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      I stared out over the waking city as the sun crept like a tired and ancient fire giant over the peaks of the distant western mountains, mountains where dragons had once been rumored to dwell.

      Closer than those craggy spires and spear-like peaks were the dense forests that had provided my forebears with timber and firewood for generations, stretching back a thousand years. Like Kroth—the town wiped out to a man by the Blood God’s Demogorgon—a small logging settlement where the Tree God had once been worshiped had existed in those woods. But one day, that particular deity fell from prominence—died, or was killed, some even said. I didn’t quite believe it, since I hadn’t found any conclusive proof of that, and I owned a weapon of his, the wrist crossbow, that still possessed potent Arboreal magic. Everyone agreed this was why that village had then slowly withered and died.

      Many of the Old Gods, of whom there had once been hundreds, maybe even thousands, were now dead and gone, or at least in hiding. The zealous Splendorous Army of the Lord of Light—that pompous, holier-than-thou, puritan cocksucker—had swept like a destructive plague across Prand and wiped them and their followers out, “converting” most of the populace at swordpoint, and slaughtering those who refused to submit.

      Some gods and goddesses had survived, though, eking out an existence here and there…and I’d found one of them. I fingered Grave Oath’s demon-head pommel as I gazed contemplatively out over the dawn landscape. Simply by touching the magic weapon I could feel a powerful crackle of energy, a connection to other planes, to potent magic, to the Sea of Souls beyond this world, where the spirits of the dead waited in limbo for reincarnation…

      And I could feel the bodies of the dead too, sunk beneath layers of earth, sandwiched between slices of sediment and rock. Some corpses were still bloated and rotting and writhing with fat maggots; others were so old that the bones, buried under a mile of dirt, had fossilized into rock.

      I could feel them all, sense their cold power… for I was a god. A living, breathing god. A vengeful god. A god with boundless ambition and an insatiable taste for women. I turned, leaning my hands on the carved marble railing of the balcony, and glanced over my shoulder into the king’s chamber of the enormous castle—my castle, the Keep of Brakith—and the corners of my mouth curved up into a grin as my eyes traveled over the sleeping figure of Elyse, the Bishop of Erst, powerful Cleric of the Church of Light who lay naked and sprawled out on my enormous canopy bed, her large, round breasts heaving slightly as she snored softly in a deep slumber, her gorgeous mane of blond hair cascading over the down-filled pillows on which her stunning face was resting.

      My eyes roved hungrily over her silky, flat belly, and then further down to her pubic mound, which was smoothly shaven, and—unfortunately—half-covered by a sheet. Her long, shapely legs were half tangled in that sheet, and the sight of their sensuous curves and delicate muscles jolted a flashback into my mind—a very pleasant flashback, from a few hours ago. Those long legs were wrapped around my waist as I thrust myself into her tight, wet pussy with furious vigor while she screamed out my name over and over, bucking and writhing with bliss as orgasm after orgasm had crashed through her.

      She would be sleeping for a while after that encounter, I thought, grinning smugly. As for me, though, I no longer needed to sleep. Well, I barely needed to; an hour of shuteye would have me feeling just as rested as 10 hours of sleep would for most other people. I was looking forward to the time when my powers would increase to the point where I wouldn’t need to sleep at all.

      I’d gained a great many powers as the God of Death, but there were still many more to obtain. The gray tree on the black plain—the mysterious tree whose fruit held my skills, my magic—still had many branches frustratingly obscured by thick fog. This fog only dissipated and revealed fresh, juicy skills through the sacrifice of more souls, reaped by Grave Oath whenever I or one of my troops, undead or living, took a life.

      It had been three months to the day since I’d taken back Brakith and my rightful lordship over the city and county from my uncle Rodrick, the vile usurper. He’d escaped by the skin of his rotten teeth, but his evil oblates hadn’t. I smiled grimly to myself as memories of that battle, right here in the bowels of the castle, came back to me. The motherfuckers had nearly raised the Blood God’s Demogorgon from a boiling vat of virgin’s blood, but we stopped them. Only just, though. As strong as I was, I still wasn’t able to take on a beast like the Demogorgon. I needed more potent powers than I currently possessed to handle a demon of the ancient world.

      And as great as it was to have my rightful lordship back, as well as the adulation of the townsfolk of Brakith, I couldn’t kick back and relax. Not while Rodrick was still out there, spreading evil and murdering scores of peasant girls in his quest to rule over Prand as the Blood God’s vassal, or, as an even more sinister but sadly very real possibility, as a living embodiment of the fucking Blood God himself. If that came to pass, a revival of mass human sacrifice would be the least of Prand’s problems—and that was putting it mildly. 

      All around me, Brakith was slowly waking up as the sun blazed its golden rays over the landscape from beyond the distant western peaks; birds were singing in the trees, yawning guards on the battlements were extinguishing their burning torches, and merchants were setting up their stalls in the town square hundreds of feet below me. The people and horses looked like tiny miniatures from this height.

      Colorful flags fluttered in the crisp morning breeze, but the largest flag, and the one that flew above all the others, mounted on the top of the highest turret in the castle, was a black flag, with the emblem of a bright yellow-green skull painted on it. It was my flag, with my personal sigil: the flag of the God of Death.

      From the armory at the western end of the town square below came the sound of hammering; Brakith’s finest armorer would be putting the finishing touches to the suit of plate armor I’d commissioned. 

      I preferred wearing my lightweight assassin’s armor, of course; speed and mobility and the ability to move with complete stealth were extremely valuable to me, but now, as a lord, I did require a full suit of plate armor, if only for use on ceremonial occasions. 

      Even though it wasn’t my style, I’d been trained as a knight from the time I was a boy, and while I preferred to fight like an assassin, I hadn’t forgotten any of my knightly skills. Who knew, I might be finding myself in a situation in which I’d need to charge into battle on my giant undead lizard, Fang, with the complete protection that only full plate armor can provide. Why not have a suit around for just such an occasion? It wasn’t that I couldn’t afford it.

      I couldn’t wait to see it; the old armorer had been perfecting his craft for decades and was now one of the most sought-out professionals in all of Prand. He had a waiting list that extended into the years ahead. Lords from all over the continent had commissioned suits of armor of various kinds. But because he’d known me as a boy and had always liked me, he’d bumped my order to the front of the line. It was supposed to be ready later today.

      Ah yes, it was promising to be a good day, a damn good day indeed. Birdsong and the cheerful shouts of vendors and townsfolk in the market square below filled my ears. My eyes were free to feast on the exquisite nude form of Elyse as she slept. The kitchen chimney nearby brought the delectable scent of eggs and bacon frying in the pan. Then another smell entered my nostrils.

      Did I say “entered”? I meant assaulted.

      The stench was beyond potent and had left nauseating far behind. It was like a pile of troll diarrhea that’s been sitting in the summer sun for three days, mixed with week-old puke and month-old piss. Mixed with the farts of a room full of beggars infected with stomach-rot plague. Yeah, like that, along with maybe a bucket of night soil that someone left on top of an oven on a hot day.

      The stink was like that but worse. And I knew exactly where—or, rather, who—it was coming from. I sighed and shook my head and glanced down to a balcony three floors below me. There stood Drok, my northern barbarian friend, yawning and stretching. The morning breeze had changed direction and was carrying his reek all the way from down there up to me. Maybe today wasn’t going to be such a great day after all, I thought, grimacing and wrinkling my nose.

      Drok let out a thunderous belch, then lifted his leg and ripped an equally loud fart—the stink of which I hoped wouldn’t be carried on the breeze up to me like his body odor had been—and then lifted up his kilt, whipped out his cock, and streamed piss over the balcony. The yellow liquid arced through the air and hurtled down into the market square below, almost hitting a potato farmer dragging his cart along the cobbled streets. The potato farmer cursed and darted out of the way, then yelled and shook his fist at the barbarian, who mistook the man’s gesticulating for a morning greeting, and waved at him with his free hand, beaming out an idiot’s grin while continuing to spray the square below with his piss.

      “Hey, Drok!” I yelled down at him. “How many times do I have to tell you not to piss off the balcony?!”

      He finished peeing and covered his nether regions with his kilt again, then turned and looked up at me, still smiling stupidly.

      “Drok no like make toilet inside house!” he said. “Make toilet inside house is dirty!”

      I groaned and shook my head; the irony of this statement—coming from someone like Drok, possibly the smelliest and filthiest man or creature in all of Prand—was staggering. Maybe one of these days, I could train him to use the privy. I opened my mouth, intending to give him a lecture on the virtues of indoor plumbing—which the castle was fitted out with, famously, and it was an installation of the latest and most sophisticated variety—but I decided against it and shut my mouth again. Sometimes, you achieved more by yelling at a brick wall than by attempting to talk sense into a berserker like Drok. I turned around, intending to head back to bed for a while—not for sleep, which I didn’t need, but in the hope that Elyse would wake up and be ready for some morning fun of the adult variety.

