used this skill already. The problem didn’t lay in his essence or his ability. 
 
    The only thing that was different now was the spell the vagrant blade had cast over him. Was that responsible? It had become a habit now to keep gripping the hilt through his pocket to keep up his guise. 
 
    So now, he waited without touching it. He counted down in his head until finally the disguise began to unravel. His vagrant clothes disappeared, restoring his normal form. The vagrant stench left him, and his black overcoat grew over his torso and arms until the disguise was gone. 
 
    He uttered the spell word again, and this time essence leaked from his necklace and into the soldier, before forming a rectangle of light in front of him. 
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    The Last Rites showed the slaughter scene at the outpost; bodies laid out over the floor, blood smeared everywhere. He saw it through the soldier’s eyes as he walked into the mess room. 
 
    The soldier paused. The view moved left and right as the soldier looked around, and Jakub could almost feel the dread that must have been building up in him. 
 
    Where had he been? How had he escaped the slaughter? Had he been hiding? 
 
    Jakub almost felt contempt for his cowardice in letting his fellow soldiers die, but he forced himself to watch the Rites with empathy, to try and imagine how he himself would have reacted. 
 
    The solider quickly turned around. He must have heard something, but Jakub’s rites weren’t strong enough to play the sound. 
 
    When the solider turned, though, he saw it. The soldier ran to the outpost entrance and looked outside. 
 
    There, he saw seven Killeshi warriors. Five were busy jamming decapitated heads onto the spikes outside. Two were holding a body. 
 
    Harry Helmund’s body. The traitor. 
 
    He saw a flash of steel as the soldier drew his blade. Self-preservation must have brought his instincts back to the fore. 
 
    The Killeshi saw him now, and they advanced. The soldier ran back into the mess room and over to the window, which was shattered. As he tried to climb out of it, the view spiraled, and then the soldier was looking up at the ceiling, with four Killeshi warriors standing above him. 
 
    They talked to each other. They shouted words at him; Jakub saw their lips move, their nostrils flare, anger light in their eyes. 
 
    And then daggers were drawn in unison. 
 
    With a stab of four daggers, the Last Rites ended. 
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    The Killeshi’s had taken Harry Helmund’s body, then. They’d done what the soldiers had thought they’d never do, and they’d attacked the outpost and slaughtered everyone in there. 
 
    While they’d decapitated the soldiers and stuck their heads on spikes, they hadn’t done the same to Harry Helmund. That meant only one thing; they wanted to keep his body whole. They had gone there and killed the soldiers so they could take the body. 
 
    Well, he had his answer now. The Killeshis had the traitor. He didn’t know which tribe they were from, but he knew who would; Morrigan. He had to get back to her. 
 
    First, he needed to find the inquisitor. Now that he knew where Harry’s body was, he could focus on making sure Kortho was safe by using the inquisitor’s faster transport to get a message back to the academy, and having them send a master necromancer to meet them halfway. There was enough time. 
 
    For the first time in a while, he felt a spark of relief. 
 
    The next thing he felt was something sharp press against the back of his neck. 
 
    “Don’t move,” said a voice. 
 
    He recognized the voice straight away. It was the boy. He forced himself to stay calm. 
 
    “Let’s not do anything hasty,” Jakub said. 
 
    “You’re no vagrant, that’s for sure. Who are you?” 
 
    “Let me turn around.” 
 
    “Drop your sword.” 
 
    Without much choice in the matter, Jakub slowly pulled his sword from his sheath and let it clatter on the ground. It was the vagrant blade that he dropped, and the boy wouldn’t know that Jakub’s inventory bag was artificed, and that it was big enough to hold another blade; his blackened sword. 
 
    He just had to keep the boy calm so that he could draw it, and then take care of him before he alerted the rest of the camp. 
 
    “I’m going to turn around now,” said Jakub. 
 
    He turned to face the boy, whose nose had swollen from where Jakub had punched him. He stunk of whiskey but his eyes were curiously focused; almost piercing in their intensity. 
 
    Jakub knew that look in his eyes. It wasn’t anger, but fear. An intense concentration prompted by fear. 
 
    Fear of what? Surely not Jakub? He knew he wasn’t an intimidating figure, even with his dark necromancer overcoat. 
 
    “You’re with the academy, aren’t you?” said the boy. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “The necromancer’s robes look just like your coat.” 
 
    Jakub nodded. He could tell the boy the truth, since it didn’t matter. He’d be dead as soon as Jakub got a chance. He didn’t want to do it, but there was more at stake than the life of this teen. 
 
    “I’m a necromancer too.” 
 
    “You’re just like him. You’re all the same; you eat the flesh of the dead. You help them…my mum…the others…you help them do it.” 
 
    The accusation made Jakub flinch. It cut him deeper than the boy could realize, because Jakub knew more than most what this ritual was. 
 
    “I’m not like him,” he said. 
 
    “You are.” 
 
    “No. I know what this is. I know why the bodies are here, and I know what they do with them. Trust me. I’m not like that.” 
 
    “Then why did you need to see the body?” 
 
    “I’m here on assignment from Queen Patience. It would take too long to explain, but believe me; it doesn’t involve eating the dead.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” said the boy, gesturing outward with his sword. He swayed a little, the whiskey making him uncoordinated. 
 
    Jakub could take him easily. He just needed to get to his sword first. 
 
    Something stopped him. It was the look in the boy’s eyes. 
 
    “You would have killed me if you were going to,” said Jakub, “but you haven’t, and I’m guessing that you haven’t told the others, either. What do you want?” 
 
    The boy stepped back. “You really aren’t here to…do what they do?” 
 
    “No, I don’t eat the dead, and I’m guessing you don’t, too. You don’t agree with this, do you?” 
 
    “You’re trying to trick me,” said the boy. 
 
    Jakub saw a way out of this that didn’t end in violence now.  
 
    “What’s your name?” he asked. 
 
    The boy kept his sword gripped tight in his right hand, but lifted his left. Jakub saw the bottle of whiskey. It was half-empty. He took a sip. 
 
    “Tell me yours first.” 
 
    “I’m Jakub.” 
 
    “That’s your real name?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m Ruderen Slate,” said the boy. “They call me Rud.” 
 
    “You can lower the sword now that we’re properly introduced, Rud.” 
 
    “No. What about your clothes? Why do you look so different than before?” 
 
    “It was a spell,” said Jakub, nudging the vagrant blade on the floor. “The sword changes how I look.” 
 
    “And you aren’t with him?” 
 
    “Him?” 
 
    “The necromancer.” 
 
    “No. He isn’t with the academy anymore; he was banished years ago. I don’t even know him.” 
 
    “You’re lying.” 
 
    He needed to calm the kid down. He didn’t want to kill him, but he needed the boy to trust him if he was to avoid it. He had to open up a little. 
 
    “I know what happens here, with the bodies,” said Jakub. “I know because my family did it too. Imbibism, my father called it, but their religion has had different names over the years. I grew up with it too, Rud. I know how scary it is. How old are you?” 
 
    “Sixteen.” 
 
    “Then it’s almost your time, isn’t it? Sixteen is when they usually make you do it. It was sooner for me; my parents did it differently.” 
 
    The boy took another drink now, so much that he was glugging it. Fear sparked in his eyes.  
 
    “I was eight when my father forced me to eat dead flesh,” said Jakub. 
 
    “Eight?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “They want me to do it. They set a date; three days from now,” said Rud. 
 
    “You don’t want to, do you?” 
 
    “It makes me sick, and scared. Not just the idea of it, but what they do after, the way…” 
 
    “The way it makes them act. The way it changes them. I know, Rud. It’s terrifying.” 
 
    Rud lifted the bottle of whiskey, but Jakub stepped forward and took it from him. Rud didn’t react. 
 
    “You’ve had too much,” he said. 
 
    Rud nodded. He lowered the sword. “I don’t want to do it. I don’t want to be like them. When you have your first taste…” 
 
    “You can’t stop. You become addicted,” said Jakub. Empathy burned in him now, staring at this poor, scared boy. The teen full of bravado by the fire had gone, and even though he was years older than Jakub had been when it happened to him, he reminded him of his eight-year-old self. 
 
    “If your father forced you to do it, you must be addicted too,” said Rud. “That’s why you came down here; for a body. You’re lying to me.” 
 
    “No. You can beat it. After it happened to me, I was taken to the academy, and they cured me. Trust me now, Rud. I know what you’re going through, and I know the horrors of it all. It was forced on me once, and I wouldn’t do it again.” 
 
    “My mum says I have no choice. In three days they’ll make me do it. Hyde is having his initiation the same night, but he’s looking forward to it.” 
 
    “And you don’t want to do it, do you?” 
 
    “I want to leave,” said Rud, “but I don’t know where to go. If I left the hamlet alone, the Killeshis would find me. They eat people while they’re still alive. They can smell your blood from miles away.” 
 
    “No they don’t, and no they can’t. If you want to leave, then you should let me go, quietly. If you tell the others that I’m here, they’ll be on alert. If you let me sneak out, then they will be relaxed, and you can wait for your own chance to go.” 
 
    “Take me with you,” said Rud. 
 
    The fear in Rud’s eyes tore at Jakub. He wanted to help the boy so much, just like how Kortho had helped him. 
 
    He couldn’t. It was too much of a risk, because the hamlet would come looking for Rud and Jakub couldn’t risk the added complication. 
 
    The academy words burned in his mind now; duty above self, duty above love, duty above all. 
 
    Make sure Kortho could be resurrected, and then recover Harry Helmund’s body. Save his mentor, and avoid failure. That was what he need to do. 
 
    He put his hand on Rud’s shoulder and stared deep into his eyes. It hurt him to look into his terrified stare. He saw his own face staring back at him; just a kid born into a dark world that he didn’t want to be part of. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I can’t. I’m here for something more important than you could know, and I can’t take a risk.” 
 
    “If you don’t help me, you’ll never leave here,” said Rud. 
 
    Jakub reached into his inventory bag and pulled out his blade. “You can’t stop me,” he said. 
 
    Rud shook his head. “I can’t, but the necromancer and the others are back, and they’ve sealed the hamlet. They know something’s wrong. You’ll never get out of here without my help.” 
 
    “You’re sure you want to leave your family behind?” asked Jakub. 
 
    “I can’t live here like this.” 
 
    It wasn’t hard for him to believe; Jakub had lived with the same dread Rud felt. Jakub’s initiation had been forced on him, but at least Rud had a chance. 
 
    “I can take you as far as the academy when all this is done,” he said. “After that, I don’t know what they’ll do with you.” 
 
    “As long as I’m away from here, I’ll spend my life cleaning shitty latrines. I don’t care.” 
 
    “Then we better think about how to get out of here. They’ve sealed the entrance, you said?” 
 
    Rud nodded. “The doors are closed, and they’ve got two men guarding the outside, two on the inside. We usually set archers patrolling the crest of the mounds too. The necromancer told everyone who’s capable of swinging a sword that they’ve gotta grab one.” 
 
    “Do you think he knows I’m here?” 
 
    “No, but something made him wary.” 
 
    “I can’t fight my way out, and you’re drunk. Can we wait it out down here until they calm down a little?” 
 
    Rud shook his head. “Florence is having her initiation in two days’ time. They’ll want to start preparing. Someone will come down here.” 
 
    The walls seemed to close in on Jakub then. He felt trapped down here in this freezing, corpse-filled room. 
 
    He walked to one of the walls and scratched at them, but the mud was cold and hard. He’d half wondered if they could tunnel out, but that was ridiculous. 
 
    His thoughts turned to empathy again. “I can’t see a way out, Rud. Better they don’t catch you conspiring with me. Go.” 
 
    “No. I know another way out,” said Rud. 
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    They left through the tunnels and emerged back on the surface of the hamlet. Jakub had held his vagrant blade again until its magic transformed him. It was a trade-off between having the disguise or being able to use his necromancy, but he didn’t see any way the arts of the dead would help in his escape, whereas a disguise could be the difference between leaving or dying. 
 
    “Don’t walk like that,” said Rud. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “You look too confident. A vagrant wouldn’t walk like that. A guy who’d been travelling through Killeshi lands on his own, no shelter, nothing to eat…you’d be a shell. That’s why I came back down, I knew there was something wrong with you.” 
 
    “So, walk like this?” said Jakub, affecting an awkwardness in his steps. 
 
    “Now you just look like you’re constipated.” 
 
    “Forget it. Which way do we go?” 
 
    “By the latrines. Me and Hyde and Bennie dug through the mud. We needed a place to…you know…take our girlfriends when everyone was asleep. For some private time. To…” 
 
    “I get the idea. The others don’t know about it?” 
 
    “They’d have sealed it by now.” 
 
    “Then let’s head that way. You lead the way now. Once we’re out of here, I know where to go.” 
 
    “There’s something I need to do first,” said Rud. 
 
    “We don’t have a lot of time.” 
 
    “I need to find Chaser and Florence.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “My dog, and my girl. I won’t leave without them.” 
 
    “Can you do it without getting seen?” 
 
    “There’s no choice. I won’t leave without them.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “I’ll take you to where we can escape, and then I’ll go get Florence and Chaser.” 
 
    Jakub took one last look at the hamlet. There was a flurry of activity, with some men and women grabbing swords and making patrols,  and others chatting to each other, no doubt wondering why the necromancer had sealed them in. 
 
    It was a good question, and Jakub couldn’t help but think the answer was that the necromancer had somehow guessed Jakub would come here. 
 
    It didn’t matter. He’d be gone soon. 
 
    Rud led the way on the outer reaches of the camp. They kept to the shadows where the light of the bonfire didn’t reach. Rud paused at every sound, and the closer they got to the latrines, to escape, Jakub felt tenser. 
 
    When they finally reached the latrines unseen, he almost couldn’t believe it. 
 
    Then, a man stepped out of the latrines, tightening a belt around his trousers.  
 
    He was seven-feet-tall, round-bellied, with a head so bald that the dim flickers of the bonfire shined on his scalp. 
 
    “Rud?” said the man. “We’ve been called to arms. What’re you…who is this?” 
 
    He was staring at Jakub now. Suspicion was cast deep in his face. 
 
    Rud started to talk, but Jakub cut him off. 
 
    “I came here for a bed,” he said. “Hilda said I’ve got to earn my keep. Apparently, newcomers get to empty the shit holes.” 
 
    The man crossed his arms. “They let you in? When we’re locked down?” 
 
    “It was before that happened.” 
 
    “We better see what Gregor makes of it, then. Things have changed a little, and it’s not the best time for a stranger to be hanging around. Come and see him. If he says you can stay, fine.” 
 
    “Honestly, Jack,” said Rud. “It’s fine. Mum said it’s okay.” 
 
    “Well she’s not the boss, is she? Gregor is. Come on.” 
 
    “But Jack-” 
 
    “Shut your mouth right now, lad. You stink of booze, and you’re a liability when you should be helpin’ us prepare. Get your arse across camp, sober yourself up, and then grab a sword. You better pray that Gregor doesn’t smell your breath. As for you, tramp, as much as I’d love to let you clean out our crap, I’ve got to be careful. Come.” 
 
    There was no talking their way around this man, and Jakub didn’t want to have to meet the camp leader, nor the necromancer. He couldn’t be certain of it, but he doubted his disguise would hold up to the necromancer’s scrutiny. Magic users could always detect the presence of a spell, even one cast by a vagrant blade. 
 
    It was a choice of taking his chances in front of Gregor, or running his blade through this man’s stomach.  
 
    Given the man’s size, his odds weren’t great, but once the game was up, it was up. He couldn’t fight his way out of the hamlet if they knew who he was. 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” he said, striding toward the man, but carefully reaching for his sword. “I’ve got nothing to hide.” 
 
    He took another step, ready to pull his blade and then strike, and pray he got this done in one blow. 
 
    “Who’s the tramp?” said a voice. 
 
    Jakub stopped. He looked to his right, where a sea of faces stared at him. Eight men of the hamlet, each with swords in their hands. There, in the centre of them, was the necromancer. 
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    “Take his sword,” said the necromancer, walking toward Jakub and Rud. 
 
    Jakub’s sword was taken from him, and it was only thirty seconds before his disguise disappeared. 
 
    “I’ll handle this,” said Ryden. 
 
    Ryden was a tall man and he was much slimmer than Jakub, so much so that his robes seemed too big for him. Wherever he’d been after the academy had banished him, he hadn’t enjoyed a rich diet. 
 
    His robes still bore the stitching where the academy emblem would have been, but he’d picked the emblem itself off so that only the outline remained. Even so, Jakub had seen the emblem so many times that he recognized its shape. 
 
    “My name is Ryden,” he said. “You are from the academy, are you not?” 
 