      “I have dream last night, Vance!” Drok bellowed up at me from his balcony before I could head back inside. “Important dream!”

      That made me stop. Ever since I’d met Drok, he had been extremely insistent about me accompanying him back to the frozen Wastes, where his people lived. Indeed, the entire reason he had sought me out was because he’d been sent on a quest by the Wise Woman of his tribe. She was a seer and a mystic who believed that I was the key to defeating the rising threat of the Blood God and his followers.

      I wasn’t too excited to be journeying to the land of permanent ice and snow, admittedly. It was dark in the north for months in winter, and, conversely, it was sunny the entire day and night in summer; what was more, I’d be going there to hang out with some toothless crone who likely smelled as bad as or worse than Drok. Still, I understood that this was a quest I simply had to embark on. My intuition as a deity told me this unequivocally, as did the goddess Xayon, who now inhabited the body of my enjarta from Yeng, Rami. Oh, and she happened to be as flexible, agile, and fierce in the sack as she was in battle.

      I missed that lithe, tawny body and those beguiling phoenix eyes, that silky cascade of jet black hair, that hot, eager mouth that was so good at sucking and licking… But she’d left Brakith the day after I’d taken it back from Rodrick. She left on a quest of her own to recover some items that had been lost, or stolen, during the period in which she’d been dormant. Nearly dead was a more accurate way to put it. I’d only just managed to resurrect the goddess’ soul before it would have disappeared forever.

      And regarding that near death, it had been prevented in part thanks to my resident necromancer, whose pale skin, jaw-droppingly beautiful face, and voluptuous curves could only be those of a goddess—even if she was only a former goddess now, courtesy of yours truly. And, it would seem that she had also had something to do with the deaths and exiles of many of the Old Gods. It was something to do with a massive betrayal and an alliance with the cocksucking conqueror, the Lord of Light.

      Isu, the sultry but surly former-goddess-now-necromancer, had remained tight-lipped about whatever this mystery was. But Xayon’s animosity toward Isu, once she’d been resurrected into Rami’s body, had been blatantly apparent. And I’d already had good reason not to trust Isu completely before: Elyse had warned me that the former goddess wanted her divinity back, and she sure was (understandably) pissed at me for stealing it—and, bizarrely, I’d spied Isu practicing sucking an exact wooden replica of my own cock in the woods, in what seemed to be a kind of preparation to deceive me at an opportune moment. 

      Knowing that she’d been involved in some sort of massive betrayal gave me even more of a cause to distance myself from Isu, but I hadn’t let on to her that I mistrusted her or even that I suspected her of any possible treachery or scheming behind my back. But of course, I kept a close and watchful eye on her.

      “You want me tell about dream I have?” Drok shouted from below, snapping me out of my reflections.

      “Yes,” I yelled back, “but wait there, I’ll come down!”

      There was no need to wake the entire castle with a prolonged conversation shouted across this distance, and besides, if I headed down to Drok’s chambers, I could position myself where the wind would carry his reek away from my nose rather than into it.

      “Okay!” he bellowed cheerfully.

      I tiptoed through my own huge chamber, now not wanting to wake Elyse since I had things to do before I could enjoy a morning romp. I quietly opened the heavy oak door, then closed it behind me. The guards posted outside tipped their steel helmets to me.

      “Morning m’lord,” they said. “Sleep well, m’lord?”

      “Well enough,” I answered.

      I headed down a few flights of stairs and reached the floor on which Drok’s chamber was located. Even if I hadn’t known what room he was in, the smell would have made his location pretty obvious. I walked over to his door, breathed in deeply, and held my breath as I opened the door.

      The stink hit me like a thousand fists, and, still holding my breath, I hurried through the room and out to the balcony where the barbarian was waiting for me. I quickly checked the breeze, still holding my breath, and positioned myself upwind of him. Only then did I finally breathe out.

      “All right, Drok,” I said. “What did you dream this time?”

      Drok’s dreams, which he said were sent to him by the Wise Woman as messages, had been growing more vivid and more frequent in recent weeks. As tempting as it was to simply blow them off, there were things in the dreams that made me think they were not merely incoherent ramblings conjured up by Drok’s mind. They did seem, strangely, to be messages directed to me.

      “I dream,” he said gravely, “of giant blood monster.”

      “The Demogorgon?” I asked.

      “Yes, yes, Demogorgon.”

      It wasn’t the first time Drok had dreamed of the Blood God’s powerful minion. This was worrying.

      “What happened in this dream?” I asked.

      “Demogorgon rise out of Sea of Ice,” Drok said. The Sea of Ice was a permanently frozen ocean farther north even than the wastes in which the northern barbarians dwelled. “Demogorgon come out of Sea of Ice and start to eat the world.”

      “Did you see any of my armies there?” I asked. “Were my undead troops near the Sea of Ice to fight the Demogorgon?”

      Drok shook his head, his expression dark and grim. “Some undead soldiers, yes. Zombies and skeletons. Many, many. Thousands, tens of thousands. But cannot stop Demogorgon. Too late. Blood God too strong.”

      “How did you know it was too late?”

      “Drok see many broken clocks in dream lying on ice. Clocks look old, broken long time.”

      I nodded, chewing on this information in my mind. “What happened when my undead troops clashed with the Demogorgon, Drok?”

      “Undead troops too weak. Demogorgon eat all of them. Then Demogorgon start to eat villages, towns, cities… all of them. Nothing can stop Demogorgon and Blood God. Old broken clocks everywhere in dream.”

      “Thank you, Drok,” I murmured. I didn’t like the sound of any of this. As I mulled over everything Drok had just told me, he placed one of his massive hands on my forearm and shot me an intense look.

      “We need to go see Wise Woman, Vance,” he rumbled gravely. “We stay in Brakith too long, waste too much time. Please, Vance, we must go. She tell me, only you can fight Blood God, and now, in dream, I see Blood God grow very strong. Too strong. Soon, Blood God too strong to fight, even for you. Then, Blood God eat everyone, everything. Nobody can stop him. Not even you.”

      I nodded. “I understand, my friend. And you’re right; perhaps we have wasted too much time here in Brakith. Yes, maybe I have. Shit. Things are getting worse than I realized. All right, all right, we’ll leave on our quest at first light tomorrow. I’ll tell everyone during the course of today. I just have a few last things to take care of here, but you’re right, Drok, we can’t waste any more time here. The Blood God must be taken care of before he becomes too powerful.”

      A smile brightened Drok’s broad, grimy face, but it did little to alleviate the ugliness that afflicted his greasy features.

      “Thank you Vance,” he said. “Wise Woman be happy to see you. She have special magic weapon for you, help you fight Blood God. She say to Drok, Vance cannot defeat Blood God without this weapon.”

      “And do you have any idea what this weapon is?”

      He shrugged and shook his head.

      “She no say. She tell Drok she only tell you, Vance, what magic weapon is. But Drok think weapon is strong—very, very strong.”

      “Okay, my filthy friend, you sharpen those battle axes of yours and get your grubby belongings packed up. Like I said, we’ll be leaving tomorrow.”
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      I left Drok to get whatever preparations he needed to organize underway and headed over to Rollar’s chambers. He was my other northern barbarian ally, a former enemy who was now one of my closest friends. Rollar may have looked like Drok, but that was where the similarities between the two of them ended, even though they had the same cultural and linguistic background.

      Unlike Drok, Rollar spoke the Common Tongue fluently, and since he’d infiltrated the Splendorous Army, working his way up to the rank of sergeant, he knew a great deal about the Lord of Light, as well as possessing a vat of knowledge about many of the Old Gods, whose relics he had traversed the length and breadth of Prand to track down. What was more, he believed that a prophecy had foretold my coming and that same prophecy bound him to serve me. More than almost anyone else in my inner circle, I could trust Rollar with my life, which was kind of weird to think about, considering how bent I’d been on sticking his head on a spike just a couple months ago. But times had changed, and I was used to adapting to far greater transformations than a powerful enemy becoming a powerful ally.

      Without reservations, I rapped on Rollar’s door. “Rollar, it’s me. You awake?” I asked.

      “Come in, Lord Vance,” he said.

      I opened the door and saw he had gotten his day well underway. A candle was burning on the desk in his chamber, and a number of scrolls and tomes were spread out across it. He’d been scouring the libraries of Brakith for information about the Old Gods, particularly the Blood God and the Demogorgon.

      “Have you managed to learn anything new in recent days?” I asked. “It sure as hell looks like you’ve been delving deep into this research.”

      “Aye, Lord Vance. I did find out something interesting, something that you might find to be pertinent.”

      “Go on.”

      “There’s an ancient prophecy, all but forgotten,” he said. “I found it in an old tome that looked like it was last cracked open hundreds of years ago. It speaks of Death riding in from the sky on a great blue storm, his armies covering the land, but this prophecy tells of Death being a hero, who hopes to save the living from the scourge of the Red Sea, which has risen in a great tsunami, ready to crash across the shores of the living and drown the whole land in blood.”

      “That sounds very pertinent indeed,” I remarked, idly stroking Grave Oath’s demon-head pommel as I spoke. “It sure as hell sounds like it’s gotta be a reference to me engaging in battle with the Blood God. But what does the imagery mean? I mean, there’s Death—likely me, right, the God of Death—riding in on a ‘blue storm’ out of the sky? What the fuck could that mean?”

      “I’m not entirely sure,” Rollar admitted. “These old prophecies can be quite vague. I’m not sure how much of it to take literally and how much is just symbolic metaphor.”

      “Did it say who wins the encounter?”

      Rollar shook his head, the expression on his face grave. “The last pages of the tome have been devoured by rats or mice, and those are, unfortunately, the pages that tell of the outcome of this huge battle that the seer foresaw.”

      “Shit. Do you think the ‘blue storm’ could have something to do with my harpy? I mean, she flies, she’s blue… could be something, right?”

      Rollar shrugged. “It could be, but as large as your harpy is, it’d require a real stretch of the imagination to call her a ‘storm.’ Maybe if you had an army of undead harpies, yes, but they’re rare enough in the wilds these days. You were lucky to capture one of them, and I’m not sure how soon you’re going to be able to find another, let alone enough of them to look like any kind of storm in the sky.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” I said. “Damn. Well, I wonder what the hell it could mean if it isn’t that?”

      Rollar narrowed his eyes. “There is one more possibility. But… no, forget about it.”

      “Tell me, Rollar. We have to consider all possibilities.”

      “Well, it’s improbable, but it might be something else. Different creatures.”

      “And what creature might that be?”

      “Dragons,” he said, dropping his voice to a whisper, his eyes darting from side to side, as if the mere mention of these creatures would be enough to conjure one from thin air.

      I scoffed; this was even more of an improbability than an army of harpies. “Rollar, come on. Dragons haven’t been seen in Prand for hundreds of years. Hell, maybe even thousands of years, depending on who you ask. They’re as good as extinct. And anyway, they’re not blue. No, you’re reaching way too far with that one, buddy, way too far.”

      “Actually,” he said, with a slightly more confident voice now, “there was a species of blue dragon. Storm drakes, their scales electric blue, their eyes glowing a shade of violet. The largest of all dragons, they were said to be able to devour a mammoth in one bite and blast lightning from their mouths. One bolt of lightning from a storm drake, it was said, could turn even the stoutest stone tower into a pile of rubble in one blast.”

      “And when, my friend, was one of these storm drakes last seen in Prand?” I asked, raising my eyebrow skeptically.

      “They never existed in Prand,” he admitted. “But across the sea, in the Hailstorm Mountains of Yeng, they were last seen a mere few hundred years ago, according to the chronicler—”

      “Rollar,” I said, “we don’t have time to waste on rumors of mythical beasts last seen, supposedly, across the ocean hundreds of years ago. That fucking asshole the Blood God is getting stronger by the day, and fuck knows where my uncle is after he escaped through that portal, but I think we both know that that scumbag has likely ramped up whatever evil shit he’s been doing on behalf of the Blood God. Rodrick, I’m guessing, ever since I kicked his ass, has been working double time on bringing the Demogorgon into this plane of existence.”

      “Understood,” he said. “We have much greater problems to deal with.”

      “That we do. And we’ll be starting tomorrow. We’re leaving Brakith at first light. Drok had another of his dreams, the ones he claims are messages from his Wise Woman, and the meaning in this one was crystal fucking clear: time is running out, and the Blood God is getting stronger by the day. We have go to the Wastes and see this woman, and I need to get my hands on whatever potent magical weapon she’s got waiting for me.”

      Rollar nodded once. “As you command, Lord Vance. I’ll be ready to leave at first light tomorrow. I just need to do a little more research today though, if you don’t mind.”

      “Read away, my friend, read away,” I said as I turned to leave his chamber. “Just make sure that you’re ready to roll at dawn tomorrow.”

      “I will be, Lord Vance.”

      I gave him a curt nod and then left him to his scrolls and tomes. Perhaps he would find out something else about this mysterious prophecy, or perhaps he wouldn’t. I wasn’t about to pin my hopes on anything that vague though. No, I had been feeling a strong pull to the north for weeks now, and I intended to follow up on that hunch now.

      I hoped my plate armor was ready; it would have been a shame to have had to leave Prand without it. I decided to go and check on the armorer’s progress before doing anything else.

       I walked through the castle, being greeted by a ton of guards and servants along the way, all calling me “m’lord.” It was taking some getting used to. Though I was officially the lord of this town and the county around it, I still felt like an exiled assassin in some ways. Reality was taking a while to sink in.

      I headed out of the castle and into town. As I was on my way to the market square, I saw some guards securing a bunch of prisoners in the stocks set up near the entrance to the town. Then they lowered the drawbridge to allow travelers, merchants, and peasants who lived outside the enormous city walls to enter. In these sets of stocks, a number of prisoners would always be held, with their heads sticking out of the heavy wooden blocks. That way, passersby could enjoy hurling insults—and rotten food, lots of rotten food—at the hapless criminals. Their position at the main entrance to Brakith was deliberate too. They served as a blunt reminder to any potential criminals of the justice that awaited them should they try to flout the laws of my city.

      I paused when I saw the guards lead a man with a very familiar-looking face to the stocks. Indeed, the arrangement of the features on that face was so eerily familiar to me that staring at this particular jailbird felt like looking into a mirror.

      “Edwin,” I muttered, shaking my head and glaring at him.

      Every time I laid eyes on Edwin, I was amazed at just how striking the resemblance between him and myself was. Anyone who saw the pair of us together would have assumed that we were twin brothers. My uncle must have scoured Prand high and low to find this chump, an effete actor who had donned vampire makeup, hidden out in a ruined castle in the hills, and pretended to be me while I was away. Well, he pretended to be a vampirism-infected, murderous version of me, who supposedly abducted the virgin daughters of Brakithian townsfolk and sucked their blood in the ruins.

      The reality, of course, had been that my uncle had been abducting these poor girls, sacrificing them to the Blood God, and burying their innocent, blood-drained corpses beneath the ruins. “Vance the vampire” had been a convenient scapegoat for my uncle’s crimes, and this devious actor who looked just like me had been the perfect accomplice to cement the supposed “truthfulness” of the lies my uncle concocted about me.

      Of course, when I’d kicked Rodrick’s ass and taken back Brakith from him, I had also captured this asshole Edwin, and I’d forced him, along with some other prominent evildoing co-conspirators of my uncle, to confess their crimes in front of the entire town. This had effectively cleared my name and exposed my uncle for the evil, murderous snake he really was. 

      Edwin, to be fair, had known little about the true extent of my uncle’s crimes and certainly hadn’t known about the murders of the girls. Still, he had been party to the besmirching of my reputation. I might have been merciful, but I wasn’t about to let some jerk-off who had knowingly dragged my name through the mud get off the hook.

      Thus, Edwin had been put in the stocks by the city gates every day, from sunrise to sunset, for passersby to insult and shower with rotten food and dung—did I mention the dung before? In Brakith, under my rule, you stir shit up, you get it flung in your face, literally.

      “Lord Vance,” Edwin begged, sobbing as the guards manhandled him and shoved him roughly into the wooden clamps, “please, please release me! I’m begging you! I’ve learned my lesson, my lord. I’ve seen the error of my ways! Oh, by the light, please my lord, don’t make me go through another day in these awful stocks! Execute me if you must. Hang me from the battlements or lop my beautiful head off, but please, I can’t take another day of this! Why, just yesterday, a beggar, my lord, he, he crammed his feces into my, my—”

      “A literal shit sandwich is exactly what you deserve for what you did, Edwin,” I said. “And just thinking about what you did makes me wanna leave you in those fucking stocks for another few years, just to make sure you really have learned some sort of lesson, as your glib, lying tongue is pretending to right now.”

      “No, no, please, Lord Vance, no!” he wailed, crying like a little girl as the guards locked him in the stocks.

      I was about to turn and head off when an idea popped into my head. Seeing as I was leaving the next day and heading off into dangerous territory, I got a notion in my mind that having someone who could pass as my twin—or, quite literally, me—might actually be kind of useful in certain situations.

      “Actually,” I said, folding my arms across my chest as I fixed the actor with an icy gaze, my jaw set tight, “it’s been three months to the day since you first got your useless ass thrown into these stocks, Edwin. Maybe, just maybe you’ve been punished enough.”

      Edwin’s eyes lit up with fresh, desperate hope.

      “Lord Vance, please, by the light please, please let me go!” he wailed, wriggling and writhing futilely against the stocks.