    Jakub remembered what people said the banished necromancer was called. 
 
    “I thought your name was Andrew?” he said. 
 
    Anger flashed on his face for a second, then disappeared. The show of emotion told him a lot; the man had been away from the academy for so long that he’d let some of its teachings leave him. Instructor Irvine had drilled into Jakub the importance of never letting your thoughts show on your face. 
 
    Jakub was a novice, and he was still working to master that skill, but he’d expected a master necromancer like Ryden to be well-practiced in it. 
 
    “You were told wrong. Ryden is my name. May I have yours?” 
 
    “No. You may not.” 
 
    Ryden smiled. “Irvine is still plying his trade, I see. Fine. What brings you here, novice?” 
 
    He said ‘novice’ with sarcasm. He was trying to put Jakub in his place, and trying to throw him off-balance at the same time. He wanted to bring out emotions in him that would force a mistake. 
 
    A man standing behind Ryden whispered to one of the hamlet group and then nodded at another, and the two men left the crowd, circled Jakub and Rud, and stood guard over where they’d planned to escape. 
 
    So they were trapped now. Just him and a drunken teen against eight armed men - ones tough enough to survive in Killeshi lands - and a master necromancer. 
 
    It wasn’t just that that bothered him; he knew what these men were now. He knew the religion they followed, where they ate dead flesh to try and absorb some of its strengths.  
 
    Sometimes it worked, sometimes it didn’t; he’d seen that all those years ago with his own family. No telling who would receive the gifts of the dead. That also meant he had no idea what kind of abilities these hamlet people would have. 
 
    He leaned toward Rud and whispered. “Is there another way out?” 
 
    Rud shook his head. 
 
    A figure approached the group. It was a woman, bigger than the men, with her sleeves rolled up, and he had a wooden club in her hand. Hilda. 
 
    When she saw Rud, she stopped. 
 
    “Son?” 
 
    “Caught your lad trying to sneak this bugger out of camp,” said the bald man who’d first stopped them. “Helping the enemy.” 
 
    “Is this true, Rud?” 
 
    Under his mother’s stare, Rud did what every teen would; he became years younger. 
 
    “Mum, I-” 
 
    Necromancer Ryden put his hand on Hilda’s shoulder. “The boy did us a service. He caught the man on my orders, didn’t you lad?” he said, then gave Rud a subtle wink. 
 
    Rud seemed torn now; with the armed hamlet thugs staring at him, his mother’s gaze boring deep into him, and the necromancer’s cold eyes on his, he tensed up. 
 
    “Then what are you waiting for?” said Hilda. “You’ve got a blade, lad. Why isn’t it pressed against this bugger’s throat?” 
 
    “Remember what you told me,” said Jakub, looking at Rud. “Your initiation. What they were going to make you do. I know what it’s like. You don’t want that. I can get you away from this.” 
 
    “What’s all this about your initiation?” said Hilda. “You were looking forward to it. You told me so.” 
 
    Anger flared in Jakub now. “He was lying. The things you do here…don’t you realize how sick it is?” 
 
    Hilda put her hand on her hip. “Just who the hell are you, anyway? First the bloody vagrant wanders in, and now you, wearing your big overcoat. That’s the symbol of the Queen, isn’t it?” 
 
    “The boy is a necromancer,” said Ryden. 
 
    “And you presume to tell us that we’re sick?” said Hilda. “After what your lot get up to? No offence, Ryden.” 
 
    “None taken.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with necromancy, not the way we do it,” said Jakub. “We don’t eat the dead.” 
 
    “No, but the whole thing wouldn’t be possible without people like you, would it? Without Ryden here, eating their flesh wouldn’t do shit. It’s only his spells that bring their magic out of their bodies.” 
 
    “There’s a reason Ryden was banished from the academy,” said Jakub. 
 
    The bald man guarding the exit eyed Jakub like he was a piece of steak ready for a heavy tenderization. “Seems simple to me. We’ve got two necromancers, and only one was invited. Take this little bastard and lock him away. And Rud…well, what’re we to do with you?” 
 
    “You won’t touch him,” said Hilda. “Ryden says he was under his orders.” 
 
    Ryden nodded. He stared at Rud as he spoke. “Young Rud was trying to repay his debt for a kindness I showed him. He’d never forget that, would he?” 
 
    While Rud stared at the necromancer and his mother  and his other campmates, Jakub wracked his brains for a way out. 
 
    If he let them take him and lock him up, every second would be agony, because he’d know that Kortho’s resurrection window was closing. Not only that, but there was also the traitor, and what failing to get his body would mean to him and Kortho. 
 
    The Killeshis had the body, and getting it would be hard enough. There was also the fact that Ryden was looking for the body, too. After all, the soldier was here, wasn’t he? Was his body here to supply flesh for the hamlet dweller’s rituals…or was he here because Ryden, too, had looked at his Last Rites? 
 
    Jakub needed a way out. 
 
    The hamlet gates were sealed, and the secret exit Rud was taking him through was now guarded by a man big enough to smash Jakub’s face with a single punch. 
 
    He was a necromancer, not a soldier. He couldn’t fight his way out of this. 
 
    There was another way. A way out of the hamlet and away from these people. The problem was that this way was even more dangerous for him. It was a way out that would assault his mind, one that would go against every warning the academy instructors had planted in him. 
 
    Even so, it was the only way. 
 
    “Rud,” he said. “Stand close to me.” 
 
    “Come here, son,” said Hilda. 
 
    Jakub grabbed him. “Listen to me, Rud. There’s a way out, but you have to stand beside me, and we have to go now.” 
 
    At that, he heard a sound. A dog barked, and then a white-furred hound sprinted toward them, weaving through the legs of the group. Hilda reached for it, but it darted passed her and then toward Rud, before jumping up at him. 
 
    Rud picked up the dog and hugged it close to him. “Chaser,” he said, as the dog licked his face. 
 
    “You’ve got your dog; it’s time to go now.” 
 
    “No. I need Florence.” 
 
    “The girl?” said Hilda. “What would you want with her?” 
 
    “He wanted to run away with her,” said a voice. 
 
    Two figures approached. One was a teenager not much older than Rud, with long, blonde hair tied into a bun. A girl with auburn locks was next to him, and at first glance it looked like they were walking together. 
 
    Then Jakub saw the knife in the boy’s hand. It was pressed against her waist. 
 
    “Florence,” said Rud, putting Chaser down. “Ollivander, what are you…” 
 
    He stopped talking when he saw the knife. 
 
    The boy, Ollivander, spoke. “These two have been meeting illicitly. Rutting together while the rest of you oafs slept.” His accent was of the Red Eye lands, Jakub had no doubt. His way of speaking was refined, one that could only have come through high breeding. 
 
    “Let her go, Ollivander.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” said Hilda. 
 
    Ollivander looked at the woman as though she was a worm. “Your son and this girl were planning to leave the hamlet before their initiation. They are traitors to you all.” 
 
    “Rud?” said Hilda. 
 
    Rud nodded at his mother. 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “Because it’s sick,” said Jakub. Then he looked at Rud. “I can’t stay. You have to make your choice now. Stay with them, or come with me.” 
 
    Ryden laughed. “All these armed men, and you think you gave a choice?” 
 
    Jakub ignored him. “Choose now, Rud.” 
 
    Florence struggled against Ollivander, but he pressed the blade harder against her waist. 
 
    “Go, Rud,” she said. “If you stay, you know what they’ll do. You have a chance. I don’t.” 
 
    “I can’t leave you.” 
 
    “If you care about the way I feel, you’ll go.” 
 
    Rud stared at them all. At his mother, at the girl, at the necromancer. 
 
    “Three days,” he said. “I’ll come for you before then.” He nodded at Jakub. “Get us out of here.” 
 
    Ryden pointed at the men around him. “Get them. Maim if you have to, but don’t kill them.” 
 
    As the men closed in on them, Jakub moved so that he was standing right beside Rud. 
 
    It was time for their way out. The only way. He knew it would work, but that wasn’t the problem. 
 
    The problem was what came after. 
 
    He pointed at the ground, right at his feet. He let essence drift from his soul necklace, and then he spoke the spellword of Summon Binded. 
 
    He knew Ludwig wouldn’t come; Ludwig was gone somewhere, but he didn’t want to summon him. 
 
    What he wanted appeared at his feet now; a swirling portal of darkness, the portal from the Greylands from which Ludwig would usually come. 
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    He’d seen the swirls of light before when summoning Ludwig, but it was different now. 
 
    The portal was directly under him, swirling and churning too close to be safe, but that was how he needed it. 
 
    This time, instead of his binded hound coming through the portal, Jakub and Rud and Chaser fell into its depths and crashed down into the Greylands. 
 
      
 
      
 
    51 – Morrigan 
 
    You could be gone before he gets back, my love. My sweet. Gone before the sun taints the sky. 
 
    The voices had been getting stronger in the hours since Jakub had left, but Morrigan had resisted using her potion. She was used to it by now; she’d experimented with how long it took Zelox and Chancel and Yutulia to get stronger, to exercise more of a right over the body she had claimed. 
 
    Zelox was usually the first to wake. First to wake, but always the weakest.  
 
    Chancel was the second, but he seemed content to let Morrigan keep control, for now. 
 
    Yutulia was the problem, because Yutulia never spoke. The girl had a patience nothing could match. This was her body, her flesh, and she’d been cast out from it, but the little bitch had enough nerve to wait for her chance take it back. She would never try it when she knew Morrigan had her potions with her. 
 
    Morrigan never knew when circumstance might leave her without the concoction that kept Yutulia and Zelox weak, and so she’d tested herself. 
 
    In her hut, she’d put an uncorked vial of potion in front of her, marked a starting time on the clock, and then waited for the beings in her to stir. 
 
    It began with Zelox waking, spitting his words into her mind with the hiss of a snake. 
 
    Then he’d try to gain some movement, but never tried to claim the whole body.  
 
    Eyelids, eyebrows, toes. He was content to make them flutter, raise, or wiggle, nothing more. 
 
    But Yutulia was patient, and she never moved, never spoke. She just stayed in the recess of their mind, watching from the shadows and brooding as she grew stronger, stronger, stronger…but never strong enough. 
 
    Because Morrigan always lost her nerve, and drank the potion. 
 
    She might have been the invader of this body, but she was terrified of its host. The girl was evil. A soul so corrupted nothing could save it. Those Death Bringers had put Morrigan inside this girl’s body, feeding her to it. 
 
    Then, after doing that, they had the nerve to banish them from the tribe. 
 
    Come, my darling, said Zelox. The moon glows, the crows are nesting. The necromancer will be back soon, is it not so? 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    The boy looked at Morrigan now, but she was at a loss to explain it. She didn’t want to, really. She knew that even though the boy couldn’t speak, he could understand, but she wouldn’t be able to find the words. 
 
    For all her show of bravery, she was always scared. She wanted her family with her, her dead family, the ones who the Death Bringers had surely put inside the living Killeshi children by now.  
 
    If only she were back with the tribe, she could look into the children’s eyes and see the spirits of her mother, her father, her brother, all staring back at her. 
 
    Yes, they’re waiting, said Zelox. You know what you could do, don’t you? I know you well enough to know, my dear, that your mind is as cunning as fox…fox…a fox. 
 
    “I think it’s time for you to sleep again. I’ve had enough of your shit.” 
 
    You feel so alone. I feel it seeping from you. After all, this body is quite cramped, no? Our feelings rebound against each other. You feel her, too, don’t you? 
 
    “Yutulia won’t wake yet.” 
 
    She’s already awake. Yutulia wakes before me, my sweet. But she watches, and she can hear us now. Why not talk to us, Yutulia? Let’s have a party in your body, the one which Morrigan has so dutifully taken care of. 
 
    “Don’t goad her,” said Morrigan. 
 
    Yutulia, if you are listening, you should thank Morrigan. Spirits don’t often seize control of their hosts, so it must have been quite a shock. But possessing spirits aren’t quite so conscientious, either. Morrigan took you when you were a slip of a thing, and she has made you strong. Fed you well. Given you muscles, skills. You know, Yutulia, now might be a good time to… 
 
    “Shut up!” said Morrigan. 
 
    She should have consumed the potion an hour ago, when she felt Zelox start to stir. It was like in itch in her brain at first, right on the edge of her skull. She’d only had time to grab one potion when they left her hut, and it could be hours before she could find one of her hidden caches. 
 
    If she could just hold out another thirty minutes, that would buy enough time. Then she’d drink it, send Zelox and the bitch back to sleep, and she’d be good for half a day. 
 
    In the meantime, she had to put up with his words, his tricks, his ramblings.  
 
    You can’t trust him. He isn’t coming back. 
 
    “He’ll be back.” 
 
    She’d put more trust in Jakub than she had in anyone in the last decade. Not just when she’d entered his tent; she did that because she had needs, and it was good to be in a body so she could feel them. 
 
    More than that, she needed what he promised; a way to flush the other beings from her body. 
 
    You think he can do that? Take matters into your own hands, Morrigan. Deliver the body of the necromancer to the tribe. Look at it; it’s  lying their waiting for you to use it. He’s a master, you know. A great prize. They’re sure to take you back if you deliver him to them while his spirit is still warm. 
 
    Zelox was reading her thoughts easier now. That was another sign of the progression, and marked the beginnings of the end of how long she could wait. Yutulia would be getting stronger, waiting, and perhaps she’d see this as her chance to take the body back. 
 
    She opened her bag and found the vial of potion. It was a hue of blue, with red speckles floating in it. She knew it would taste foul and make her want to retch, but she’d gotten used to suffering that now. 
 
    She uncorked it. The pungent stench assaulted her, twisted through her nostrils and deep inside her. 
 
    You’re making a mistake, Morrigan. I am the only ally you have. Your one, sweet, true friend, my girl. You need me because I am you. 
 
    “It’s time for you to sleep.” 
 
    “No,” said a voice. 
 
    This wasn’t Zelox. 
 
    She knew it wasn’t Yutulia, either. 
 
    This was a raspy voice, a hiss worse than Zelox’s. 
 
    She turned to see the boy standing beside her now. 
 
    “No,” the boy said again. He wasn’t speaking, though; his words seemed to project from his mind. 
 
    I told you, didn’t I? You should have listened to me. Now look at the mess you’ve gotten us into. 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    The boy slapped the vial out of Morrigan’s hands. She tried to catch it, but it smashed against the alcove wall and shattered, and the liquid spread over the dirt. 
 
    She got to her knees and lapped at it with her tongue, tasting potion and dirt mingling into one. She’d gotten some of the liquid, but not enough. 
 
    Now, her bag was empty. 
 
    She had just enough time to feel something stir in her mind; a being rising from the darkness.  
 
    Then the boy was on her, clawing at her eyes and her cheeks. 
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    He was back again, back in the Greylands, a place where no mortal should go. A place he’d been to once, and one which he’d been lucky to escape from with his mind not shredded like a puppy’s toy. 
 
    They were standing on a landmass floating amidst a hundred channels of blue liquid that flowed into every direction in the distance, rivers of soul essence with the spirits of the dead in them. 
 
    Up above, the sky was dotted with holes like the mouth of a watering can, each hole a portal, each portal with something dead breaching it in a spray of death juices and soul essence. 
 
    Dogs, whales, goblins, dwarves, people, they all fell through the holes one after another, falling through the sky and plummeting into the rivers of essence, which would carry them through the Greylands. Each entry was the start of a clock, a resurrection window sure to close ninety-nine percent of the time, for this was the Greylands, the place between death, and nothing was expected to leave save the spirits that had taken permanent residence. 
 
    They couldn’t stay here for long. It was dangerous enough for Jakub even with his mental training, but it was deadly for Rud. 
 
    Chaser was standing over her master’s body, barking at him to get up. 
 
    “Rud, get up.” 
 
    The Greylands had got to him already, and they’d only been here a few seconds. 
 
    Jakub first cast Essence Grab, draining pure essence from the river flowing next to him. Then, with his necklace full, he spoke the spellword of Health Harvest, and converted some of the essence into a healing wind, which he sent into Rud. 
 
    As Rud shuddered, coughed, and then bolted upright, words drifted into Jakub’s vision. 
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    He was close to earning novice level 3. At any other time, any other place, another step toward new powers would have sparked joy in him, but there was no joy in the Greylands. 
 
    “Where are we?” said Rud. 
 
    “I don’t have time to be nice about this, so I’m not going to tell it to you gently,” said Jakub. “This is the Greylands; its where you go when you die, before your soul completes its transition.” 
 
    “Are we…dead? Florence! What about her?” 
 
    “She’s back in the hamlet, remember? We’re not dead.” 
 