      “How do I know I can trust you, Edwin?”

      “I’ll, I’ll swear on anything you want me to, Lord Vance,” he gasped. “Anything! I’ll sign anything you put in front of me, I’ll swear a blood oath, I’ll do anything, anything!”

      “I’ll think about it.” I smiled coldly. “You’ll know my answer at the end of the day.”

      “End of the… end of the day?! No, my lord, no, not another day, no, no, nooo!”

      His voice trailed off, lost in the hubbub of the growing crowd as I strode briskly away. The fool couldn’t see the grin on my face, and he didn’t need to. One last day in the stocks would hopefully make him grateful enough to serve me with unquestionable loyalty after I freed him at sunset. 

      I headed over to the armorer’s workshop. The old man was there, adding the final touches to a beautiful full-face helm, a work of art if I’d ever seen one. It was shaped and styled like a skull, and the hardened steel was coated with glossy, rich black chrome.

      “A fine helm, good sir,” I remarked as I walked in.

      “Some o’ my best work, m’lord,” he croaked proudly. “Fit for a king… or a god, eh?”

      I chuckled, folded my arms across my chest, and nodded. “Fit for a god indeed. If ever there was a helm worthy of the God of Death, it’d be this one. How’s the rest of the suit coming along?”

      “All done, m’lord! I was just about to send a messenger to the Keep to let you know. It’s in the back room there, if you want to have a gander, m’lord. I just need to finish one or two things on the helm, but then it’ll be done too, and you can take it with you right now.”

      I rubbed my hands together with eager anticipation. Last time I’d had a new set of plate armor, I’d been a teenage boy, and I had to admit, this tingly excitement made me feel a little like a kid again. I walked through to the back room and saw the rest of the suit of armor mounted on a dummy.

      “Damn,” I murmured, staring in awe.

      It was exquisite. The blackest armor I’d ever seen, it gleamed and shone as if it was made of liquid. Symbols of death had been worked into every part of the armor, and the attention to detail was incredible. The shoulder pauldrons were shaped like two troll skulls, with sharpened teeth, while the armor that wrapped around and protected my elbows had been shaped like rotting zombie heads. The gauntlets were like two anatomically accurate skeletal hands, with the fingers looking like hollow bones. On the breastplate, an incredibly detailed battle scene had been embossed. This alone was a work of art worthy of a central place in a gallery or museum. The massive image of war featured my undead armies taking on the Blood God’s demons.

      “It’s a work of art,” a sultry voice purred in my ear. “Just like the man—sorry, god—who’s going to be wearing it.”

      I’d been so absorbed in staring at the armor that I hadn’t noticed her creeping up behind me.

      “Anna.” I smiled as I took in the sight of her. “With stealth like that, you should be an enjarta instead of selling beauty products.”

      Speaking of beauty products, this girl knew her makeup inside out. She was gorgeous to begin with, sans makeup, but when she painted that stuff on her face—no, no, applied it subtly, because Anna was no painted-face tavern hooker with seven caked-on layers—it took her to another level completely. She was the kind of girl wars would be started over. 

      For a few moments, I was taken with her stunning smile and those beguiling gray eyes, which were perfectly enhanced with just the right amount of eyeshadow and mascara. Her full, juicy lips looked just tasty, with a thin coat of apple-red lipstick gleaming on them. Her silky, jet-black hair cascaded around her slim shoulders, and man, was it cold in here, because the nipples of her pert, high-set breasts seemed to be pressing all too eagerly through the fabric of her scarlet, figure-hugging dress.

      I was so taken with her that I had to wonder if she was secretly using Lucielle’s Mirror on me. Of course, I remembered that the Charm Goddess’s mirror couldn’t have any effect on someone with my powers, not the way it would on an average person anyway. Still, the instant effect her looks had on me had me wondering. She clearly noticed the way I was looking at her, but I didn’t care.

      “Is there something I can help you with, Anna, or do you just pop into armorers’ workshops for the hell of it?” I asked, grinning.

      Ever since I’d come back to Brakith, Anna—the former ugly duckling tomboy turned sensual stunner—had been trying to find any excuse she could to be around me. Her intentions were obvious, and I sure as hell wouldn’t have minded some alone time with her, between the sheets, on a kitchen table, on the rooftop of my castle… but I just hadn’t had the time. Being a Death God and a lord meant fulfilling two very busy vocations. 

      Anna laughed—way more enthusiastically than my weak attempt at humor justified—and flashed me a smile that made my balls ache. 

      “I just saw you passing by on the street, Vance,” she purred, “and, since I hadn’t yet opened my store, I thought I’d come say hello and ask if you might be interested in dinner with me tonight… alone… just the two of us… with a few bottles of wine. We could have such fun, alone in my manor, with nobody to disturb us.”

      A rush of hot blood to a very specific part of my anatomy immediately screamed out “hell yeah” to this proposition of hers, but my brain, that asshole, the fun-spoiling organ, overrode this keenness.

      “I’d love to, Anna, seriously, but I can’t. Not tonight.”

      “Well, that’s fine. Surely, though, you could spare some time tomorrow night, or the night after that? I guarantee you, I will make it very much worth your while… over and over and over again, throughout the course of whatever evening you give me. You’re a god, Vance, and you deserve to be worshiped, and believe me, I’m a girl who knows how to worship.”

      If my cock could have, it would have started kicking the shit out of my brain at this point. Hell, most of the rest of my body was raring to gang up on the ol’ fella between my ears too, for forcing it to turn this vixen down.

      “That sounds like an amazing time, Anna,” I said, my shoulders slumping a bit, “but I can’t. Not tomorrow night, and not any night after that.”

      Anna wilted with disappointment, looking like a gorgeous flower that some uncaring oaf had just crushed underfoot.

      “But… but why, Vance? Is it me? Am I not—”

      “Trust me Anna, it’s not you. I’m leaving Brakith at first light tomorrow, and I’m not sure when I’ll be back again.”

      She let out a gasp of shock, and her beautiful face fell with sadness.

      “B—but this is your home!” she protested. “You’ve only been back for three months! Why are you leaving again so soon?”

      “There are things I have to take care of, important things. Things that could affect all of Prand if I don’t.”

      “It’s about the Blood God thing, isn’t it?” she asked with a sigh.

      “Yeah.”

      Her face lit up. “Well… I could help you! I mean, sure, I’m no fighter, but I’ve got Lucielle’s Mirror! You’ve seen how useful an item it is. And, and I could use my makeup skills to help disguise—”

      “No, Anna,” I said gently but firmly. “I’m flattered that you’re so eager to accompany me, but where we’re going, it’s no afternoon stroll in the hills. We’re heading off to the frozen Wastes of the North, and fuck knows what we’re going to run into along the way. All sorts of ancient evils are being awoken, and things seem to be getting crazier by the day. I can’t risk your life by allowing you to tag along.”

      “But, Vance—”

      “I’m sorry, Anna, it’s just too dangerous. You can’t come with me. Sorry.”

      “But—”

      “No. And that’s my final word.”

      She looked as if she was about to burst into tears. Without another word, she turned and dashed out. Having the attention and adulation of so many gorgeous women was sometimes far more trouble than it was worth.

      “Another of your female admirers, m’lord?” the old armorer asked with a chuckle as he shuffled into the room. “You do have plenty of ‘em, you do! Haha!”

      I smiled at the man. “You can never have too many women.” 

      “Anyway, m’lord, I’ve just finished the helm, so the suit of armor is ready to go. Take it at your leisure, m’lord. It’s been an honor creating this piece for you, I must say. Some of the best work I’ve done in all me years, m’lord.”

      “It’s fucking stunning.”

      “And strong, m’lord! It’s not just pretty, oh no! This is the finest steel in all of Prand, and I’ve heat-treated it more times over than any other armorer would. No axe or sword, save for a powerful magic weapon, will get through this. And see here, m’lord,” he continued, pointing out a number of subtly hidden sockets he’d worked into various pieces of the armor, “slots in which you can fit magic gems so that you can enchant the armor and give various parts of it extra powers.”

      “You’re a true master of your craft. Thank you. This is indeed a worthy suit of plate armor for the God of Death. I’ll send a servant from the Keep to pick it up later, my good man. And I’ll send around an extra bag of coin as a bonus for such exceptional work.”

      “Thank you, m’lord!” he exclaimed, a broad grin splayed across his wrinkly face. “You are most kind.”

      I shook his hand and then left the armory and headed over to the castle stables, where my giant zombie lizard Fang was being kept. We’d had to cordon off a whole section of the stables for him and the undead horses. Understandably, the living horses weren’t too fond of them, and they also kind of spooked the grooms and stable hands.

      Fang’s glowing, yellowy-green eyes lit up when he saw me; this man-eating lizard was just like a big puppy when I was around… unless I wanted him to chomp people’s heads off and rip their torsos in two with his monstrous jaws. He let out a deep rumble, and I walked over to scratch him behind the ear holes on his massive, blood-red head.