    “Then why isn’t she here?” 
 
    “Forget about her and focus, Rud. You wouldn’t want her to be here with us, trust me. We’re in danger.” 
 
    Rud gave Chaser a pat on the head to stop her begging for it, and then he stood up and turned in a circle, looking around. By the time he completed the circle his face was whiter, his eyes wider. 
 
    “This is hell. Or one of the seven.” 
 
    “No, it’s the Greylands, which is a different thing.” 
 
    “Then tell me what that thing is, and then try and sell me on this not being hell.” 
 
    Rud pointed north, his arms shaking, to a monstrosity of a creature in the distance, an arachnid twenty feet tall with limbs that jutted off at impossible angles and writhed in a motion that made Jakub feel sick. Its flesh was dark red and slick with juice. It was sitting guard over a pile of eggs, skulls, and what looked to be organs, snapping its spindly limbs at anything that moved too close. 
 
    The more Jakub focused on the creature the more the arachnid’s image began to fragment, almost as if he was looking at it through a prism. 
 
    One fragment of its being extended, stretching across the horizon and toward Jakub. 
 
    He looked at the ground. When he looked up, the arachnid and its nest were a mile closer. Just like that; a stare that lasted too long, a trick of the light, and there it was. 
 
    He’d come so close to losing a part of his mind to it; that was what things did down here, it was why the Greylands were so dangerous. 
 
     “You can’t look at anything that lives here,” he warned Rud. “The more you stare, the more you allow the beings here to lock onto your thoughts, and they ride them like waves so they can get to you. Every thought they touch gets corrupted, and it’s lost to you.” 
 
    “Like what? You mean I’ll lose my mind down here?” 
 
    “Memories. Anything -  your first kiss, the first time you ate carrots. Or maybe you’ll lose knowledge, like how to hold a sword properly, how to speak. There’s no telling what they’ll take. So, don’t look at anything.” 
 
    “How do we get out?” 
 
    “That’s the magic question. Keep your eyes on the ground.” 
 
    Chaser snarled. She was standing right beside Jakub’s leg and snapping at something in the distance. 
 
    “Don’t look, Chaser.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about her. Animals are fine; they aren’t affected. Nor do we have to worry about looking at animals from above who’ve died and found themselves here. It’s only the beings of the Greylands we have to worry about, the things that have been here so long and are trapped here.” 
 
    “I thought this was the place where they decide where to send your soul? Nothing stays here, does it?” 
 
    “There’s no they, Rud, and you’re right in a sense. Some things are allowed to stay here, and some things fight to stay here. When a being resists the draw of its soul away from the Greylands, it changes. It becomes like the arachnid we saw over there, or worse. Always rooted to a nest, only able to travel by capturing thoughts cast its way, and then riding them and devouring them. So don’t look at anything unless I say it’s okay.” 
 
    Chaser barked even more now. Her body tensed, her nose twitched, and her canine teeth stuck out. She growled so hard that she tremored. 
 
    “There are more of them now,” said Rud. “I can feel them in the distance.” 
 
    “They’re starting to gather. They’ll watch us, hoping that we look. Don’t give them what they want.” 
 
    He tried to sound brave, but the truth was he could feel them watching, too. He daren’t raised his head to look, because there could be so many now that even a brief glance would be enough for them to catch his thoughts and ride one. All the same, even without looking he could sense them lurking, pressing on his mind and urging him to look. 
 
    He was worth a lot to them down here. Not only a mortal soul, but a necromancer. His thoughts would make for the ultimate corruption. 
 
    “I want to leave. This place is weird.” 
 
    “We’re going,” said Jakub. “But I need to find the way, and there’s something I have to do down here.” 
 
    “What about the things?” 
 
    “If you don’t look at them, they can’t travel to us. They’ll crowd the horizon in every direction once words gets out that we’re here. And not just them; there will be demons, imps, golems, gremlins, everything you can think of, and they’ll all try to make you look at them.” 
 
    “Then how are we supposed to walk through it?” 
 
    “That’s part of what I need to do.” 
 
    “I trust you, then. Just get us out of here. I need to get back to Florence.” 
 
    “You two are together?” 
 
    “We were planning to be.” 
 
    “Then let’s get you out of here.” 
 
    “What about necromancer Ryden? Won’t he come for us?” 
 
    “He’ll open a portal too, but time is different in the Greylands. It’s a hell of a lot slower, so even though the portal will take seconds to open on the surface, from our point of view we’ll have eight to ten minutes. By my reckoning we’ve wasted a few of them, so let’s go.” 
 
    “Which way?” 
 
    “You don’t need to know; you just need to keep your eyes on the ground and follow my feet.” 
 
    Rud nudged him and pointed up at the sky. “Jakub. Look.” 
 
    “I told you to keep your eyes…oh.” 
 
    As if it wasn’t bad enough to be surrounded by a horizon of thought-corrupting arachnids, they had airborne problems now, too. 
 
    Another portal was starting to open. This was one of hundreds in the Greylands sky, and shouldn’t have worried him. 
 
    Running was their first plan, but he catalogued what he had to fight with in case it came to a fight with Ryden. 
 
    His spells were out; none of his necromancy was effective offensively, and even if it was, Ryden was a master. The battleground of spells was so unevenly slanted that Jakub was toppling over the edge. 
 
    What about his weapons? He had his vagrant blade, his blackened sword, and the crossbow he’d looted from killing the guys in Morrigan’s hut. The problem was, he’d never trained for crossbow use. He had the Basics of Archery talent tome, of course, but he didn’t have a spare few hours to read it. 
 
    No, if it came to a fight, they were going to lose. He just had to make sure that didn’t happen. 
 
    That meant finding his way out of the Greylands. To do that, he needed to find Ludwig. 
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    Staring at the ground, he pressed his thumb tattoo and cast his map on the ground. It had changed now, no longer showing the Killeshi lands but the Greylands instead, though much of the terrain was blackened. 
 
    He hadn’t explored the place, and there were no Greylands maps in the academy library for him to add to his map. That meant that he was wondering blind, but that didn’t matter. 
 
    “What the hell?” said Rud. “More magic?” 
 
    Rud moved back, stepping away from the map as if it were made of fire. 
 
    “Does magic bother you?” 
 
    “I’ve never trusted it.” 
 
    “You don’t have much of a choice. This is just a map. Now let me work.” 
 
    With his map overlaid on the ground, Jakub spoke the spellword of Summon Binded. 
 
    As before, Ludwig didn’t come, but this time something else happened. On the map at his feet, a dot flashed. It was way across the map, through miles and miles of black, but there it was. 
 
    Then the dot faded. 
 
    Jakub spoke his spellword again, and the dot flashed. 
 
    “That’s where Ludwig is, and he isn’t moving.” 
 
    “Ludwig?” 
 
    “I have a dog, too.” 
 
    The hike that followed wasn’t the easiest of his life. Not only did he have to stop every so often and use Summon Binded to see Ludwig’s dot on his map, then drain essence from the channels around them to top up his necklace, but the channels of essence themselves were a problem. 
 
    Some of them flowed straight through their path to Ludwig, and Jakub and Rud had to skirt around them without lifting their eyes off the ground. Finding parts narrow enough to leap over was a task in itself. 
 
    It was ten minutes into their journey, where they hadn’t gotten far at all, that a further problem emerged. 
 
    Another dot appeared on his map now, this one with a name floating next to it. 
 
    Necromancer Ryden Renault. 
 
    Necromancer Ryden’s dot was moving much quicker across the map than they were. Being a master, he was able to move freer in the Greylands than Jakub, and their head start of only five or six minutes was being cut short. 
 
    “Why’s he so fast?” asked Rud. 
 
    “Because he can look around, so he doesn’t have to take as much care in his footing as we do.” 
 
    “How? I thought you said looking at them would…pulverize your head, or whatever?” 
 
    “Ryden is a master necromancer, and I’m just a novice. The gulf in skill is becoming quite apparent.” 
 
     They pushed on faster, skirting channels of soul essence, scaling hills of bone, and crossing streams using bridges made from frozen blood. Jakub didn’t even stop when he needed to check his map; he cast it on the ground as he ran, and the light warped and bobbled over rocks and dents in the terrain. 
 
    Ludwig’s dot in front of them grew closer, but so did the dot that pursued them, and the progress of one dot dwarfed that of the other. 
 
    Not only that, but the arachnids in the horizon weren’t the only problem now. Voices spoke to them from all sides; mocking voices, hissing tongues. 
 
    “Ignore them, and keep watching my feet. They’re demons, and they’re going to try and tempt us to look at them.” 
 
    “Damn right we are,” said a voice.  
 
    “Demons? How rude. I am an imp,” said another. 
 
    “Ignore them,” said Jakub. “They want the same thing as the arachnids.” 
 
    “To use our thoughts?” 
 
    “For different reasons, but yes. Just think about it this way; the second you lose to temptation and look, they’ll take a part of you. What if it’s the part that remembers your mother’s face? Or Florence? What if you forget how to walk?” 
 
    “They can do that?” 
 
    “This is a dangerous place for mortals, if you let it be.” 
 
    “Hey, boy,” said a demonic voice to their right. “If you talk to me a sec, I got an offer for ya.” 
 
    “Ignore him,” said Jakub. 
 
    “Yeah,” carried on the demon. “I met your dad down here a few years ago. Told me he had something to tell you, something to say to his son.” 
 
    Rud stopped. 
 
    “He’s bullshitting,” said Jakub. He grabbed Rud’s sleeve, but the boy twisted away from him. 
 
    Then, from the sound of his voice, Jakub knew the boy was looking up. 
 
    “You knew my dad?” 
 
    The demon laughed. “No,” he said, and let out a cackle. “But you have that dead-dad look about you. Spare another thought?” 
 
    Rud stumbled back. “He’s in my head.” 
 
    “Yeah, I warned you about that. Time you started listening to me. Come on, Ryden is getting closer.” 
 
    “Leaving so soon? We’ve hardly become acquainted,” said one demon. 
 
    “Follow. Follow. Follow,” said another. 
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    They pushed on through the Greylands, ignoring the demons and imps and focusing only on the ground in front of them, one step after another, until finally Ludwig’s dot was larger on Jakub’s map. After skirting a stream of essence and walking up a hill and down the other side, they saw him. 
 
    Ludwig was impaled on an ivory spike. The spike had cut through his waist, wedging Ludwig deep on it. 
 
    Jakub felt like his heart had exploded; that the sight of his best friend like this had seeped a corruption deep inside him, and that it was snaking through his body and destroying everything he touched. 
 
    He was dead. His best friend, gone. 
 
    His stomach bubbled. He collapsed to his knees and tried to vomit, but nothing would come. Tears stung the edges of his eyes, and he didn’t even try to hold them back. 
 
    A thought cast light in his mind. One, tiny little thought that was enough to get him back to his feet. 
 
    Ludwig had shown on his map. If he were dead, that wouldn’t happen. 
 
    Ludwig was alive. 
 
    While nothing on the physical world could hurt him, the Greylands were Ludwig’s home, and the things down here were real to him. They could touch him, hurt him. 
 
    Most Greylands dwellers lived in a state of coexistence, tolerating the presence of the other dead souls even if they didn’t like each other. With no soul essence in their bodies, they had nothing to gain from hurting each other. 
 
    So who had done this to him? Who could have done it? 
 
    It didn’t matter.  
 
    Jakub ran over to his friend. He sensed the specter of arachnids in the distance, way beyond his friend but in view enough that Jakub had to get so close to Ludwig that he blocked the distance from his sight. 
 
    Only then did he risk another, longer look at his friend, and he stared into his furry face, into his eyes that seemed almost lifeless now. 
 
    “Jakub…” said Ludwig. 
 
    There was a smacking sound as he spoke, made by his dry lips. Jakub felt his breath on his face, but it was cold. 
 
    “Hold on, Ludwig,” he said. 
 
    Hearing his friend speak sparked a new feeling in him. He cast everything else away; the shock at seeing him like this, his fear of the Greylands itself. 
 
    He could do something. On the surface, his spells wouldn’t work on Ludwig. But down here… 
 
    “We need to get him off the spike,” he said. 
 
    Rud, now well-trained in Greylands travel it seemed, had cupped his hands tight around his eyes, and was looking at Ludwig through the little window he’d made. 
 
    “This is your dog?” 
 
    “This is Ludwig. Introductions later; we need to help him first.” 
 
    “I think he’s gone. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “If this happened to Chaser, would you just leave her? Let her die?” 
 
    Rud seemed to think about something now, as if he was remembering something. 
 
    “What do we need to do?” 
 
    Jakub passed Rud his vagrant blade, and he held his own blackened blade in his hand. 
 
    Then he cast his map on the ground. 
 
    “Ryden’s five minutes away at the most. Come on.” 
 
    As Rud held the vagrant blade, his clothes began to change. His leather jerkin was dotted with tears and smothered in food stains. Hair sprouted on his cheeks, and his skin withered and aged. His fingers became long, crooked, and marred by tobacco stains. 
 
    “What’s happening to me?” he said, and dropped the blade. 
 
    “Pick it up. It’s magic. I showed you, remember? The effect isn’t permanent.” 
 
    Rud crossed his arms. “I don’t know about this.” 
 
    “Pick up the god damn sword,” said Jakub, putting all his weight into his voice. 
 
    Rud picked it up. 
 
    Jakub pointed his sword at the middle of the ivory spike, just above Ludwig. 
 
    “Hit it here, where it starts to thin. If we snap off the top, I can pull him free.” 
 
    “Jakub…” groaned Ludwig. 
 
    Jakub stroked his friend’s nose. “Hush, Lud. I’ll fix you. Don’t strain yourself.” 
 
    His chest tightened then, and grief threatened to well in him. How long had Ludwig been suffering like this? A day? More? It made him sick. 
 
    He raised his sword and hacked at the ivory spike. Flecks of it chipped away, and one hit Jakub in the face. 
 
    He hit it again, and Ludwig groaned. 
 
    “I’m sorry if this hurts, but it’s the only way. Rud – help me.” 
 
    Vagrant Rud joined him now, and the two took turns hacking at the spike. One sword then another, each blow making the spike tremor, each hack sending shards of ivory flying. It began to wither away like a tree trunk pulverized by a lumberjack’s axe. 
 
    As Jakub started to tire and each swing came heavier than the last, the shard of spike above Ludwig fell to the ground. 
 
     “He’s coming…” said a voice, with a hint of mockery. 
 
    “Demons again,” said Jakub. “Ignore them.” 
 
    “The necromancer is coming. He looks mad.” 
 
    Ignoring them, Jakub carefully took hold of Ludwig and lifted him off the spike, and then set him on the ground. 
 
    It was then that Jakub realized something; Ludwig’s form was real down here. 
 
    For the first time since he had come here to bind himself to Ludwig years ago, Jakub hugged his best friend. He wished they had more time. 
 
    Breaking away, he cast his map along the ground. 
 
    “We’ve got a minute, maybe.” 
 
    “What? Shouldn’t we run?” 
 
    “He’ll catch us. This is the only way.” 
 
    Jakub spoke the spellword of Healing Harvest, sending essence from his necklace into Ludwig. 
 
    It sparked over his body, filling the hole where the spike had been and casting a webbing of blue over the gap. Ludwig’s flesh – which looked real down here, and not spectral – began to knit together cell by cell, his inside reforming, his skin stretching. 
 
    Jakub heard footsteps behind him. Heavy ones, not the tread of a demon. 
 
    “It’s better that you stopped running,” said a voice. 
 
    “Ryden,” said Rud. 
 
    Ludwig stirred. He blinked, and tears pooled at the edges of his eyes. He coughed, stumbled to the ground. Then he got up again. 
 
    The footsteps got closer. 
 
    “Can you get us out of here, Lud?” 
 
    “Cast your Summon spell at the sky, and hold onto me.” 
 
    Jakub nodded. “Rud, grab Chaser and get here. Hold onto Ludwig.” 
 
    As he went to say the spellword, he felt a hand grab his shoulder. 
 
    He swung the hilt of his sword, smashing Ryden in the face. The necromancer fell onto his back. 
 
    It was then that he locked eyes with a demon. He felt its stare bore deep into him, and he could feel it scratching through his thoughts and trying to grab one to latch onto and take from him. 
 
    “Ha! Got one!” said the demon. 
 
    He couldn’t stop it. The demon wrenched something from his mind, but he didn’t know what it was. 
 
    A thought, a memory, some knowledge; he didn’t know. 
 
    He could feel its absence. 
 
    “Mineeeee,” said the demon, smiling. 
 
    With great effort, he broke his stare and turned away. 
 