      “Hey buddy,” I said, “you’re going to get the chance to stretch your legs again. I know you haven’t been too happy cooped up in these stables these last few months. Well, don’t worry, because tomorrow we’re hitting the road again.”

      I needed to get to my zombie harpy too; I’d told Rami, who was also Xayon but still Rami—yeah, it could get confusing—that I’d send the harpy out to find her when I was ready to leave Brakith. That way, she could meet up with me on the road to the Wastes, hopefully with an army of Wind devotees following her. The harpy would need to cover a good distance, so I needed to send her out this morning; she might end up flying for days before she found Rami-Xayon. So that it wouldn’t be like searching for a needle in a haystack, Rami-Xayon had given me a piece of a small Wind trinket before she’d left. She’d kept the other half. It was a minor magical bracelet, with no real power or use, but if I gave the harpy my half, it would be like a homing beacon, drawing the harpy to wherever Rami-Xayon was.

      I was about to leave the stables and head over to where I kept my harpy, in the top of one of the Keep’s towers, when a piercing shout shattered the silence.

      “Battle stations!” one of the sergeants on the battlements yelled. “Guards, soldiers, battle stations! Crossbowmen and archers, ready your weapons!”

      Suddenly, shouts were flying from all over the place. Soldiers and guards raced around, grabbing spears, bows, crossbows, arrows, and swords.

      “What the fuck is going on?!” I stormed out of the stables and whipped Grave Oath out of its sheath, ready to fight if necessary.

      One of the guards on the battlements saw me and tossed a rope down for me.

      “Quickly, my lord, get up here!” he yelled. “You need to see this, my lord!”

      I gripped Grave Oath between my teeth as I clambered up the rope, and I shoved the guard out of the way as soon as I got up onto the battlements. Immediately, I realized exactly why everyone had fallen into a panic. There, coming down the road from the distant hills, was the dark mass of an army, fast approaching Brakith.
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      I watched in grim silence as the army slithered slowly toward Brakith like a vast black snake. Who were these soldiers? Was this my uncle Rodrick and his army, come to retake Brakith from me? Was it a division of the Splendorous Army, sent to capture Rollar? Was it servants of the Blood God, come to destroy me before I got powerful enough to take him on?

      They were too far away for me to tell at this point, but I knew how I could get a good look at them long before they could get a good look at me. I closed my eyes and sent my mind into that of Talon the harpy, melding my senses and motor functions with the beast’s.

      I sent it up into the air, and even though I wasn’t flying, I could feel—with as intense a sensation as if I were one with the body of the creature—the wind rippling through my wings, the currents of air buffeting me as I soared up hundreds of feet above the ground. And, closing my eyes, I saw through the harpy’s eyes, as clearly and vividly as if they’d been my own.

      As many times as I did this, I never got tired of it, and it never lost its exhilarating thrill. As far as I knew, I was the only man in Prand—hell, the whole world, surely—who had ever experienced, and I mean truly experienced, flight. Down below me, the land beyond the city walls looked like a patchwork quilt, colored in various hues of green and brown, with huge trees looking like mere florets of broccoli from this height. People and sheep and cattle in the fields looked like miniatures, and huge wagons like children’s toys.

      But enjoying a leisurely cruise among the clouds wasn’t the reason I’d sent my harpy up there. I flew it straight toward the army, staying high enough so that I’d be out of reach of their archers and crossbowmen.

      As I drew closer, I began to feel something unexpected, and it was most certainly coming from the advancing army. There was a pulsing in the air, a humming vibration. Most people would have regarded it as a strange vibe, an uncanny feeling. I, of course, was no ordinary man. I was a god—and this eerie energy that the advancing army was radiating was pretty damn familiar.

      It was Death energy.

      Either there was another Death God somewhere in Prand, and he’d sent an army to attack Brakith, or it was something else. Some old friends had come to visit, perhaps? 

      Controlling Talon with the finesse of an expert puppeteer, I sent it swooping down low over the army. When they caught sight of it, they did not draw their bows or raise their crossbows. Instead, they cheered. I was flying low enough now to get a clear look at the army and to pick out individual faces. Two familiar ones glanced up. Their presence cemented the fact that this was a force of allies, not enemies.

      There, at the head of this force of black-and-gray-clad people was the crooked-toothed, squint-eyed, pockmarked visage of Cranton, in all his gangly-limbed, former-greenfoil-junkie glory.

      The prodigal priest had returned, and he was riding an expensive-looking stallion. I guessed he’d made the right choice when he took up my offer to become the first priest of the Temple of Necrosis, which, judging by the impressive size of this force, was growing in popularity in leaps and bounds. That was excellent news for me.

      Behind Cranton was another familiar face: Grast, the cheerful old wine-sot of a wagon driver. His cheeks and nose were as red as beets, and in his hand was a wineskin, no doubt filled with the ol’ fire-in-a-bottle, Yorish brandy, a drink that could knock an ogre out after a couple of shots. Grast, however, sucked it back like it was warm milk.

      He’d upgraded his wagon, though; no longer was it a standard wooden vehicle, covered with a rough tarpaulin. Instead, it seemed he had hired a master woodcarver to do a very detailed job. The wood had been cut away, polished, and smoothed, then painted over in white, black, and gray, as though it were made entirely of bones. A brilliant touch, and perfect for the Temple of Necrosis.

      “Nice work, boys,” I murmured. “Very nice work indeed.”

      I’d seen all I needed to for now, so I flew Talon back into Brakith. I yanked my consciousness out of the harpy’s head, snapping the invisible strands back into my own brain like a stretched bowstring.

      “Stand down, guards and soldiers!” I yelled. “These are friends approaching, not foes!”

      “Are you sure, my lord?” a sergeant asked from a couple of yards away.

      “One hundred percent certain,” I replied. “That force that’s advancing toward us is an army of Death. They’ve come to serve me, not to fight me.”

      “As you say, my lord.”

      He then cupped his hands together and bellowed out a command to all the other troops to stand down and abandon their battle stations. There would be no battle in Brakith—at least not today.

      It was going to take the approaching army a good while to get to the city gates, so I figured I could take care of a few more things before they arrived. I left the battlements and headed back to my chambers, where I imagined Elyse would be awake now, having been roused from her slumber by all the commotion out here. I also needed to have a word with Isu, who would likely be skulking around the castle crypts. The townsfolk were creeped out by her; as stunningly beautiful as the former goddess was, she did have unearthly eyes, a strange hue to her skin, and uh, two horns coming out of her head.

      The feeling of dislike was mutual; Isu looked up at the citizens of Brakith—and, indeed, pretty much any people, anywhere—with contempt, referring to them as “mere mortals,” even though she, as a being stripped of her status as a deity, was just as mortal as any of them. As a necromancer, she still felt a powerful connection with the dead and all things concerned with death, and the place where such energies were most concentrated in Brakith was in the crypts of the Keep, where the bones of my dead ancestors had been interred for over a thousand years.

       I’d go talk to her later though. First, I wanted to let Elyse know that we’d be leaving Brakith at dawn tomorrow.

      I headed up to the top of the Keep, to my personal chambers. Elyse had been sleeping in the room next to mine, but, more often than not, had ended up sleeping in my bedchamber. So much for her vows of chastity. She kept saying that the Lord of Light would understand. I doubted that, but whatever. It all worked out fine by me. 

      I had to admire the fact that she had managed to restrain herself from being too clingy; it had been something that I’d been quite worried about, with those puppy dog looks she gave me, and the other things she did for me that made it obvious that her feelings for me went way beyond mere animal attraction. She understood that I couldn’t be tied down to one woman, and even though I knew that this was a hard thing for someone like her to accept, she did accept it, and quite graciously.

      I knocked on the door before entering my chambers; yeah, I could have barged right in, but I had been brought up to have at least some manners.

      “Vance, is that you?”

      Her bell-like voice always sent a ripple of pleasure down my spine; her posh accent made her seem like even more of a bad girl when she shed her Church of Light robe and got down and dirty.

      “It is, and I’m coming in.”

      I opened the door and saw that she was up and, unfortunately, fully dressed. I wouldn’t have minded getting one more glimpse of that glorious figure, tanned all over; she took worshipping the Light quite literally, sometimes sunbathing naked on the roof of the highest turret of the castle, where nobody (except me) could see her.

      She ran up to me, a broad grin brightening her beautiful face, and threw her arms around me, planting a long, deep, and passionate kiss on my lips, with delight sparkling in her big blue eyes.

      Energy surged through me as our tongues danced, and an urgent heat stirred in my loins. But as much as I would have enjoyed a romp right now, there were many other matters to attend to.

      I disengaged from the kiss and gently took her arms off my shoulders.

      “I’ve got some news,” I said.

      “And what might that be, Vance?”

      “As comfy as this castle is, and as great as it’s been sleeping in a real bed after all that time on the road, we have to leave. Tomorrow at first light.”

      She sighed with disappointment but gave me a nod of understanding. As someone with responsibilities of her own—being the Bishop of Erst—she knew that this little sojourn in Brakith couldn’t have lasted forever. She understood as well as I did that the threat of the Blood God wasn’t just going to go away and that every day we delayed our quest against him and his evil followers was a day we allowed them to grow in strength. She was as committed as I was to blowing that blood-drenched piece of troll dung off the surface of this planet forever.

      “I knew this day would come,” she said wistfully. “I had just hoped that it wouldn’t arrive quite so soon. And I was so enjoying these nights with you. I knew that it was an impossible fantasy, of course, but I was hoping they wouldn’t have to end.”

      I knew that the passionate lovemaking sessions we’d been engaging in weren’t the only reason Elyse was saying this; she’d enjoyed having me all to herself for a while, without having to share me with Rami, or Isu, who’d been quite the recluse in recent weeks beneath the crypts of the Keep. Then there was Anna, whose advances had been quite persistent. And it hadn’t been that I didn’t want to get to know the gorgeous raven-haired beauty a lot more intimately, but she and I just hadn’t had the time to fit in the kind of activities that we both wanted to engage in.

      Neither of us said it directly, but we both knew that this period of exclusivity to Elyse was coming to an end. I knew that she’d be upset about it, even though I’d always been clear from the start that I wasn’t ever going to be a one-woman guy. Rami-Xayon would soon be back, and Isu would be around me all the time too, now that we were about to head back out onto the road and she couldn’t spend her time lurking in the shadows of the crypts anymore.

      “I’ll start packing my things,” Elyse said with a sigh, trying (but failing) to disguise the sadness in both her eyes and her voice.

      “Dust off that mace of yours,” I said. “Stories have been coming in from all sorts of traders and merchant caravans about new dangers popping up on the roads. I have a feeling that our journey won’t be an easy one, and you’re probably going to have to bust some heads open before we reach our destination.”

      “You’re still set on traveling to the Wastes, to see this so-called ‘Wise Woman’ of that reeking barbarian oaf’s tribe?”

      Elyse had a special sort of contempt for Drok. There were three things about him that really annoyed her. First, there was the fact that, in her eyes, he was a heathen, a pagan who outright rejected and loathed the Church of Light. Then again, so was I, and she’d managed to look past that inconvenient fact about me. 

      Second, she was simply disgusted with his personal hygiene, or, rather, his complete lack thereof. As a berserker, he believed that to wash himself would be to quite literally wash away his strength as a warrior. Hence the stink. Elyse was a stickler when it came to cleanliness; she wasn’t quite a neat freak or petrified of filth, but she was close enough. Drok’s stench turned her stomach in a particularly intense way.

      Third and lastly, there was the fact that he’d been so insistent about me going to see the Wise Woman of his tribe. Elyse regarded this whole thing as a waste of time, a wild goose chase based on nothing but primitive superstition. It had taken quite some convincing to get her on board with traveling to the Wastes, but part of her still saw it as a fool’s quest that would end up being a gigantic waste of time. 

       “That’s where we’re going, yes,” I answered firmly. I considered telling her about the most recent dream Drok had, but I decided against it; she’d already concluded that Drok’s dreams meant nothing and were merely inconsequential by-products of the cheap, nasty grog he was so fond of quaffing.

      “Vance, are you really, really sure about this? I mean, wouldn’t we be better off going straight after your uncle Rodrick? Making a beeline for him and hitting him hard and fast?”

      I shook my head. “We haven’t even pinpointed where he is just yet. And, I can’t explain it, Elyse, but I have a hunch—a very, very strong hunch, an unshakable intuition—that I need to see this Wise Woman. The old crone has some part to play in this story. I can’t tell you how, but I just know it. And when have my instincts about these kinds of things proved to be wrong?”

      Elyse let out a long sigh that told me that she wasn’t particularly happy about what I was saying but that she understood my reasons for saying it nonetheless.

      “All right,” she said, not sounding particularly convinced, “if that’s your decision, I’ll go along with it. I only hope and pray that your instincts are right.”

      “I’m pretty sure they are. By the way, we’ve got a few visitors coming. They should be here in an hour or two.”

      “Visitors?”

      I flashed her a cheeky grin. “Old friends. You’ll recognize ‘em, trust me.”

      “Well, okay,” she murmured, looking puzzled. Her uncertain expression only made her look even prettier, and I figured I’d best leave before I ended up getting too distracted by her.

      “I’ve got some things to take care of,” I said. “I’ll speak to you later. Like I said, dust off your mace and brush up on your magical powers. I think we’re going to need them.”

      Without further ado, I turned and strode out of the room and headed all the way back down to the lower levels of the Keep, stopping a servant on my way to tell him to retrieve my armor from the armorer. Once he scuttled off, I made my way down to the crypts.

      They’d been partially destroyed in the battle against Rodrick and his oblates, and a lot of my ancestors’ bones had been scattered by that asshole. Many of their tombs and coffins desecrated, but there were still chambers deep in the crypts where the ancient skeletons of my forebears lay undisturbed, as they had for a thousand years. It was down in the darkest and deepest of these chambers that I found Isu.

      I sensed her before I saw her; as a necromancer, she pulsed with Death magic. To me, she was like a glowing beacon in the dark. My ability to sense her presence was a relatively recent development though. Whether that meant her powers had grown stronger or mine had—or perhaps that we had both grown stronger—I wasn’t sure of, but one thing I was sure of was that I wasn’t about to trust her much further than I could throw her.

      I took a burning torch from the wall and carried it down into the chamber. The dancing flame threw twisted, moving shadows onto the walls, illuminating the old stone coffins with carvings of my noble ancestors in their knightly armor in tones of red, orange, and yellow. Soon, though, the firelight shone on a figure that was rather different compared to those somber, severe statues of stern-faced knights and lords.

      Instead, the orange light was thrown onto an hourglass figure, with long, shapely legs that flared out into seductively round hips and an ass that you could bounce coins off all day. Above this firm, generous ass was a slim waist, and above that a pair of large round breasts that defied gravity with what seemed like a magical force—even though the woman who owned this impressive pair of tits was no longer a goddess. Above those two very large, very firm orbs of fun, there was a pair of slender shoulders, over which a mass of jet-black hair gracefully tumbled. And then there was her face.

      Isu was stunning, to be sure, but in those eyes and the sharply arched eyebrows that crowned them, there was danger. And in the smirk she usually wore on her full lips was both arrogance and a dark threat. Most mortal men, despite drooling over her voluptuous figure, would cower before those piercing eyes. Of course, I was no mortal man.

      “Vance,” she purred, her lips curling into a half-mocking sneer, “so good of you to drop by and grace this lowly necromancer with your divine presence.”

      “Cut the crap, Isu,” I said. “What the hell are you doing sitting down here in the dark anyway?”

      “There is illumination to be found in darkness that the eyes cannot see,” she murmured cryptically, finishing off this statement with a dark chuckle.

      “If you say so,” I muttered. “Drok has had another of his dreams.”

      “Ah, sent by the hag in the Wastes,” she sneered, her voice dripping with contempt. “And what does the old bag have to say this time?”

      While Isu loathed Drok just as fiercely as Elyse did, Isu at least acknowledged, if somewhat grudgingly, that the “hag,” as she liked to call the Wise Woman, would prove useful against the Blood God.

      “If Drok is to be believed,” I said, “the Wise Woman is trying to let me know that time is running out; the Blood God and his followers are growing stronger, and if we don’t step up our game, it’s going to get to the point at which that asshole is too powerful to stop.”

      Isu nodded slowly, chewing on this information.

      “I should have foreseen this, all those years ago,” she muttered, half to herself.

      “What do you mean?” 

      She looked as if she was coming out of a trance before she flashed me a strange smile and clammed up. “Nothing, nothing,” she muttered.

      I had a feeling that what she had just let slip had something to do with this whole thing with Xayon, who, upon being resurrected in Rami’s body and laying her eyes on Isu, had immediately become enraged and referred to the former Goddess of Death as a traitor. Some sort of very serious betrayal involving Isu had taken place, something to do with what happened to the Old Gods, but try as I may, I hadn’t been able to ferret the secret out of Isu, and whatever it was, she was doing her best to keep it under tight wraps. It was annoying, to be sure, but I’d long ago learned how stubborn Isu could be. 

      “Well, whatever,” I said. “I just came to tell you that we’re going to be leaving Brakith at first light tomorrow and making for the Wastes. So, whatever the hell it is that you do down here in the dark, this is the last day you’re going to be doing it. You need to get your shit packed and ready; I’m leaving tomorrow at dawn, with or without you.”