    Jakub held Ludwig’s paw and spoke his spellword, directing it at the sky above them. The portal opened, and the swirl of light far above reached out to them, enveloping them in its rush and taking them out of the Greylands. 
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    They lurched so violently into the world of the living that a rush of dizziness hit him. Jakub released his grip on Ludwig and tried to stand, but his legs buckled, and he hit the ground. 
 
    His stomach tightened. He retched but again, nothing would come. Rud, on the other hand, emptied the contents of his stomach onto the ground. 
 
    Chaser barked at his master, while Ludwig, his form spectral again, tried to nuzzle Jakub but his nose passed straight through him. 
 
    He sat while he waited for the nausea to leave him, and it was only when the vice grip in his stomach eased that he could look around. 
 
    They were back in the Killeshi lands again, in the middle of a field of thornweeds. Night had broken and the sun was starting its ascent, and the chatter of birds met his ears. 
 
    He’d never felt as weary in his life. How long had it been since he’d slept now? Days? 
 
    He needed to be stronger than this. He wished he was, but his body was human, and it had weaknesses and needs.  
 
    If he couldn’t be stronger on his own, he’d have to use magic. 
 
    He took the bracelet of rest from his inventory bag and slipped it on, and the ebbing of fatigue left him instantly. 
 
    Thank the gods that I took the time to loot. 
 
    “I want to go home,” said Rud. 
 
    “Back to the hamlet? After what you said? You know what they’re going to make you do.” 
 
    “You lied to me.” 
 
    “About what? I didn’t tell you anything that wasn’t true.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell me where we’d be going. That place…those things.  You should have warned me. I can still feel that place inside me, like fucking poison in my soul.” 
 
    “We should never have gone there, but there was no choice. What did you think would happen if we’d stayed in the hamlet?” 
 
    “To me?” said Rud. “Nothing. They’re my family.” 
 
    “You’re not thinking straight. Your initiation was a few days away, and you know what they were going to make you do.” 
 
    “If eating a hunk of dead meat was what it took, I should have done it. I left everything behind. I left Florence with them.” 
 
    “They’re going to use Florence to draw you back to them. You need to be stronger, Rud. Get a grip on yourself. You didn’t want to become like them, and everything that’s happened doesn’t change that. You’ve seen what they do when they eat the dead, haven’t you? You were scared of it.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have left her.” 
 
    “We’ll find a way to get to Florence, but I need to work things out. Can you just give me the time to do that before deciding anything?” 
 
    Rud nodded. “I know you’re right in what you say, but she’s going to think I just left her.” 
 
    Jakub felt terrible. He knew that the kid was right; Jakub had drawn him into a world he should never have been a part of, and made him see things that he shouldn’t. 
 
    Sure, there was only a couple years age gap between them, but Jakub had spent years studying and training for this kind of thing. Even then the Greylands had gotten to him, and the demon he’d locked eyes with had wrenched a thought from his mind. 
 
    What that thought was, he didn’t know. He’d studied the Greylands in class, and he knew why it was so dangerous there; the beings that existed could take things from a mortal. That was why, when he’d gone there to become binded to Ludwig, Instructor Irvine and Madam Lolo had accompanied him, and they’d used their magic to shield his thoughts from the spirits that would take them. 
 
    He should never have gone back unprepared and without a master to guide him, but there had been no choice. 
 
    If he’d lost something of himself, he’d live with it, if he ever realized what that something was. 
 
    Knowledge, a memory, who knew? How could you miss something that had been taken from you, making it like it never existed in the first place? 
 
    There was nothing to gain by dwelling on it, nor through feeling guilt toward Rud. 
 
    Instead, he focused on Ludwig. His demonic hound was back in his spectral form now. Chaser was sniffing around him, going from his face to his body to his tail, pinching his nose and no doubt wondering why this strange animal wasn’t giving off any scent. 
 
    “Time for you to tell me what happened down there, Lud,” he said. 
 
    “Can we walk while we do it?” 
 
    Right now, nothing in the world sounded better than taking Ludwig for a walk. His friend had been through a lot, so anything Jakub could do to make him feel better was worth it. It was just a pity they only had the bleak Killeshi landscape to go through, rather than the gardens around the academy. 
 
    Jakub cast his map in front of him. 
 
    “We’re miles away from where I left Morrigan and Kortho. Come on, you can tell me along the way.” 
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    With the bracelet of rest pumping him with artificial energy that he knew he’d have to pay for before long, they walked through the thornweed fields and toward the hidden alcove where he’d left her. 
 
    Rud and Chaser walked alongside them, and Jakub felt jealousy at how unaffected physically the teen was. He supposed that living out here in the wilds had attuned him to its struggles, and even if he wasn’t well-built, his body was better conditioned to adapt to it. 
 
    “It was when I was in the hamlet,” said Ludwig, “The necromancer saw us, and you had to fade me. You remember?” 
 
    Jakub nodded. At least the memory off that wasn’t what the demon had stolen from him. “I’m sorry I had to leave you alone like that.” 
 
    “You had no choice. Don’t feel bad.” 
 
    “Thanks, friend.” 
 
    “After I left and went back to the Greylands, I started to run. I had this feeling, Jakub, like something was watching me. I thought it might be him.” 
 
    “Ryden?” 
 
    “Is that his name?” 
 
    “That’s the name of the necromancer.” 
 
    “I thought it might be him; I know that better necromancers…” 
 
    Ludwig stopped talking now, and gave Jakub a stare. “Sorry, I didn’t mean it like that. More experienced necromancers, I meant.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Lud.” 
 
    “I know that some of them can enter the Greylands. It wasn’t him, though, but someone was there.” 
 
    “Kortho?” 
 
    “No. I know he’s down there, but not him. The boy.” 
 
    “Boy? What boy?” 
 
    “You know, the one we found under the outpost. The undead boy.” 
 
    Jakub remembered being in the basement of the outpost, when Ludwig was following the death scent he’d picked up, and he’d hoped it was the soldier. He remembered fighting two creatures down there, and then looting. But a boy? What was Ludwig talking about? 
 
    “We didn’t meet a boy down there, Lud. The place was a massacre; there was nobody left alive.” 
 
    “Nobody left…what are you talking about, Jakub? He was undead! He was watching us. You tried to speak to him, but he couldn’t talk.” 
 
    “Lud, I…” 
 
    Then it hit him. 
 
    Whoever this boy was, it was a memory that the demon had taken from him. The demon hadn’t had much time to sift through his thoughts, so rather than plunder his past or his ingrained knowledge, it had grabbed one of his more recent memories. 
 
    “I can’t remember him,” he said. “I messed up in the Greylands, and I looked at a demon for too long. He must have taken that memory.” 
 
    “Jakub, come on. Why would you do that?” 
 
    “It was pretty hectic down there, with Ryden coming for us, and seeing you on that spike.” 
 
    “Then you don’t remember anything that has happened?” 
 
    “I can see it all. Leaving the basement, finding Morrigan’s hut, Kortho dying. Just no boy. Tell me about him.” 
 
    “He was undead, but he couldn’t speak. He couldn’t tell us what had happened to him, or we thought so. He’s a liar.” 
 
    “How can he be a liar if he can’t talk?” 
 
    “He can talk, Jakub. He uses his thoughts. After you faded me in the hamlet and I was back in the Greylands, he was the one watching me. He had no trouble talking then, I promise you. He’s not just some undead boy. He’s binded to the necromancer.” 
 
    Jakub felt this surprise like a whiplash. “Ryden has binded a human to him?” 
 
    “Whenever the boy died, Ryden must have found him in the Greylands and binded him to him.” 
 
    “That’s sick. You can’t do that; a person stays in the Greylands until they’re resurrected, or they leave and go to the next life when the window closes. You don’t bind them to the Greylands. It’s wrong. No wonder this bastard was banished from the academy.” 
 
    “Well he wasn’t the only one binded to Ryden, either. He had a demon with him; a horrible little creature with a goatee beard, who called himself Clarence.” 
 
    “So they found you in the Greylands. What then?” 
 
    “They broke the code. They used essence-vine to tie me, and they carried me through the Greylands until they found the spike. They climbed a hill next to it and then threw me onto it and left me to die.” 
 
    “So this boy…he was with us for a while, then?” 
 
    “Up until I left you.” 
 
    “It must have cost Ryden a hell of a lot of soul essence to make the boy stay with us. I can’t afford to let Ryden find me again - he’s too strong. We need to get to Kortho.” 
 
    “That’s the problem, Jakub. Kortho is with Morrigan. The boy is with them too.” 
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    They walked faster now, but with every step they took the sense of danger tugged at Jakub. He’d left Kortho with Morrigan, and apparently with this boy, too. If the boy was one of Ryden’s binded, then he’d heard everything that he and Morrigan had talked about in his presence. 
 
    He knew how important Kortho was to Jakub. He knew why they’d come to the Killeshi lands, and he knew their plans. 
 
    The only saving grace was that as a binded, he couldn’t hurt Morrigan, nor touch Kortho’s body. The only thing he could do was to tell Ryden where they were, and that meant they had to get back to the alcove. 
 
    Ryden was sure to be on his way there, and they had to beat him to it. 
 
    What if he was already there, waiting? What if they were walking into a trap? 
 
    They stopped on the crest of a hill five hundred meters away from the alcove, so they were overlooking it. The alcove was too dark to see who was inside. 
 
    “Lud, when I tell you, I need you to scout ahead. Get close to the little alcove there and see who’s inside. If it’s Ryden, make sure he sees you. Draw him out.” 
 
    He opened his artificed bag and took out the crossbow and bolts he’d looted from the men who had invaded Morrigan’s hut.  
 
    “Can you use this thing?” he said to Rud. 
 
    Rud nodded. “We all have to pull guard duty when we’re old enough, after our initiation. They make us practice with a crossbow as soon as we’re strong enough to lift one.” 
 
    “Then congratulations, you’ve got yourself a new weapon. If a guy wearing a robe steps out of that alcove, shoot a bolt through his gut.” 
 
    “But Ryden, he’s-” 
 
    “He’s a necromancer; he’s not immortal. A bolt will rip through his belly just the same as any man, so I want you to rip him a new one. If a woman steps out of there, don’t shoot.” 
 
    “This woman; is she your girlfriend?” 
 
    “Girlfriend? Ha. She’s a centuries old spirit who took possession of a teenage girl’s body, but she’s the only friend I have out here, so I don’t want you shooting a hole in her.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    Jakub stood up. “Then we’re ready. I’m gonna skirt around and get as close to the alcove as I can. If you only maim Ryden, I’ll be ready to finish him. Lud, get going, and be careful.” 
 
    Ludwig bounded away from them and toward the alcove. Jakub watched his friend speed off, and he felt tension wrap around his bones. As brave as he’d tried to sound, Ryden scared him. He was a master necromancer, a man who could walk through the Greylands without having to hide his gaze. 
 
    In any other situation, he’d have backed off. One rule the academy instilled in you was that you didn’t go looking for impossible fights. With the boy and everything else, he was worried. No, he was downright petrified.  
 
    Because if Ryden was already there, then he had Kortho’s body. 
 
    Jakub got up and started to sneak toward the alcove, staying low and taking a wide arc to avoid being seen. 
 
    He’d only gotten a few hundred meters forward when Ludwig tore out from the alcove. The hound looked around for Jakub, and when he saw him, sprinted over. 
 
    “They’re gone,” he said. “Morrigan, Kortho, the boy…they’re gone.” 
 
    “Then he beat us to it.” 
 
    “It’s worse, Jakub. The walls are covered in blood.” 
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    The alcove ground was covered by a smear of blood. Aside from that, sprinklings of glass, and the ruins of the fire Jakub had been in what seemed like weeks ago, there was no sign of Morrigan and Kortho. 
 
    “Well we know that blood clots when you die; goodlight can’t do a thing about that,” said Jakub. “And the boy that I still can’t remember was undead, you said. So the blood is Morrigan’s.” 
 
    “Or someone she fought with,” said Ludwig. 
 
    “She either got attacked, killed them, and fled, or someone got the better of her, took her prisoner, and carried Kortho with them too.” 
 
    Rud kneeled, touched the blood with his fingertip, and showed them the blood on it. “It’s still wet. Whatever happened to your friend, it wasn’t long ago. Good luck in finding her. I have to go.” 
 
    “You can’t leave yet, Rud. I need your help.” 
 
    “Help? I tried to help you before, and look where it got me. That place…you said it yourself, no man should go there.” 
 
    “No mortal man. Grow a pair of balls. We’re not the first to go to the Greylands, and we won’t be the last. Guess what – when you die, you’ll visit it again. It’s never going away. If you leave me now because you’re scared and you go back to the hamlet, what do you think is going to happen?” 
 
    “They’re  going to feed me flesh from the bodies under the hill. If I don’t go back, I’m leaving Florence alone. She’s going to have her initiation soon.” 
 
    “I feel like I’m missing something,” said Ludwig. 
 
    “The people in the hamlet are like my parents.” 
 
    “Can you tell me something?” said Rud.  
 
    “I can try.” 
 
    “The initiation only works when Ryden does something to the bodies. So what is it? Why do they need him?” 
 
    “When someone dies,” said Jakub, “their physical body stays up here, but their consciousness goes into the Greylands until their fate is decided. Either they get resurrected and come back, or they pass beyond the Greylands and to the next life. Ryden is using a spell to bring their soul essence out in their flesh. When you eat flesh brimming with essence, there is a chance you’ll inherited some of the power it carries.” 
 
    “I feel sick. You said these people are conscious in the Greylands, right?” 
 
    Jakub nodded. “The essence spell only works on the recently dead; the ones still in the Greylands.” 
 
    “So while Ryden and the others eat their physical bodies, their consciousness are still alive. They’re being eaten alive.” 
 
    “In a sense.” 
 
    “I’ve watched them do it. My mum has done it…me and Florence were supposed to. This is sick.” 
 
    Rud ran out of the alcove and vomited in the stream.   
 
    “You could have worded it nicer for him,” said Ludwig, “Especially seeing what you went through.” 
 
    “He’ll get over it. I had to, and I was much younger than him.” 
 
    “Look how much I suffered. It was more than you, so you don’t deserve sympathy. That’s what you sound like,” said Ludwig. 
 
    “I hate it when you’re right.” 
 
    Jakub joined Rud by the stream. “I know what you’re going through. Before I joined the academy, I lived with a family like yours. We moved around a lot. Whenever we got comfy, the locals would start to figure out what we did, and they’d drive us out of town. My parents, everyone else in camp, were like your mum. They finally got stopped when an academy field team raided them.” 
 
    Rud faced him. “What happened to you when they made you eat it? What powers did you get? Is this how you became a necromancer?” 
 
    “No. The flesh helped me use mana, but I became a necromancer by working for it. There’s no magic shortcut to getting stronger or getting what you want; you have to work for it. People say Imbibism works, but it’s bullshit.” 
 
    “Even if I agree with you, that doesn’t change the fact there’s a camp full of people who don’t.” 
 
    “Believe it nor not - and I know not many people could say this - but getting taken away from my family was the best thing that ever happened to me. You need a clean break from them, Rud.” 
 
    “What about Florence?” 
 
    “I promise you we’ll think of something, just as long as you don’t go back. There’s nothing waiting for you in the hamlet except the life you wanted to run away from.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jakub.” 
 
    “They’re just words. They didn’t cost me anything, so there’s no need to thank me.” 
 
    “I mean thank you for showing me the Greylands, I suppose. Without seeing it, without knowing what Imbibism really is, I don’t think I’d be able to stay away.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    59 - Necromancer Ryden 
 
    Ryden only kept one chair in his artificed tent, so when Hilda and Gregor came to see him for a meeting, he told them that they’d have to bring their own. 
 
    They sat in a circle now, Hilda with her arms crossed, Gregor with his hands on his lap. Ryden had always found it strange that while Gregor was the nominated leader of the camp, Hilda often made the decisions.  
 
    He found it stranger still that the two weren’t married, nor even in a relationship; they bickered like a couple who’d lived thirty years of misery together. 
 
    Whoever was the leader, and whether they were a couple or not, it didn’t matter; the balance in camp had changed. Ryden held the real power now, even if he chose to let them pretend otherwise. 
 
    The problem was that most of the men and women in the camp respected the pair of them, and right now, Ryden needed their numbers. He needed to keep a figurehead in charge, but he only needed one figurehead. He could use the other to teach a lesson, to show his authority. 
 
    He just needed to choose who he’d keep, and who would be the unfortunate victim of his show of power. Hilda or Gregor, which to choose? 
 
    Whatever he decided, he’d need to do it now, before they both left his tent. 
 
    “What can I do for you both?” he said. 
 
    “We want to know what you have planned,” said Gregor. “We just pissed off the Killeshis on your say so, and that’s going to have comebacks. Do you know how long we’ve managed to keep them from sniffing around here?” 
 
    “A long time, and you did an excellent job of it. Sometimes you have to upset the status quo to move past it. I take it the ambush went well?” 
 
    Gregor nodded. “They all made it back, and they brought him, too.” 
 
    “Good. Then as for what I have planned; it will become apparent in the coming day.” 
 
    “That’s it? That’s all you’re going to tell us?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Listen here, you academy swine,” said Gregor, standing up. 
 
    Hilda forcibly shoved him down into his seat. “Shut your mouth and keep your head. Hells, can we remember who’s lost someone here?” 
 
    “That brings us to something else,” said Gregor. 
 
    “The boy?” asked Ryden. 
 
    “Yes, we-” 
 
    “It’s my turn to speak now, Gregor.” Hilda gave Ryden a stare that even the strongest of the Baelin warriors he’d met wouldn’t have been able to match. “I want assurances. Whatever it is you have going on with the other necromancer, I don’t want Rud to get hurt when you settle it.” 
 
    “The boy made his choice,” said Gregor, “and he picked the wrong one. He was going to take his initiation soon; he’s a man. When you reach that age, you’ve got to take the consequences of your actions like a man, too.” 
 
    “It’s my son, you lard-bellied prick.” 
 
    “This whole camp is going to shit. It’s mayhem out there, Hilda, and your boy is part of it. First he’s trying to mess up the deal we’ve got going on with Ollivander’s parents, then he’s taking off with a necromancer who, let me add, sneaked into our camp. When the time comes, if the boy’s still with the necromancer, then he has to take whatever happens.” 
 
    “What might that be?” said Hilda. 
 
    “When people fight, people can die, too.” 
 
    “If you or any of the guards touch my boy, I’ll slaughter every last one of you. Mark my words on that, Gregor.” 
 
    She said this with such conviction that it seemed to turn the air cold. Given that this was an artificed tent, that was a difficult thing to do. 
 
    Ryden had made his choice.  
 
    “Gregor, you won’t kill the boy,” he said.  
 
    “Now just wait a minute, necromancer. This is my camp, and it was mine long before you got here. I’ll do what I please, to who I please, and there’s a thirty-strong head of good folks outside who’ll back me up on that. You got it?” 
 
    “Are you finished?” said Ryden. 
 
    “You’re the one who’s finished. Fuck what you do for us – there are other necromancer out there who’ll take our money and keep their mouths shut. We don’t need you to meddle.” 
 
    “Hilda, close your eyes,” said Ryden. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Just close them, my dear. Trust me. I want Rud to live and if you do to, you’ll listen to me.” 
 
    She shut her eyes. 
 
    “Now just what in the hell is going on?” said Gregor. 
 
    He got to his feet and drew his blade, a longsword sharpened to perfection, with a brass handle filled with intricate carvings. He was a man who took pride in his weapon, and who probably knew how to use it. 
 
    That didn’t matter here. 
 
    Ryden spoke the spellword of Unburial, and then he waited. 
 
    He waited, because he knew something that the dwellers of the hamlet didn’t; that years ago, before most of them were even born, this circle of hills was used for something else - not just a place to camp. 
 
    The land beneath where Ryden had placed his tent was the centre of it all. 
 
    The ground cracked open, splitting as if suffering an earthquake localized just in Ryden’s tent. When it was wide enough, a pair of arms shot up. Hands grabbed the edges of the split, and a figure pulled itself from the ground. 
 
    “Just what the fuck is that?” said Gregor with gut-wrenching terror in his voice. 
 
    “You are my slave now,” said Ryden. 
 
    “I’m nobody’s slave, not even if you summon all the demons from all the hells.” 
 
    “Not you, idiot.” 
 
    Ryden wouldn’t be able to watch the next part; his stomach wouldn’t be able to take it. 
 
    In fact, he could barely look at the being he’d conjured. It was enough to know that it was under his command. 
 
    “Kill him,” he said. 
 
    He closed his eyes. Gregor swore, and Ryden heard the sound of steel bouncing against hard bone. Then there was the sound of tearing, the sound of teeth ripping flesh, undercut by Gregor wailing as loud as he could in screams that became too high-pitched for a man to make. 
 
    It was a good thing artificed tents were soundproof. 
 
    Another tearing sound signified the ripping of Gregor’s vocal chords, and then the screaming stopped, and the tent was silent save the sound of teeth crunching on flesh and muscle and gristle, and then the lapping up of blood. 
 
    “Leave,” said Ryden. 
 
    His creature growled. 
 
    “Leave,” he commanded. 
 
    When he judged it was over, he opened his eyes. 
 
    “You can open your eyes now, Hilda.” 
 
    “Mine were open the whole time,” she said. “I saw everything.” 
 
    She didn’t look as shocked as Ryden had expected, and he felt shame that even though he was the one who summoned the creature, he couldn’t bring himself to watch it work. 
 
    “You’re the leader of the camp now, Hilda. I know how we can bring your boy to us, without having to harm him. This won’t be pleasant, though. What are you prepared to do for the sake of your son?” 
 
    “Ryden, I was pregnant five times before I had Rud. The gods took every single one away from me. For that boy, I would crawl through the underworld and back.” 
 
    “Then go outside and announce your authority to the camp. I will back you up, if needed. Once you have done that, I need you to bring Florence to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    60 
 
    “Ludwig, I need you to find any death scents in the area,” said Jakub. “The blood here is wet, so they didn’t leave too long ago. You should still be able to detect Kortho.” 
 
    Ludwig prowled the alcove, then went outside it. He raised his nose in the air and sniffed for what seemed like hours. “It’s windy,” he said. 
 
    “There’s no wind at all.” 
 
    “Spectral wind, I mean. Real wind wouldn’t affect me. The spectral wind is making it tough.” 
 
    “Spectral wind?” said Rud. 
 
    “Too much necromancy practiced in one area upsets the balance,” said Jakub. “With me being here and Ryden screwing around with corpses, there’s too much playing with the dead. It’ll make it harder to find Kortho.” 
 
    “This Kortho, he’s your superior, right? Your boss.” 
 
    “Not just that. Kortho was part of the academy team who rescued me, and he fought to get me a place in the academy when all they wanted to do was pack me off to an orphanage somewhere. After that, when all the kids went back to their families on academy holidays and I had to stay in my dorm, Kortho took me to his own house. He didn’t have to do that.” 
 
     “I think I have it,” said Ludwig. “It’s feint, but it’s there.” 
 
    They followed Ludwig through thornweeds fields and bracken, then through woodlands where the trees formed a canopy to block out the sun, before heading west through marshland. 
 
    It was when they were walking through the boggy terrain that they began to slow down. The marshes became deeper, in places so treacherous that Jakub took a step and watched his leg sink thigh-deep into a pool of fetid water. Rud had to pick up Chaser and carry her through it. 
 
    They emerged from the marshland wet and stinking, coming to a rough dirt path that snaked through a valley of hills. 
 
    “This becomes a proper road a few miles north,” said Rud. “If you follow it for long enough, you’ll reach Pendle.” 
 
    “They couldn’t have brought Kortho here,” said Jakub. “It makes no sense. They have taken him to the hamlet so they could draw us there.” 
 
    “We’re aren’t far away, so you’ll have you answer soon,” said Ludwig. 
 
    That became apparent after a few more minutes when they walked into a wall of stench ripe enough to nearly knock them out. It was death in the air, no mistaking that. One aspect of goodlight was that as well as keeping the resurrection window open, it also helped preserve the body. No point reviving someone into a body ruined by rot, was there? 
 
    Whoever had died here hadn’t been preserved by goodlight, so it couldn’t have been Kortho. 
 
    “Over here,” said Ludwig, sprinting away. 
 
    They found the body just out of sight of the dirt path. His body was covered in blood and in the earliest stages of decay. His head was a few meters away, severed at the neck with what looked like two or three sword cuts. It hadn’t been quick. 
 
    Rud saw the severed head and turned away from it, walking a few steps away. Jakub left the head and checked the body. When he rolled it over, he saw that the dead man was  wearing a black coat with the academy emblem sewn into it. 
 
    “How can you get so close to it?” said Rud. 
 
    “De-sensitization training.” 
 
    “Is death something you should become de-sensitized to?” 
 
    “Don’t get moral with me. If your job involves being around death, then yeah, you should become used to it. It doesn’t turn you into a killer, or something. What, you think a funeral director should weep every time he sees a corpse?” 
 
    “Jakub…” said Ludwig, giving him a reproachful look. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m tense.” 
 
    “Who is this guy?” said Rud. 
 
    Jakub had known as soon as he saw the man’s emblem. Aside from he and Kortho, there was only one man from the academy who was due to travel to the Killeshi lands – the Inquisitor. 
 
    “This couldn’t get any worse. We don’t have Kortho’s body and even if we did, we just lost our way of getting a necromancer from the academy here.” 
 
    “There might still be a way,” said Ludwig. 
 
    “No. There’s no sign of a wagon. Even if he had one, it’s gone now.” 
 
    “Don’t you have enough to buy one?” 
 
    “Only what I looted. It wouldn’t be enough to even buy a wheel.” 
 
    “Was this him, do you think? Did Ryden do this?” said Ludwig. 
 
    “No,” said Rud. “Ryden wouldn’t have left the body. We…they… use them, and they have to be recently-dead.” 
 
    Jakub touched his harvest glyphline and drained essence from the dead inquisitor. Next, he approached the man’s head. His hair was slick with blood, his eyes like glass. 
 
    Ludwig joined Jakub. 
 
    “You’re going to watch how he died?” 
 
    “At least it’ll show me who did it. I need to fade you again, Lud.” 
 
    “Okay, Jakub.” 
 
    Jakub stared at his friend. His mind flashed back to the Greylands, where he’d been stuck on an ivory spike, undead but suffering. He wished he could hug him. 
 
    “Be careful down there, okay?” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Jakub revoked his Summon Binded spell, leaving him with the inquisitor’s corpse, Rud, and Chaser.  
 
    “What now?” said Rud. 
 
    “Watch.” 
 
    Jakub cast Last Rites on the inquisitor. The rites formed in a rectangle of light beside him. 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “Just concentrate. I can’t spare the essence to do this again.” 
 
    He and Rud watched the last minutes of the inquisitor’s life. They saw Killeshi warriors approach him from all angles, a swarm of them with pale faces and holding swords, axes, and bows. 
 
    The inquisitor turned this way and that, waving his sword at his attackers as a threat, but the Killeshis didn’t care. Even without sound Jakub knew they were silent; they didn’t open their lips even a single time as they advanced on the man and raised their weapons. 
 
    Jakub could feel the terror of it; to meet your end in  a strange land at the hands of pale-faced warriors.  
 
    The queendom had underestimated the danger of the Killeshi lands. They’d put too much faith in the Red Eye outpost keeping things under control here, making it safe for them to come. 
 
    The inquisitor had underestimated it, Jakub had, even Kortho. Beyond him, going up the Red Eye ladder as high as possible, they had all taken it for granted that two necromancers and an inquisitor could just stroll into the Killeshi lands and recover the body. 
 
    Sure, they haven’t counted on a mother wyrm and a banished necromancer messing things up, but still. 
 
    With the inquisitor’s last rites finished, text floated in front of Jakub. 
 
      
 
    *Necromancy Experience Gained!*  
 
    [IIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIII] 
 
      
 
    *Level Up!* 
 
    New level: Novice 3 
 
      
 
    Skill increased: Last Rites increased to Lvl 2 [Resurrection Glyphline] 
 
    - You can now hear sound from a person’s last moments of death 
 
    - Duration of Last Rites extended to 10 minutes 
 
      
 
    Skill increased: Health Harvest increased to Lvl 2 [Soul Harvest Glyphline] 
 
    - Essence needed reduced 
 
    - Your Health Harvest can now heal poisons 
 
      
 
    Skill Learned: Death Puppet [1] [Resurrection Glyphline] 
 
    You can temporarily raise a corpse of any size from the dead. They will not be sentient; instead, you can see through their eyes and control their body. 
 
    Beware; your time in your puppet is limited, and if you do not leave the corpse before your time expires, you will be trapped in their state of death. 
 
      
 
    His heart hammered as he read the words. It wasn’t his improved Last Rites that made him shake with excitement; adding sound to his Last Rites visions was immense and something that he knew would help, but it was the last string of text that excited him so much. 
 
    Death Puppet. The ability to restore motor function to a corpse and wear it like a suit, to animate and use their body. There was so much he could do with it. 
 
    He’d hoped to earn the Necromancer’s Cleanse spell so that he could keep his deal with Morrigan and banish the spirits from her body, but this spell was worth much more. 
 
    He already had an idea of what they could do. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Rud, putting his hand on Jakub’s back. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Your friend. I’m sorry this happened to him.” 
 
    “This isn’t Kortho,” said Jakub. “This is an inquisitor. We need to go, Rud.” 
 
    “Go where?” 
 
    “Back to the hamlet. I think they have Kortho and Morrigan.” 
 
    “What about the Killeshi and what you showed me? This man was murdered by them.” 
 
    “My friend Morrigan has hidden from the Killeshi for years, and they wouldn’t have been able to find her in the alcove. If the boy was Ryden’s binded, then he would have been able to report their location to his master. It looks like both of the things we need are in the hamlet, Rud; I can find my friends, and you can get back to Florence.” 
 
    “There are two of us. It’s impossible.” 
 
    “Not with my new spell.” 
 
    “New spell?” 
 
    “How many guards are in the camp, Rud?” 
 
    He thought about it. “We keep four patrolling the hills when things are quiet. Now? I’d guess they’ve trebled it. Maybe even put everyone on guard duty again.” 
 
    “How many would that be?” 
 
    “At least twenty adults. There’s Ryden, too.” 
 
    “Well, you get nothing if you aren’t prepared to take a little risk. We need to go. But first…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Give me a second.” 
 
    Jakub searched the area around them and gathered some of the inquisitor’s scattered belongings. Next, he looted the headless body, checking pockets, sheaths, and anything else where the inquisitor might have kept something. 
 
    “You’re looting the dead?” said Rud. 
 
    “He doesn’t need his things anymore.” 
 
    When he’d gathered everything he could find and placed it in a pile on the ground, he touched his thumb tattoo and let it inventory the loot for him. 
 
      
 
    *Loot Received!* 
 
      
 
    Inquisitor’s Belt of Persuasion 
 
    **Uncommon** 
 
    When worn, the Inquisitor’s belt will add more weight to your promises, more fear to your threats. A strong mind will still resist it, but it may unlock the minds of weaker men. 
 
      
 
    5lbs of Exotic Spices 
 
    **Uncommon** 
 
    A blend of valuable herbs and spices for use in trade…or just to add a little zing to your meals. 
 
      
 
    1 Vial of Restoration 
 
      
 
    Crossbow of Vampiric Drain 
 
    ***Rare*** 
 
    A crossbow that adds a vampiric effect to any bolts loaded into it; when an enemy is hit by its bolts, their lifeforce is given to the wielder. 
 
      
 
    Blade of Purge Evil 
 
    ***Rare*** 
 
    A blunt sword unsuited for normal combat. When  used on a person with a good soul, it will simply pass through, leaving them unharmed. When used on a dark soul, it will purge the evil from them. 
 
      
 
    What a haul, he thought as he read the loot text. The inquisitor must have been higher in the academy hierarchy than most. Either that, or he had amassed his loot through numerous field assignments. 
 
    Either way, the academy’s doctrine of loot meant that Jakub was rightful owner of it all now, and he couldn’t have been happier. 
 
    The Blade of Purge Evil sang to his thoughts straight away; could he use this to remove the spirits from Morrigan? Maybe. If it purged a body of its evil spirits, then might it also remove Morrigan herself from the body, too? She was a spirit, after all, and she’d forcibly taken possession of a body. That didn’t speak of having a good soul. 
 
    He didn’t know the answer to that, but he put the blade in his bag. Next he picked up the Crossbow of Vampiric Drain. It was a weighty weapon, and its rareness was clear in the ornamental carvings on it. He couldn’t use it, but it would be worth a great deal of gold. 
 
    Perhaps enough to pay for a mana carriage to take Kortho back home. Maybe this was the way. 
 
    First, he needed to get Kortho back, and to do that, the crossbow would have a better use; being wielded by someone who could actually shoot with it. 
 
    “Take this,” he told Rud. “Be careful with it.” 
 
    Rud lifted the crossbow, turning it over and marveling at it. “This is amazing.” 
 