      “I’ll be ready,” she said, in a somewhat haughty tone. “But before you go and busy yourself with your own preparations, there’s something you need to see, something related to, as you put it, ‘what I do down here in the dark.’”

      Okay, so this piqued my interest a little. “Go on,” I said, wondering whether she might finally admit that she possessed a wooden replica of my cock. 

      “I told you that there is illumination in the darkness beyond what eyes can see.” She smiled mysteriously. “Come with me, and I’ll show you exactly what I mean.”
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      Intrigued, I followed Isu through the crypt, trying not to lose focus by staring too hard at those big, round, firm buttcheeks that shifted so enticingly in front of me with every step she took. She led me to the oldest tomb in the crypt, that of the first Lord Chauzec, who built the first castle on this site well over a thousand years ago. 

      The old castle had been demolished a couple hundred years ago and replaced with this new, bigger Keep as the town of Brakith had grown, and these crypts were about all that remained of the original structure. Thankfully, this tomb—that of Uger Chauzec, the first Lord Chauzec—hadn’t been desecrated by my uncle or destroyed in the battle. However, when I reached it, I saw that Uger’s stone coffin had been opened.

      “Hey!” I said, sudden anger shooting through me. “What’s going on here, Isu? Did you open this coffin?”

      “I did, yes,” she answered coolly. 

      “What the fuck?! That’s my ancestor’s grave! Who the hell gave you permission to do that? How could you just do that without asking me?!”

      “Curiosity.”

      Her eyes gleamed in the light, and her lips curved up into a smug smirk. She had done this just to piss me off. Well, if that had been her aim in doing this, she had succeeded.

      “That’s all you’re going to say about why you desecrated one of my most important ancestor’s graves… ‘curiosity’?! Are you fucking serious?!”

      “Come here, Vance, and calm down. Why, I had no idea you were so concerned about silly mortal customs. Strange for a god to be so concerned with the matters of mere mortals, but who am I to judge? I’m just a—”

      “I don’t want to hear that whole ‘I’m just a necromancer’ thing now, seriously. Okay, fine, I’m giving you the benefit of the doubt, but if there isn’t some seriously earth-shattering revelation at the bottom of what you’ve done, you’re in deep shit. And that’s no joke, Isu.”

      “Trust me,” she purred.

      “Just about as far as I can throw you,” I said. 

      “Come.” She took my hand and led me up to the opened coffin. “Touch your ancestor’s skull.”

      I’d been practicing this ability of mine, which I’d first discovered in Kroth. Those first few times I’d done it—“traveling” back through time and “seeing” the past through the eyes of the dead, essentially experiencing their last few moments before they died—it had been a disorienting, almost debilitating experience. With a bit of practice, however, I’d gotten a lot better at it, and while it still kind of took it out of me, it no longer left me feeling like I’d been kicked around by a pack of cave trolls.

      “All right.” I stepped up to the coffin and placed my hand on Uger’s skull.

      With a zapping jolt, as if I’d touched a minor streak of lightning, my mind was sucked back a thousand years, my experience of the present melding with Uger’s ancient memories of his last moments.

      I—Uger—was on a bed, in a room with walls of stone on which tapestries and old-style shields were mounted. This had to be the lord’s chamber of the old castle. I looked down and saw my body half-covered by a sheet. It was the wrinkly, sunken body of a very old man. Surrounding me were some middle-aged men who sort of looked like me—my sons. There were also younger men, my grandsons, and some young boys, who were my great-grandsons. Also, there were a number of very young, very hot women, who, Uger’s memories were telling me, were his concubines.

      Nice one, great-great-whatever grandpa! Looks like a taste for sweet pussy was something that went a long way back in the Chauzec family line.

      Everyone gathered around the bed was crying; they knew these were my last moments. I’d obviously lived a long and good life, and I was almost ready to leave this world. But something was bugging me. Something very important. Something that wasn’t finished. There was something I needed to know before I passed, but what was it?

      Suddenly, a man pushed through the crowd around my bed—a foreign man, Yengish. This was interesting. Dressed in flowing red and gold robes of silk, he had a katana sheathed on his hip, and his long, straight black hair was tied into an intricate knot on the top of his head. He had long mustaches that hung down past the sides of his mouth almost to his chest.

      “Lord Chauzec.” He bowed low. “I am Tendo, grandson of Kemji.”

      Uger’s memories told me that this Kemji was a very close friend, but not just a friend—an ally, a partner he’d fought alongside on some quest that had consequences for all of Prand.

      I saw my—Uger’s—wrinkled, liver-spotted hand reach up. Tendo took my hand and clasped it, then touched his forehead three times to my knuckles in a gesture of respect reserved for great warriors in Yeng. 

      What was this? My ancestor had been some sort of great warrior in Yeng? And he and some Yengish warrior called Kemji had vanquished some foe in a battle that, it seemed, had had major consequences for the entire world.

      “I am glad that I got to you in time, Lord Chauzec,” Tendo said. “I have not slept in days. I had to reach you before… before you…”

      “And I’m honored that you did this,” I—Uger—croaked. “But please, my boy… I have but a few moments left. Your grandfather’s gauntlets…”

      “It is done, Lord Chauzec,” Tendo answered. “My venerated grandfather’s gauntlets have been hidden, locked away in a labyrinth beneath an ancient pyramid, protected by many traps. The secret of the gauntlets’ location will, however, remain in my family and yours, passed down from generation to generation, just in case the Blood God rises again, and new Masters of the storm drakes must rise. I pray, though, that such a time never comes. What you and Kenji did for the world, defeating the Blood God and his Demogorgon will be a deed remembered for all time. And hopefully, it is one that will never need to be repeated. Now, my lord, go well into that eternal sleep and walk proudly into the Hall of Heroes!”

      One of the older men—my eldest son—came and gripped my other hand, tears in his eyes, and Tendo again touched his forehead to my knuckles. Now that I knew that the gauntlets were safe, I could leave. A bright white light appeared at the edges of my vision, growing steadily brighter, burning everything else away, accompanied by a blissful warmth…

      I staggered back from the skeleton with a jarring jolt like an unexpected kick from a mule. I was back in the crypt, with Isu staring at me intensely, her luscious lips curled into a strange smile.

      “You saw it, didn’t you?” she murmured.

      Feeling a little nauseous and disoriented, although nowhere near as bad as I had the first few times I’d done this, I nodded.

      “I saw it, yeah,” I grunted. “And I’m still trying to make sense of what it is that I saw. Uger… he fought alongside a Yengish warrior called Kemji. And together, from what I could gather, they fought the Blood God and the Demogorgon and won. 

      “There was something Kemji’s grandson mentioned, gauntlets, to control something called a storm drake. They were hidden, locked away beneath some ancient pyramid. Tendo, the grandson, said that the location of the gauntlets would be a secret, passed down through our respective family lines, in case the threat of the Blood God rose again. 

      “Well, it sure as fuck has risen again, but I was never told anything about Uger fighting the Blood God, or gauntlets that controlled storm drakes, whatever the fuck they are.”

      “Interesting, isn’t it?” she remarked with a strange grin.

      “I’ve got way more questions now than answers,” I muttered. “One thing that did strike me as weird, though, was the fact that it seemed to be this huge deal—which it was, of course. I mean, we know now how massive a threat the Blood God and a fully materialized Demogorgon is, and obviously this was something that actually happened in the past. 

      “Tendo said that Uger and Kemji’s victory would be remembered forever, but this is the first I’ve ever heard of it. Wouldn’t you think that something of that kind of significance would leave an imprint on our collective memory, even if it did happen over a thousand years ago? I mean, defeating the Blood God and his Demogorgon is something that you’d think the world would fucking remember, right?”

      “There are many things that happened in the past that have been forgotten,” Isu said. “And there are many things that should not have been forgotten but were erased by those who would benefit from the oblivion.”

      “Are you trying to tell me that someone deliberately erased this part of history? That someone erased the story of what Uger and Kemji did and wiped it out of all the history books and scrolls?”

      “He who controls the memory of the past controls the present.”

      “Well, who the fuck would do that? Why would they erase the memory of what Uger and Kemji did? And how did they manage to erase it from my own family line, and—”

      I paused mid-sentence as a memory suddenly hit me. A memory of my father, speaking to me before I left on my pilgrimage to the Luminescent Spires—the trip that forever changed my life and destiny. It had also been the last time I’d seen my father alive.

      “Look at you, my boy,” he’d said. “All grown up and almost ready to take over from your old man, eh?”

      “Not just yet, father,” I’d said with a laugh. “I still have to become a Consecrated Knight first!”

      “I don’t know why you’re insisting on doing this, my boy, because there really is no need to go off and join that cul—Well, you know my thoughts on the Church of Light, and you and I don’t need to argue about it anymore, not now, when you’re leaving for your long journey. But when you come back, regardless of whether you succeed or fail in this quest of yours, you’ll be a man. And then, you’ll be ready for a little secret. It’s something every Lord Chauzec learns about when he sits on the throne of Brakith for the first time.”