    “It doesn’t just look pretty; it’s artificed. That means it has magic wrought into it, and whoever you shoot with it, their lifeforce will drain to you. It’ll heal any wounds you take – as long as you don’t get yourself killed before you can actually fire it.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “It’s a loan, not a gift. Be careful with it.” 
 
    “Are we going to the camp now?” 
 
    “Yes, but we have a stop to make first. I need to collect a body.” 
 
    He brought up his map, checked their position, and then set off in the direction of Morrigan’s hut. 
 
      
 
      
 
    61 - Florence 
 
    She was going out of her mind with worry. Ever since Rud had disappeared with the man in the black overcoat they had kept her prisoner in this tent, always with two people standing watch outside. She couldn’t see who they were, but she could see their silhouettes against the fabric of the tent. When they relived the men, they posted two more outside. 
 
    Nobody would tell her anything. Not even her father had come to see her. They just kept her here sick with panic, with endless questions about Rud floating through her mind. 
 
    Even worse, she’d heard her father talking to the guards outside. She’d heard him say that they were bringing her initiation forward. 
 
    A figure loomed outside the tent and spoke to the silhouetted guards outside. The men left, and the tent began to unzip. 
 
    It was her father. He was coming for her now, coming to make her do it, to force her to eat the flesh of the dead and be like them, full of dead meat in her belly, full of sin. 
 
    When the figure stepped in, she saw that it wasn’t her father; it was someone much worse. 
 
    “I’m sorry we had to keep you here like this,” he said. 
 
    She’d always been scared of necromancer Ryden. She’d tried not to show it to his face; she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. He was a conduit to the initiations, he was the reason it could happen. It was he who helped her father and mother and all the others eat the dead. 
 
    If he had never come to their camp, it could have been different. 
 
    No sense thinking about it now. She just needed to be strong. She would never, ever show this man her fear. 
 
    “Father is too much of a coward to take me to my initiation himself, then,” she said. 
 
    “When you get a little older, you’ll see that there’s no such thing as cowardice,” said Ryden. “Fear is natural, and succumbing to it even more so.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not scared of you.” 
 
    “You’re scared of what they do, though, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’m not scared. I hate that they chose to corrupt themselves, but it doesn’t scare me. I pity them.” 
 
    She hoped that Ryden hadn’t picked up on the tremor in her voice. Maybe she could pass it off as being cold. Anything so that he didn’t see the fear that was creeping up on her against her will. 
 
    “You shouldn’t think badly of them. The dead are just that – dead. If the living can harness something from their flesh, then why not do it? A corpse has no use for the talents within it.” 
 
    “It’s sick.” 
 
    “A man can build up invaluable skills in his life. Say there was a doctor who could cure any disease with just a touch. He’d could save countless lives, yes? Say this man died. Should his gift be lost just because his flesh has perished?” 
 
    “They don’t eat the dead to get the good things, do they? Only the bad. Skills with a blade, magic. Most of the time, they get nothing. You necromancers sell them a lie, and they dine on it through hope.” 
 
    “Perhaps. I don’t partake in Imbibism myself, but stoking the people’s beliefs was necessary so they would let me stay. It doesn’t matter anymore; I have what I need, and that means I have no use for this bunch of vagrants. I’ll leave them all to the Killeshi soon. But not you, girl.” 
 
    “I won’t do it. You’ll have to cram the flesh down my throat. Make me choke on it. I’ll die before I do it.” 
 
    “That part is true, alright.” 
 
    A deep, sickening fear tremored through her now, because when she looked into Ryden’s eyes she saw not what she expected; if there was evil in his eyes, that would have been something she could understand. 
 
    It wasn’t evil; it was remorse. She felt deep down that it was a remorse about something that he was about to do. 
 
    “What do you want?” she said, all pretense of hiding her fear gone. 
 
    “You will die before they make you eat the dead, my girl, because I am going to kill you now.” 
 
    Ryden spoke a word. It was a word she’d never heard before, one that she didn’t know the meaning of. 
 
    He spoke it three times, and a blue light seeped from his shirt, snaking through his collar and swirling around him. 
 
    It took form around her; three forms. One, a little monster with a goatee beard and spectacles. The other, some kind of cat but bigger, like a lion, and made from a haze of light. 
 
    The third was a boy. Nothing like the other two figures, just a little boy with pale skin and a sad look on his face. When he opened his mouth, she saw that his tongue had been severed. 
 
    She opened her mouth to scream, but Ryden was on her with his hand around her throat before she could tease out the sound. 
 
    He squeezed so hard she could barely breath. He took out a dagger and gently pushed it into her mouth. She tried to clamp it shut, but he prized her jaw open. 
 
    “No words,” said Ryden. “No screams. You will be a silent one now and forever more.” 
 
    Terror sucked the screams from her mind, it froze her chest, paralyzed her. She had never been so petrified in her life, it was a feeling that wound deep into her like a knife stabbing her insides, severing her nerves. 
 
    Ryden kept her mouth open with his dagger, and he reached into it with his fingers and grabbed her tongue.  
 
    She tried to bite, but she couldn’t. 
 
    Then he started to cut, and pain flooded her mind until her skull was about to burst, and she tasted blood but she couldn’t scream, couldn’t move. 
 
    Darkness hit her with the weight of a punch, and her mind shut down completely. 
 
    When she awoke, she wasn’t in the tent. She was somewhere else; a vast landscape of cracked ground, with rivers of pure blue running in hundreds of different channels, and monstrous spider-things in the distance. 
 
    She pushed herself up off the ground. She put her hands in front of her and saw that they were different now; they were still hers, but they were almost see-through now, made from a spectral light. 
 
    “It is over,” said Ryden. 
 
    She turned to see him. His creatures were standing at his side. 
 
    She tried to speak, but her mouth felt strange, and the only sound that came out were rasps. 
 
    What had he done to her? 
 
    Her tongue! 
 
    She put her fingers in her mouth, but she couldn’t touch her tongue. 
 
    “You don’t need words anymore, Florence. Use your mind.” 
 
    She tried. She teased words into her brain. 
 
    What have you done to me? 
 
    Ryden put his arm across the boy’s shoulders. “You are my binded now, girl, and these are your brothers.” 
 
      
 
    62 
 
    They reached Morrigan’s hut as the sun started to set. There were three bodies outside it and one within, laying on the floor where he’d left it. It was the man who Jakub had stabbed in the gut after they’d attacked the hut. 
 
    He hadn’t been dead long enough for rot to set in, but his fingers were rock solid in rigor mortis, and there was a wound in his belly. His shirt around it was stained with blood, and his nose was twisted from where he’d smashed face-first into the floor. 
 
    “We need to clean him up,” said Jakub. “Get rid of the blood on his skin, put a new shirt on him.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I have a spell I can use to get us into the hamlet, but I need to use him to do it. If he has a stab wound showing, it won’t work.” 
 
    “Necromancy?” 
 
    “Of course – I’m a necromancer. Play to your strengths, kid.” 
 
    “Well, he’s a big guy, and I don’t carry spare shirts around with me.” 
 
    Jakub didn’t want to use his shirt to dress up a corpse, but he would have done. The boy was right, though – the man was bigger than both of them. 
 
    “Fetch me some water please,” he said. 
 
    Rud looked around. 
 
    “There’s a well outside,” said Jakub. 
 
    Rud grabbed a pan from one of Morrigan’s counter surfaces and went outside, returning a few minutes later with water. 
 
    Jakub took his Basics of Archery Talent Tome from his bag. Talent tomes were worth a fortune  usually but they lost their power when they’d been read, which would make it worthless. He didn’t want it to lose its selling value, but it had no worth to him if he died trying to save Kortho. If they were going to the hamlet, they needed to take every possible edge they could find. 
 
    “Read this,” he said. “It should take you a couple of hours, but I have stuff to do in the meantime.” 
 
    “A talent tome? Where’d you find this?” 
 
    “On one of the guys outside. They’re from your hamlet, actually.” 
 
    “I know; I saw them on the way in. Borrin and Peeter.” 
 
    “Friends of yours?” 
 
    “They were absolute bastards.” 
 
    “Then you don’t have to worry about them anymore, and they’re going to help us in death. Read the tome, and then when I’m finished, we’ll go.” 
 
    Rud sat on Morrigan’s bed with the book in his hands. He adjusted himself for comfort, before finally deciding to lie back with his head on her pillow and the book resting on his chest. 
 
    Jakub could see what was going to happen here. Sure enough, Rud yawned, and his eyes began to close. 
 
    Jakub found a stone and threw it at him. 
 
    Rud bolted upright. “Hey!” 
 
    “We don’t have time to rest. Get reading.” 
 
    “I haven’t slept for over a day now. I can’t keep this up. I can’t even concentrate on the words.” 
 
    Jakub unclasped the bracelet of rest. As soon as he did, a flood of fatigue hit him so hard he had to put his hands on the floor to steady himself. 
 
    This wouldn’t work. They couldn’t both wear the bracelet, but Rud was right; neither of them had slept in too long. They needed rest, but all the same, every second spent sleeping was a second lost. 
 
    He decided that his own alertness was more valuable than Rud’s, since everything hinged on him and his spells. He put the bracelet back on and felt the tiredness retreat. 
 
    He was going to pay for this later. He was building up a hell of a sleep debt. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but you’re going to have to fight through it. Read the book and it’ll make you a better shot. The sooner we do this, the sooner it’s all over.” 
 
    “I’m not gonna be able to hit anything if I can’t even keep my eyes open.” 
 
    “Do you want to sleep while Florence is in the hamlet? You know what they’ll do.” 
 
    This seemed to shock energy into Rud. He got off the bed and instead took a seat on the floor with his back against the wall. He took out one of the bolts that Jakub had given him. Whenever his eyes started to flicker, he jabbed himself with it. 
 
    While Rud struggled to get through the talent tome without falling asleep, Jakub got to work on the body.  The man was from the hamlet, and that was the key here; he needed him to be recognizable. 
 
    He could hide the man’s fatal stomach wound by fastening his coat shut, even though the man’s girth made it a battle. The bigger problem was his face. 
 
    After Jakub had stabbed him, the man had hit the floor so hard that he’d shattered his nose. It was at a crooked angle now. 
 
    He grabbed it and tried to bend it into place, hearing the bones crack. Although it straightened, it still looked like he’d taken a sledgehammer to the face. 
 
    Well, there was no helping that. When he used Death Puppet on him, he’d just have to make a story. Say he got whacked, or something. 
 
    The best he could do was to use a cloth and water to wipe the crusted blood from his nostrils. Finally, he took his inquisitor’s belt from his inventory bag and fastened it around the corpse’s waist. Maybe the persuasion powers of the belt would add a little weight to his words and make the hamlet dwellers less suspicious. 
 
    With that done, and Rud only in the middle of the talent tome, he was tempted to take the bracelet of rest off and sleep for an hour. He decided against it; his sleep debt was so enormous, that once he closed his eyes nothing in the Killeshi lands would rouse him. 
 
    Instead, he sat and waited for Rud to finish, and he ran through his plan in his mind, rehearsing everything that could possibly go wrong. 
 
    These rehearsals added up to a lot of potential trouble, but there was no choice now; he had to go to the hamlet and get Kortho back. 
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    When they were a mile away from the hut, Rud dropped his end of the corpse on the ground. Jakub was just glad that he’d insisted on holding the head. He didn’t want to get the man’s face covered in mud. 
 
    “Careful,” he said. “I need it in good condition.” 
 
    “Good condition? It’s a man, not a wagon,” said Rud. “His name was Thorndyke. His friends might have been pricks, but he was always fine with me.” 
 
    “You’re getting a little tetchy.” 
 
    “I’m tired, and my head is banging, and talent tome or not, I don’t think I’ll be able to shoot straight. You’re making me carry Thorndyke and slowing us down, when we should just be heading straight there and taking them on.” 
 
    “You said it yourself; they’ll be at least twenty guards waiting in the hamlet. You’re not thinking straight, Rud. You’re just tired, that’s all.” 
 
    “You seem fine.” 
 
    Jakub touched the bracelet on his wrist. He hadn’t told Rud what it did; after deciding to prioritize his own alertness, it didn’t make sense to cause friction. 
 
    “I guess I must be having a second wind.” 
 
    Rud ran his hand through his hair. His locks were wet with sweat. “I’m just worried. I don’t see how this can work.” 
 
    “I have as much at stake as you. If this doesn’t work, I’ll pay for it just as much, believe me. The only sure fire way of avoiding it going wrong is to not try at all, and that’s hardly better, is it?” 
 
    “You’re right. Come on. I’m ready to go again.” 
 
    “Good. Just be careful with it,” said Jakub. Then, catching a look from Rud, corrected himself. “Careful with him. We don’t want-” 
 
    “Wait. What’s that?” said Rud, pointing. 
 
    Jakub followed the direction of his finger, where he shapes lying on the ground a quarter of a mile away. 
 
    “Might be an ambush. Get down.” 
 
    “They’re not moving.” 
 
    “That’d be the point of an ambush.” 
 
    “No, Jakub. They’re people…and they’re dead.” 
 
    The figures were Killeshi, six of them, all lifeless. Some had stab wounds, and others had crossbow bolts sticking out from them. The ground was covered red with their blood. 
 
    Rud wrenched a bolt from the spine of one of them. “My mum makes the bolts,” he said. “She always puts a little nick in them. See? It’s her signature. She said a person should always leave their mark on their work.” 
 
    “I take it that it isn’t common for your people to slaughter Killeshi?” 
 
    “I don’t know if you can call them my people anymore,” said Rud, “but no. We avoid them. The Killeshi don’t stop when they have a score to settle, and it wouldn’t make sense to provoke them. We’ve never coexisted, exactly, but we’ve never tried to stir up war.” 
 
    “Then Ryden must have seen his end game if he’s being so reckless.” 
 
    “Ryden doesn’t control the camp; Mum and Gregor do.” 
 
    “Tell yourself that, kid. I’m sure it’s what your mum tells herself, too. People like to feel like they’re in control even when the evidence suggests otherwise, and Ryden has been leading your people for a while now.” 
 
    “I wish they’d never let him into camp.” 
 
    “How did your mum and the others end up living in the hamlet? It’s not the first place I’d think of if I was looking for a place to settle.” 
 
    “I was only a baby when they came here, so I don’t know first-hand, only what Mum told me. Gregor was already coming out here with the other families when my father left Mum. She was alone with a baby coming, and Gregor offered her a place to live in a new community where things would be simple.” 
 
    “Were they already practicing Imbibism back then?” 
 
    “Mum won’t tell me. She hardly talks about that kind of stuff. I just know Gregor and the others never came out here to cause trouble; as soon as they got here, years ago, they offered the Killeshi tribes gifts. They’ve always left us alone, and we’ve never been stupid enough to bother them.” 
 
    “Why attack the Killeshi now?” 
 
    “It must be Ryden.” 
 
    “Well, I’m going to find out,” said Jakub. 
 
    It didn’t matter which corpse Jakub chose for his Last Rites, since they’d all died at the same time. First, he used Essence Grab to refill his soul necklace. With that done, he kneeled beside one corpse and cast his new and improved Last Rites. 
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    Watching one of the Killeshi’s last minutes, Jakub saw that they were moving in a band of seven. This was strange, since they were only six corpses on the ground, but he put that thought to one side. 
 
    Five Killeshi moved at the front, scouting ahead, while two – including the one whose rites he was watching – were at the back. 
 
    The Killeshi turned his head, and Jakub saw that he and the other straggler of the group were carrying a body. 
 
    He couldn’t help but feel a laugh building inside him. Here he was, watching through the eyes of a Killeshi as he and another carried a corpse across this piece of land, when just moments earlier he and Rud had been doing the same.  
 
    When he saw the corpse’s face, Jakub couldn’t believe it. The body was Harry Helmund, the traitor. The man they’d been sent here to collect, and the start of this whole sorry mess. 
 
    So, where were they taking him? 
 
    He had no time to answer the question in his head, because there was movement up ahead. The four Killeshi leading the pack stopped. 
 
    “Archers, move. Two left and two right,” said one, the tallest and strongest-looking of the group. If the length of his beard was a symbol of his status, then this man enjoyed power among his clansmen. He had more hair on his face than Jakub did on his neck. 
 
    “Trouble?” 
 
    “Trouble.” 
 
    The Killeshi carrying Harry Helmund set his end of the corpse on the ground. His friend did likewise, and put his hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Remember, you have trained for this, Lars.” 
 
    “You weren’t scared in your first fight?” 
 
    “I almost pissed myself. Nothing to be ashamed of, being scared, as long as you are with us when it matters.” 
 
    The first scream came from their right. The Killeshi turned his head to the right. 
 
    There was a swirling portal, like the ones Ludwig came through from the Greylands, but much darker. Claws reached out from it and struck at the man nearest to it. 
 
    The Killeshi was eviscerated at the waist, and streams of blood mingled with the swirling black tar portal, just as his screams mixed with the whoosh of the portal itself. 
 
    “What in all hells?” said Lars. 
 
    A scream to their left drew his attention again. This time, he caught sight of a creature puncturing a long claw through a Killeshi’s body, impaling him and then dragging him through a portal. 
 
    The Killeshi whose rites they were watching edged closer to his friend Lars. Both had their weapons ready. 
 
    “Remember your lessons, and don’t fear whatever these things are,” said Lars. 
 
    “We should flee, brother.” 
 
    “Never. Better dead than cowards.” 
 
    “Together then.” 
 
    “Together.” 
 
    Both Killeshis rushed forward, swords levelled at midriff-height with the points outward, ready for a strike. 
 
    A bolt took Lars first, popping through his windpipe. 
 
    It didn’t kill him instantly, and he staggered one step, two, and then collapsed. 
 
    The Killeshi looked left, right. Only three of his clansmen were left, and they had packed tight together, backs pressed against each other so that they could see every direction. 
 
    “Over here, brother,” said one. 
 
    The Killeshi started to run to his clansmen. 
 
    Suddenly, the image lurched downward, straight into the dirt. 
 
    The Killeshi screamed. 
 
    He looked at his ankle, where a bolt was wedged in his tendons. 
 
    “Crawl!” shouted a voice. 
 
    There was no time to crawl; blackness spread around him, inky and thick.  
 
    The Killeshi’s stomach exploded outward as a claw punctured all the way through it, from underneath him where a portal had opened. 
 
    The image dimmed, the sound faded to just whispers of screams and shouts. 
 
    The last thing the Killeshi saw was four men approaching from the north. They killed the remaining Killeshi and then approached the body. 
 
    “What the hell did I just see?” said Rud, unable to take his eyes off where the Last Rites image had been. 
 
    “We just watched men from your camp take the traitor’s body.” 
 
    “Those things, those claws…what were they?” 
 
    “Something from another plane of existence.” 
 
    “The Greylands?” 
 
    “A place worse than that,” said Jakub. “We have no choice now, Rud. Everything is at the camp. Kortho, Florence, the traitor. It’s the only thing left.” 
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    They stopped walking when the hamlet was in sight. Jakub opened his inventory bag and took out everything that could be useful. 
 
    “You’ve got the crossbow and the bolts,” he said. “So that’s that. The vagrant blade isn’t any good here, since the disguise is blown and the blade itself isn’t much use in a fight.” 
 
    “What about your new sword?” 
 
    “Blade of Purge Evil? Sounds fancy, doesn’t it? Its blunt as hell, though. When I use Thorndyke’s body, I’m not going to able to carry too much because it’ll look suspicious. Still, I’m gonna need Purge Evil.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “My friend, Morrigan. Something I promised her.” 
 
    “That’s pretty much it, then.” 
 
    “I’m going to take my own blade too, since it’s actually sharp. I’m going to need the vial of restoration as well. Sorry, Rud, but I’m the one walking into trouble, so I’ll need it. I can’t leave you with much.” 
 
    “I’m not staying out here the whole time.” 
 
    “We’ve been over this.” 
 
    Rud nodded. “I know.” 
 
    “Now, let’s talk about Thorndyke.” 
 
    “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Anything about him that might blow my cover. The way the spell works, I’m going to be in Thorndyke’s reanimated body, almost wearing it.” 
 
    “You’re sick bastards, you know that?” 
 
    “We’re moved passed that, Rud. What do I need to know?” 
 
    “Well, Thorndyke was from the Yelew isles, so he had a pretty strong accent.” 
 
    “You’re kidding me.” 
 
    “Sorry, no.” 
 
    “Damn it. Okay. Who was he close to in camp? If I walk through that gate in his body, after he’s been missing for a couple of days, I need to know who’s going to come running at me looking for a hug.” 
 
    “No wife, no kids. He was a loner. When he wasn’t on guard duty, he’d be over by the fire, whittling these little goat figurines out of wood. He used to give them to people on their birthdays.” 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    “He used to call necromancer Ryden ‘necro.’ He was always suspicious of him, never looked at him with doe-eyes like the rest of us did. The idea of necromancer never sat well with him.” 
 
    “Then things haven’t turned out well for him at all, given what I’m about to do. What about Florence? What was her relationship with him? I’m going to have to try and get her to leave the hamlet with Thorndyke before anyone notices, so I need to know what kind of relationship they had.” 
 
    “None, as far as I know. They never would have needed to spend too much time together.” 
 
    “That won’t work then; she needs to trust him. Is there something you can tell me to say to her? Something that would only have come from you?” 
 
    “When we were planning to leave the hamlet and get passage on a boat, we were going to make the Golden Docks our first spot. Her grandmother used to live there, and she used to go every summer.” 
 
    “That’s exactly where your mum and her parents would have looked for you, too. Hells, kid. Talk about wanting to get caught. But okay, that should work; I’ll use that to get her trust.” 
 
    “So you’ll talk to Florence, find your mentor, and get the body you were looking for?” 
 
    “I’ll settle for two out of the three now; Florence and Kortho. Me and your girl aren’t going to be able to carry two corpses out of there while avoiding a master necromancer, a camp full of hostiles, and whatever those demons were that he used to attack the Killeshi. On top of that, I need to find Morrigan, too. I’m sure she’s here.” 
 
    “I can’t just stay out here, Jakub. I’ll go out of my mind.” 
 
    “I need you here. When I leave those gates, I’m going to have a lot of people chasing me, and I need you ready with your crossbow.” 
 
    “Okay, but if you’re gone too long, I’m coming.” 
 
    “I think that’s everything,” said Jakub. “Time to use Death Puppet.” 
 
    “You necromancers,” said Rud. “Always playing up to your image.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Your spells always have such morbid names. Death Puppet.” 
 
    “What else would you have it called?” 
 
    “I don’t know, something less dark.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Huh. I don’t know. Erm…Meat Costume?” 
 
    “You keep working on that while I’m gone. I’ll be back before you come up with anything worthwhile. One last thing; here, take this.” 
 
    He gave Rud the bracelet of rest. He didn’t need it in Thorndyke’s body, and it would be more useful to have Rud stay awake while waiting outside. 
 
    Rud offered his hand out. Jakub took it, and they shook. 
 
    “Good luck,” said Rud. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Bring her back to me.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” 
 
      
 
    66 
 
    His first steps in Thorndyke’s body were awkward ones; the man was taller and wider than him, and it was like trying to walk in a suit of armor. By the time he reached the hamlet gates he’d gotten the hang of it. 
 
    Where once there had been one man guarding the hamlet entrance, now there were four, each wearing battle leathers and carrying swords. 
 
    “Thorndyke?” said one. “Where the hell have you been?” 
 
    “You look like shit,” said another. 
 
    This was it, the first test; raise their suspicion, and the plan was over before it began. 
 
    Jakub was never one for accents, and now wasn’t the time to try. He spoke in a low voice. 
 
    “We attacked the Killeshi’s hut, like the necro asked,” he said. 
 
    Hearing this surprised him; his words came out in Thorndyke’s voice, in the man’s own accent. It was a relief. 
 
    He carried on. “Bitch had another necro with her, and they lured us in. One of them stuck me with his sword, so I played dead until they left.” 
 
    “Where’s Borrin and Peeter and Glenn?” 
 
    Jakub shook his head, doing his best to look sad. 
 
    “We better take you to Ryden,” said one guard. “He’s going to want to hear about this.” 
 
    That was the worst thing they could do – his plan relied on him staying away from the necromancer for a while. Luckily, he’d put the inquisitor’s belt of persuasion around Thorndyke’s waist. 
 
    “Thing is, fellas,” he said. “I just hiked back miles with my belly cut to shit, nothing to eat, no sleep. You know that Ryden is gonna get Gregor and Hilda and they’re going to grill me. Can you just give me an hour or two before you let anyone know that I’m back?” 
 
    “Didn’t you hear?” said one guard. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Gregor died.” 
 
    Jakub didn’t know what to make of this. Rud had told him that Gregor was the leader of the camp, but he didn’t know the man personally.  
 
    More importantly, how would Thorndyke have reacted? Sadness? Anger? Rud had said he was a loner, so he wouldn’t have been too upset. 
 
    “How did he die?” he asked. 
 
    The guard shrugged. “Ryden said he had a heart attack.” 
 
    “Poor bastard.” 
 
    “He had it comin’. Big guy like that, always drinking, smoking. It was waitin’ to happen. Hilda’s in charge now.” 
 
    “Lot’s changed since I was away,” said Jakub. “I need to rest, fellas. Just give me an hour or two, yeah?” 
 
    Now he waited, hoping that the inquisitor’s belt worked its magic. 
 
    The guard stepped aside. “Go on. You look like hell. We’ll pretend we didn’t see you. When Ryden sees you and asks why you didn’t go to him, don’t put us in the shit.” 
 
    Jakub walked passed them, breathing a sigh of relief as he stepped into the hamlet. 
 
    He’d only took a few steps in, when a smell hit him. The aroma of meat on a grill. 
 
    He knew that smell; it wasn’t beef, lamb. It was the smell of human meat cooking. It took him back through the years, back to when he was a kid in his camp, with his family. Before Kortho rescued him. 
 
    They were performing Imbibism here tonight. This would have been Rud’s initiation, if he were here. 
 
    He needed to focus. He ignored the smell, and instead walked around the edge of the camp, beyond the latrines and over to the entrance of the underground passage. 
 
    Nobody was paying attention now; the camp dwellers were crowded in the middle of camp where meat was turning on a spit above the bonfire. 
 
    Jakub found the passageway and walked down it and into the tunnel below the hill. A draught hit him and he smelled mana in the air, mingling with the aromas of goodlight. 
 
    Tension wound in him. Goodlight. He was close to Kortho’s body now. So far, everything had worked. 
 
    He walked down the tunnel and then into the room that Rud had showed him, where the bodies were kept. 
 
    He saw shelves. Two were empty, and two had corpses on them. 
 
    Neither of them were Kortho. 
 
    His tension wound tighter. He smelled goodlight, but he couldn’t see Kortho’s body. Did that mean… 
 
    …no. It couldn’t be. 
 
    He tried to push the thought away, but it kept coming back. 
 
    He knew that they’d brought Kortho here, and he could smell the lingering aroma of goodlight that he’d doused his body with. 
 
    But the smell of burning meat in the camp, the absence of Kortho’s corpse. 
 
    “No,” he said. 
 
    He walked over to the bodies on the shelves, hoping beyond everything that his eyes were playing tricks, that Kortho was down here after all and not up there, not turning on a spit above the bonfire. 
 
    The first corpse was the soldier, the one he’d performed last rites on in what seemed like ages ago now. 
 
    The second corpse was one he recognized. It was a man who’s picture he’d studied back in the academy, before he and Kortho had set out on this assignment. 
 
    Harry Helmund, the traitor. The start of all this mess. 
 
    Harry had long, curly blonde hair and a moustache groomed to perfection. It made him look like a pirate. He wore a white shirt with frilly cuffs, and had a leather belt around his waist, on the side of which was an empty sheath. 
 
    There were no wounds on him, save for bruising around his eyes and nose. He hadn’t died of being stabbed, though, had he? Harry had taken his own life; he’d chewed on a poison pill before the soldiers at the outpost could interrogate him. 
 
    This was the man they had come here for. Recovery of his body had seemed so important when they set out; finding him and taking him back to the academy would have marked success in his first field mission, it would have been a big slap in the face for the instructors who’d doubted him, who hadn’t wanted to let him graduate. 
 
    Now, it meant nothing. All he felt was a deep worry winding through him like a coil, scarring his insides. 
 
    Kortho was the only thing that mattered now, and he wasn’t down here like he’d hoped. 
 
    He had to go back out there and see for himself. It was suicide; he knew that. Ryden would see through his death puppetry, and he’d kill him. He had to know. 
 
    As he turned to leave, he heard a long, wheezing sound, and then movement. 
 
    He turned back to see that Harry Helmund had bolted upright, his eyes open, color flushing back into his cheeks. 
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    Jakub knew resurrection when he saw it, and this wasn’t it; none of the signs were there. 
 
    This man was alive. 
 
    Harry blinked. “Laura?” he said, his voice groggy. “Hey, you’re not Laura.” 
 
    “And you aren’t dead.” 
 
    Harry ran his hand through his hair, pushing the locks back over his head. “No, I’m not. We’re a couple of perceptive guys, aren’t we?” 
 
    He got off the shelf, took a step, then collapsed to his knees. He retched, and then vomited a stream of yellow gunk. He coughed out the last dribbles of it, and then shakily got to his feet. 
 
    Jakub drew his blackened blade and pointed it at Harry. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” he said. 
 
    “The same question, right back at you. Where’s Laura?” 
 
    “Who is Laura?” 
 
    “She was supposed to collect me. This is the outpost, yes?” 
 
    “You’re a long way from the outpost, Harry, and people have died trying to find you. You better tell me what the hell is going on and why you’re not dead.” 
 
    Harry staggered to the side, smashing into the shelves. He fell to the floor, and then took a deep breath and pushed himself back to his feet. 
 
    “Goddamn pill,” he said. “I feel woozy as hell. How long was I out? Supposed to be a day; feels like weeks.” 
 
    Jakub walked to him and pressed the sword against Harry’s throat. 
 
    “Easy with that thing,” said Harry. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I need to know where we are,” said Harry. “and who you are, too. Where’s Laura?” 
 
    Jakub pushed the blade harder against his throat. “All you need to know right now is that I’m pissed off, and I lost a hell of a lot trying to find you. I was expecting a corpse, and now I’ve got this. You better tell me why you aren’t dead.” 
 
    “You’re with the Red Eye, aren’t you?” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “Because nobody else would give a shit who I am. Honesty breeds honesty, my friend.” 
 
    “Fine. I’m with the academy,” said Jakub. 
 
    “Here to take me back to them?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Then things haven’t quite gone to plan,” said Harry. 
 
    “Plan?” 
 
    “I knew I wouldn’t get through the Killeshi lands without getting caught by the outpost soldiers, and I knew what the empire would want to do with me. Torture, that kind of thing. Find out what I told the Baelin. Laura was supposed to come get me. We paid a bunch of Killeshi to come collect me, but only after the soldiers thought I was dead.” 
 
    “After they thought you were dead?” 
 
    “I bought a pill from an alchemist. It’s supposed to fake the signs of death. When they buried my body, the Killeshi were supposed to find me, dig me up, and smuggle me out of their lands and to Laura.” 
 
    He never really died. All this time they’d spent looking for a corpse, and the man wasn’t dead. 
 
    “One thing I don’t understand,” he said, “Is where I am now, and who you are.” 
 
    “I’m a necromancer with the academy,” said Jakub. 
 
    “They sent necromancers. Of course! Why the hell didn’t I think of that? Not even death is an escape from your bastards. Or pretend death, as it happens.” 
 
    “This Laura, who is she?” 
 
    “My twin sister,” said Harry, and then his eyes widened. For the first time, he lost his cock-sure attitude. “Where is she?” 
 
    “I haven’t met a girl called Laura.” 
 
    “Something must have happened to her. I have to get out of here, necromancer.” 
 
    “You’re going nowhere. Do you understand what I’ve been through to find you? A master necromancer died trying to get to you, all to find out that you’re alive.” 
 
    “You and I don’t have anything personal. Let me go.” 
 
    “You’re a traitor. You deserted the army and sold information to the Baelin.” 
 
    “I thought you might say that. Is that what they told you?” 
 
    “It’s the truth.” 
 
    “It’s bullshit, and what’s more, you-” 
 
    Footsteps sounded in the tunnels. Several of them, all getting closer. 
 
    Jakub moved away from Harry and held his sword at waist height, his grip tense around the hilt. 
 
    Four men were standing in the entrance to the room. 
 
    “Thorndyke?” said one, who Jakub recognized as one of the guards. “What are you doing down here? We’re supposed to be looking for a necromancer.” 
 
    “That is him, you idiot,” said a voice. 
 
    It was Ryden. 
 
    He pushed through the group until he was standing in front of them. He looked at Jakub, and then at Harry. 
 
    “You’re not dead,” he said. 
 
    “I’m getting asked that a lot lately. As you can see, I’m quite alive.” 
 
    Ryden nodded at the guards. “Take them both up top. If they move, kill them.” 
 
    “What? That’s Thorndyke,” said a guard. “You must have seen him around camp. He’s one of us.” 
 
    “Thorndyke is dead, and this is someone else entirely. Bring them up top.” 
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    The guards led him out of the passageway and into the hamlet. Jakub felt two swords pressing against his back, and every time he slowed for a second, a guard jolted him forward. 
 
    “Over here,” said Ryden. 
 
    They walked to the bonfire. Jakub felt the flames warm his face, and he saw the camp dwellers gathered around. Some of them, the teenagers, had blood around their mouths from the flesh they had eaten. 
 
    Then he saw other things; first, there was Morrigan. Her hands were bound by rope, and she had something stuffed into her mouth. 
 
    Behind her, lying on a wooden table, was Kortho. The flames glinted on his liguana skin, and the smell of burning wood mixed with his aroma of goodlight. 
 
    The touch of the blades in Jakub’s back was a reminder of how useless he was now, how overmatched. There was nothing he could do. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have come back,” said Ryden. “Your assignment was a failure, and the academy would have understood.” 
 
    A woman broke through the crowd of camp dwellers. It was Hilda. 
 
    “Thorndyke? What’s going on?” 
 
    “This isn’t him,” said Ryden. “He’s a necromancer wearing your friend’s skin.” 
 
    “Wearing his skin? You…Gregor should never have let you into the camp, Ryden. Flesh, skin, all of it. You’re a blight.” 
 
    “You chose your side, woman.” 
 
    Hilda looked at Jakub. “Where’s my boy? Is he okay?” 
 
    “Answer her,” said Ryden. 
 
    Rud being outside the camp with his vampiric crossbow was just about the only advantage he had left, and he wasn’t going to give it up. 
 
    He hated it, but he knew what he had to say. 
 
    “Rud is dead,” he told her. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You rotten bastard!” 
 
    She went to rush at him, but Ryden stepped in front, put his foot out and tripped her up. She hit the ground, and she put her hand on the edges of the fire as she tried to steady herself. She grunted in pain. 
 
    “Your boy is dead,” said Ryden, “but you can still live through this, Hilda. You all can. I will be gone as soon as this is dealt with.” 
 
    Jakub looked at Hilda, at the way she stared at Ryden, and he saw his chance. 
 
    “Tell your men to kill him. Get rid of Ryden, and this goes away.” 
 
    “My boy…” she said. 
 
    “I’m not dead, mum,” said a voice. 
 
    Rud walked over to the bonfire, his crossbow leveled at Ryden. Jakub looked back across the camp, and saw that there were no guards at the gate now; the commotion had drawn them away, and Rud had walked straight through. 
 
    “Kill Ryden,” Jakub told him. “Shoot him in the face.” 
 
    “But he’s a necromancer,” said Rud. 
 
    “I told you; he’s just a man. He’ll die like the rest of us, necromancer or not.” 
 
    Hilda spoke to the men around her. “This has gone on long enough. I don’t know who this man in Thorndyke’s body is, but I know Ryden, and I know we’ll be better off free of him. I’m your leader now, and I wouldn’t do you wrong. Kill the necromancer.” 
 
    Ryden shot her a look of pity. “Stupid woman. You saw what I can do. You saw what happened to Gregor. Do you want the rest of the people here to die the same way?” 
 
    Her shoulders slumped. “He’s right,” said Hilda. “Stand down.” 
 
    “He can’t do a thing if he’s dead,” said Jakub. “Rud, shoot him.” 
 
    Rud raised his crossbow and squinted down the sights. His finger tensed over the tiger. 
 
    Ryden smiled. “Wait a second, boy.” 
 
    “Don’t listen,” said Jakub. “Remember the demons in the Greylands trying to trick us? Ryden is worse than that. Don’t listen to him. 
 
    Ryden turned around and looked behind him. “Florence? Come here, girl.” 
 
    Jakub watched Rud lower his crossbow, and a cold dread seeped over him. 
 
    “Florence?” said Rud. 
 
    The girl walked toward them. Her skin looked strangely pale, lit only by the glow of the bonfire. 
 
    Some of the other camp dwellers looked around, confused, staring at the space that Rud was focused on, as if they couldn’t see the girl. 
 
    Rud dropped his crossbow and ran to Florence, his arms outstretched to pull her into a hug. The girl seemed to be trying to shout, but all that left her mouth were rasping sounds,. 
 
    Rud reached her, arms out, and then passed straight through her. His staggered and lost his balance, falling onto the ground. 
 
    She wasn’t there. Her form was spectral, like something out of the Greylands. Rather than looking hazy like Ludwig, she looked real. 
 
    He remembered what Ludwig had told him about the boy, about how Ryden had binded her to him. 
 
    He knew what this was now; Ryden had killed Florence, and in death, he’d binded her to him. 
 
    Rud got back up. “Florence?” 
 
    Ryden nodded at one of the armed camp dwellers. “Grab him.” 
 
    The man looked at Ryden, then at Hilda. 
 
    “Do as he says,” said Hilda. “We have to do as he says.” 
 
    That was it, then. His last card played and wasted. He was trapped here with no weapons, no allies. Morrigan was tied up, but even if she was free she’d have been no match for Ryden and the people around him. 
 
    Jakub had failed the academy, failed Kortho, failed himself. 
 
    All for a man who wasn’t even dead. He hated everything at that moment; Harry Helmund, Ryden, even the academy. 
 
    I’m sorry, Kortho, he thought, staring at his mentor’s body across the bonfire. 
 
    It was with that thought, that a thought else hit him, but before he could act on it, three things happened. 
 
    At the far end of the camp, figures streamed in through the gates. Seven Killeshis, dressed and armed for battle, led by a woman with long, curly hair, who looked exactly like the female version of Harry Helmund. 
 
    “Laura!” shouted Harry. 
 
    Then, Morrigan lashed out with her arms, snapping the ropes on her hands and letting the pieces fall to the ground. She took the gag out from her mouth. 
 
    “You are in trouble now,” she said. “All of you.” 
 
    The voice wasn’t hers; it was deeper, rotten to the core  and flowing with hate. It was Yutulia; the real owner of her body, the girl that Morrigan had told Jakub was so dangerous. 
 
    Where her eyes had once glowed green with the drenching of mana, they were now red. She raised her hands, and red spikes of light took form on her palms. 
 
    She pushed her arms out, and the spikes shot through the air. 
 
    She didn’t discern with her aim; the spikes of mana lashed into men, women, and children. Into the camp dwellers, into the newly-arrived Killeshi. They burned through arms, singed into flesh. 
 
    Blood spurted. Screams sounded, a chorus of them filled with pain and horror. The smell of the bonfire met with the aroma of scorched flesh, and people fell left, right, everywhere. 
 
    The camp dwellers lost their minds; the armed men and women didn’t know who was their enemy and who wasn’t. 
 
    Laura urged her Killeshis forward, and the campers, those not killed by Yutulia’s spikes, met them. Swords met swords, steel sang against steel. 
 
    Ryden cast a spell of his own now; he spoke spellwords that Jakub couldn’t hear over the din of steel and pain and death.  
 
    Swirling portals of black opened on the ground, and creatures climbed out from the depths, creatures like the ones Jakub had fought in the basement but bigger, with claws larger than a man’s head. 
 
    In the chaos, amidst the slaughter and the magic and the growls of unworldly creatures, Jakub saw his chance. 
 
    He eyed Kortho’s body, lying just behind Ryden. 
 
    “Forgive me for using you like this, Kortho.” 
 
    He uttered the spellword of Death Puppet. His consciousness was wrenched from Thorndyke’s body and flung forward, through the flames of the bonfire, and into Kortho. 
 
    He woke in an instant, and he opened his eyes to see he was staring up at the night sky, wearing a new body now. 
 
    He got up. The screams sounded all around him, filling him with horror. Blood sprayed from wounds, fleshed cooked, claws slashed deep into skin and then tore through bone, but he ignored it all. 
 
    He got up, seeing the world from Kortho’s smaller height. He took a step, then fell, unused to the new weight distribution. 
 
    It was like walking drunk, and he could only take another step before falling again. 
 
    He had to master this now. Get a hold of himself. 
 
    Ryden turned around. 
 
    Jakub rushed at him now, and he slashed at the necromancer’s neck, tearing through his skin with Kortho’s claws. 
 
    Blood spattered into his face. Ryden crashed down onto his back, and Jakub fell on top of him. 
 
    “Kortho,” said Ryden. “Stop.” 
 
    Jakub raised a claw and drove it deep into Ryden’s chest again and again, tearing his skin, crunching his ribcage. 
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    With their master’s demise, Ryden’s creatures fell, sucked back into their tarry pits. The survivors of the Killeshi and the camp dwellers collected themselves, struck dumb with the horror around them, no longer thinking with their blades but instead trying to come to terms with the slaughter around them. 
 
    It was over. Ryden was dead, his creatures gone. 
 
    “Pathetic,” said a voice. 
 
    Yutulia was walking toward him now, walking in Morrigan’s skin. 
 
    No, not Morrigan’s skin, he reminded himself. Her own skin, that which Morrigan had taken from her. 
 
    He had seen what Yutulia could do, and he understood why Morrigan had taken control of her. 
 
    Yutulia’s eyes were only half red now, but even that amount of mana would be enough. He read the evil in her face, and he knew that Yutulia didn’t have a side in this; the camp dwellers, the Killeshi, she belonged to none of them. 
 
    She was something else, something of her own, and she wouldn’t leave any of them alive. 
 
    After all this, after finally killing Ryden, this would be the end. 
 
    Or, it would have been. 
 
    He got up from Ryden and ran across the bonfire and to Thorndyke’s body. He took the Blade of Purge Evil from his old death puppet. 
 
    As Yutulia approached a group of terrified camp dwellers, Jakub ran at her. 
 
    He plunged the sword into her back. 
 
    Yutulia screamed. When she opened her mouth, the trails of mist left her, streaming up to the sky in twisting plumes, before exploding in a firework of light. 
 
    And then Yutulia fell to the ground. 
 
    Jakub collapsed too. He hit the ground, his energy gone. His essence was fading, he sensed, and he knew what this meant; if it ran out while he was still in Kortho, then he’d die with him. 
 
    He touched the wound on Kortho’s chest where the wyrm thorn had ripped him apart. 
 
    “I’m sorry it came to this,” he said. 
 
    With that, he revoked his spellword and left Kortho. 
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    He awoke in the fields outside the hamlet, where he’d left Rud. Rud was gone, of course; he was in the hamlet. 
 
    Was he alive? 
 
    Jakub could barely summon the brainpower to think. He’d let Rud take the bracelet of rest, and now his debt of sleep was catching up with him.  
 
    All he knew was that he had to get back to Kortho. The window of resurrection was open, but it was too late now. No carriage in the world would carry him back to the academy in time. He just wanted to be with him. 
 
    Summoning all his strength, he got up and walked toward the hamlet. As he neared it, he saw figures rush out of the gates and toward horses idling nearby, seemingly oblivious to the carnage that had taken place inside the hill. 
 
    Two of them were Killeshi who he’d never seen, but he recognized the other two people; Harry Helmund and Laura, his twin sister. 
 
    He watched them reach the horses. He watched them saddle up and then ride away. He watched the subject of his assignment speed into the distance, across the thornweeds fields. 
 
    There was no chance of him giving chase; even if they weren’t on horseback, his sleep debt was creeping up on him.  
 
    He had failed. 
 
    Somehow, he no longer cared. 
 
    When he went into the hamlet, nobody paid him any attention. The camp dwellers were too busy sorting their dead from their wounded, too busy trying to push back the horrors of what they’d seen so they could console each other and reassure their children. 
 
    He saw Morrigan on the ground, her body limp. He kneeled beside her and looked into her eyes. He face was no longer twisted, no longer filled with hate, and he knew that he was looking at Morrigan and not Yutulia now, his blade having driven the evil out of her. 
 
    Maybe in death, she’d found peace at last. 
 
    “I can bring her back,” said a voice. 
 
    It was Ryden. Bleeding, broken, but still alive. “You know the Healing Harvest spell, yes?” he said. 
 
    “What are you saying?” asked Jakub. 
 
    “I’m too weak to heal myself. You saw to that. Use harvest on me, and agree to let me go, and in return, I will bring her back.” 
 
    Jakub looked around. There were enough corpses in the hamlet for Ryden to gather essence for the resurrection. 
 
    By all rights, he should take the necromancer back to the academy so he could answer for what he’d done. But if he did that… 
 
    Ryden shouldn’t have been in a position to offer a deal, but Jakub couldn’t turn away from the facts. He couldn’t force Ryden to perform a resurrection, after all; the necromancer had to speak the spell word voluntarily. Nor could he ignore what he was offering. 
 
    He knew what he had to do. 
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    Hours later, Jakub finally broke clear of the Killeshi lands. The spot where the trader was to meet them was on his map, and he’d followed it through the harsh terrain. 
 
    “Wait up, lad,” said a voice. 
 
    Kortho hobbled behind him, and Jakub smiled. Every second with his master was precious now, and he felt a strange kind of gratitude toward Ryden. Gratitude and hate all mingled into one, so that he didn’t know how to think about it. 
 
    Even after everything he had done, he had still been the one to bring Kortho back. 
 
    Jakub was only sorry that when the necromancer made his offer to resurrect Morrigan, he’d refused it and told him to bring back Kortho instead. He felt bad for her, and he tried to console himself with the idea that her spirit would finally find peace, but a part of him knew that he was wrong; given the choice, Morrigan would have chosen to live. 
 
    If only there had been enough essence. 
 
    The trader was waiting with his wagon on the edge of the dirt path. 
 
    “You two look like hell,” he said. 
 
    “You don’t know the half of it.” 
 
    “Get what you came here for?” 
 
    “Not in the slightest.” 
 
    Jakub helped Kortho onto the wagon and then settled down, sandwiched between a pile of furs and two wooden crates. The trader had certainly gotten what he came here for, anyway. 
 
    As the wagon started to roll away, Jakub shut his eyes, only to feel a claw on his shoulder. 
 
    “You need to tell me everything,” said Kortho. 
 
    “I need sleep.” 
 
    “Sleep can wait.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I think I’ve made it wait too long, Kortho.” 
 
    “Tell me everything, and then you can sleep all you like.” 
 
    Jakub told Kortho everything that had happened, from the mother wyrm’s thorn, to his travels with Morrigan, and then to the hamlet, and to Ryden. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have done that, you know,” said Kortho.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Taken his deal.” 
 
    “You were dead, Kortho. What would you have done?” 
 
    “Duty above self, duty above love, duty above all. Isn’t that the mantra? You seemed to believe in it, lad.” 
 
    “I ask you again; what would you have done?” 
 
    Kortho smiled, and Jakub felt a great warmth burst him at the sight of it. It was a smile he’d never thought he’d see again after finding the inquisitor dead, after everything had seemed lost. 
 
    “What about the boy?” asked Kortho.  
 
    “Ryden’s binded? He’s in the Greylands.” 
 
    “No, the boy one who helped you.” 
 
    “Rud? He’s resting up. He and Hilda and the others are leaving the hamlet. I don’t know where they’re going, but they’re moving on.” 
 
    “Such a tragedy. That poor girl.” 
 
    Jakub thought about Florence. She was binded to Ryden now, trapped with him. He couldn’t imagine how Rud was coping with it. 
 
    Ryden should have answered for it, but Jakub had taken that away. He’d forgone everything – what was right, his duty – to bring Kortho back. 
 
    Duty above all was bullshit. He knew that now. 
 
    “What will we tell the academy?” he said. “We lost Harry Helmund.” 
 
    “We’ll tell them the truth,” said Kortho. “and then see what they want to do.” 
 
    “I failed.” 
 
    “No; you did what you could. Now it’s time for you to sleep.” 
 
    He couldn’t help it then. His feelings were busting inside him, fighting to get out. 
 
    Kortho held out his arm and Jakub fell into it just like he had all those years ago, when Kortho had first saved him. 
 
    He’d held it in for so long now, and he couldn’t do it anymore. He’d seen too much death, even for a necromancer. It wasn’t what a necromancer should do, but he sobbed, he sobbed all the horrors out of him until he couldn’t do it anymore.  
 
    And then he slept. 
 
    As the wagon drove them away from the Killeshi lands and back to the academy – back to civilization – Jakub fell into the arms of sleep. This time, he didn’t have any nightmares. His body was too weary for that; and instead, he slept properly for the first time in forever. 
 
      
 
    The end of book 1 – thank you for reading and I hope you stick around for book 2, which is coming soon. 
 
      
 
    Click here to sign up for updates about future books in the series.  
 
      
 
    Or, you can take a look at my other books on Amazon here. 
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