      “Can’t you just tell me now, father?”

      “Only when you return and officially sit on the throne for the first time. I’m sorry, son, but that’s how the tradition works, and that’s how it’s worked since Uger’s days. I’m not about to break over a thousand years of tradition. Just keep in mind the fact that it’ll be waiting for you when you return.”

      And that had been the last time he and I had ever spoken. After that, my treacherous uncle Rodrick had murdered him. Since then, I hadn’t thought much about what he’d said, but now, after catching a glimpse of Uger’s final moments and hearing what Tendo had said, it all made a lot more sense.

      “You remembered something important, Vance?” Isu asked.

      “Damn straight I did. Shit, my father knew all about this, and he was going to tell me when I came back from Luminescent Spires. But then Rodrick murdered him before he could pass the secret on to me.”

      “And now that knowledge is lost forever. How convenient for your uncle Rodrick, a servant of the Blood God.”

      I punched my fist into my palm. I hadn’t thought that I could possibly hate Rodrick any more than I currently did, but now I had a special kind of loathing reserved for that piece of goblin shit.

      “Wait!” I said as a sudden realization hit me. “Tendo said that the secret would be passed down his family line as well, so if that family line still exists, then the secret knowledge of the whereabouts of these gauntlets might still exist too.”

      “Indeed,” Isu said, still smiling strangely.

      “What do you know about all of this?” I demanded.

      “Ah, well, I would have known every little detail.” She batted her eyelashes at me in a half-flirtatious, half-mocking manner. “But that was when I was a goddess. When you took that from me, you also took many of the memories of my time as goddess. Now, as a simple necromancer, those memories of mine have simply faded into oblivion. How inconvenient for you, Vance.” 

      I didn’t know if she was lying about this whole loss-of-memories thing or if she genuinely had lost them when I’d stolen her divinity from her, but either way, it was clear that she wasn’t going to tell me anything. I’d have to find all this stuff out on my own. Perhaps this Wise Woman in the Wastes could somehow give me answers to these questions… and to questions that I hadn’t even begun to properly formulate yet. 

      “Well, uh, thank you for showing me that,” I said grudgingly to Isu. “Now please put my ancestor’s coffin cover back and get your shit ready to leave in the morning. I’ll talk to you later; I still have a lot to organize before I go.”

      I turned and left the crypt without waiting for a response from Isu. She had given me some very valuable information, but she’d also pissed me off. She had a talent for doing both of those things at once.
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      I headed over to my personal armory to check on my weapons. Grave Oath, of course, stayed on hip at all times, but I also had my other items that I didn’t need to carry with me permanently. Gleaming menacingly on its mount on the wall was my kusarigama. It was imbued with Death magic, enabling me to draw from and channel the strength of my undead warriors through the chain section. Now that I’d resurrected Xayon, it had also had its Wind powers restored. This allowed me to shoot small tornadoes from the weapon and aim them with deadly precision.

      Then there was the little wrist crossbow imbued with the Tree God’s magic. It was a small weapon that packed a big punch; with this little crossbow, I could turn dead materials into wood, and living opponents into trees.

      I took the weapons out of the armory and headed over to the dungeons of the castle, which was where my undead troops were stationed. When I kicked my uncle’s ass and took back my rightful spot as ruler of Brakith, the dungeons were practically overflowing with prisoners.

      Most of them, however, hadn’t been actual criminals—just people who had been loyal to me and hadn’t believed my uncle’s lies, or people who had made disparaging remarks about my uncle in public (or who had said such things in private but had been reported by spiteful neighbors or my uncle’s lackeys). So, of course, I’d set all these people free immediately, which had cleared a lot of room in the dungeons. Many townsfolk were, understandably, a little unsettled by the presence of my skeletons and zombies. I’d thought it would be wisest and most diplomatic to keep my undead in a place where the public wouldn’t have to constantly see (or smell) them.

      The dungeons were a perfect “barracks” for my skeletons, zombies, and skeletal horses. They didn’t need food, water, or fresh air, so that worked out.

      Sarge, the first skeleton I’d ever raised, still wielded the golden greatsword of the pompous paladin I’d killed. He kept it with him as he stood guard at the entrance to the dungeons, along with Captain Jandor, leader of my contingent of zombie Resplendent Crusaders. Not that they needed to stand guard, really, but both of them, I think, had a need to do something rather than mope around all day… as much as zombies or skeletons could really “need” or “want” anything.

      Sarge was looking good, but Jandor and his crusaders… well, they were, uh, not looking so great, and they were smelling even less so. My skeletons’ bones would become brittler and weaker with the passing of time, I had learned; my Death magic was enough to keep them “alive,” if you wanted to call it that, but it wasn’t strong enough, at least not yet, to stop them from decaying. So, with the skeletons, this simply presented itself as weakening bones, but in the case of the zombies, it was full-on decay. Their flesh was slipping off their bones and dripping in globs of putrid black goo. The stench was absolutely unreal, and a wall of it hit me when I stepped into the dungeons. I was used to the stink of death now, but this was strong enough to make even me want to vomit.

      I knew that I just needed to advance my magic levels to slow down and perhaps even permanently halt this decay; it wasn’t evident in my lesser creatures, Talon and Fang, who were not rotting at all. I figured that keeping human corpses reanimated in a stable state took a higher level of magic than I currently possessed. All the more reason to take more souls.

      Speaking of taking souls, I’d noticed that for the last couple of weeks, Grave Oath had been buzzing a lot. Someone had been taking souls on my behalf. I’d figured it had been Rami-Xayon, in some way, but considering the number of souls that appeared to have been taken, she would have had to have gone on some sort of serious rampage to have accomplished it on her own.

      Now that Cranton and Grast were coming here with an army in tow, I was pretty sure I knew where all of these souls were coming from. It had all happened at just the right time too; I needed a little boost in my powers before setting off on a new quest into perilous territory.

      With my weapons fitted snugly into my battle outfit, I made my way down to the town gates to await the arrival of Cranton, Grast, and an army of new followers.

      “Lord Vance, Lord Vance, I um, I, please, Lord Vance, if you could just lend me your esteemed ears for but a moment, my lord…”

      I walked past Edwin in the stocks without even bothering to acknowledge his pathetic pleading. His face was covered with rotten eggs and a couple of smashed rotten tomatoes. To top things off, some kids had shoved wads of sheep dung into his ears. Someone else, it seemed, had dumped an entire plate of Yengish noodles over his head. He needed a few more hours of the rot-and-shame treatment… just a few more hours of it. Then, hopefully, he would have learned to never, ever fuck with me again.

      By now, a crowd had started to gather. The army was only one or two hundred yards from the city gates.

      “Make way!” one of the guards on the battlements shouted. “Make way for the Army of the Temple of Necrosis!”

      A path was cleared, with guards shoving people back and using their spears as makeshift barriers. I waited in the gates, my arms crossed over my chest, staring out with a grim expression at the approaching force.

      When I saw Cranton and Grast, however, it was hard to maintain a severe expression; both of them beamed out ear-to-ear grins when they saw me. I fought it, trying to look serious for my new followers, but the closer they got, the harder it was. Eventually, my face broke into a smile too.

      Cranton, to his credit, took the sort of initiative he never would have as the greenfoil-head he’d been a few months ago. He charged out ahead of the army on his horse and turned around to address them.

      “Devotees of Necrosis!” he yelled in his thin, reedy voice—not the most authoritative or intimidating, but hey, it would do- “I present to you, your god! All hail Lord Vance Chauzec, God of Death!”

      A tremendous cheer erupted from the black-clad mass of followers. I felt the potency of their energy pulsing like a powerful drug through my veins. This was the reason I’d been feeling like a million gold coins.

      I cleared my throat, drew Grave Oath from its sheath—noticing, as soon as I touched the dagger, that it crackled with potent energy—and held my trusty soul-slurper high above my head.

      “Welcome, loyal devotees, to Brakith!” I bellowed. Hell, even my voice seemed to have become stronger; it rang out like a peal of thunder.

      Again the crowd cheered, and once more I felt a heady rush of energy coursing through me.

      “I thank you for your devotion!” I roared. “And I am no selfish deity. Each and every one of you will be rewarded for the sacrifices you have made in my name.”

      Again a roar of approval boomed out from the crowd.

      “For the moment, though, enter my city, make yourselves at home, and rest after your long journey. I will address you all tonight!”

      There was one last cheer from the black army, and I stepped aside to allow them to enter the city. Each of them bowed to me as he or she walked past and entered Brakith. They all wore black hooded cloaks with my sigil, the simple, yellowish-green skull emblazoned on the back.

      I saw people of all nationalities, shapes, and sizes; Cranton had gotten busy and had taken his proselytizing pretty damn seriously. It was really hard to believe that the Cranton I was looking at was the same goofy green-fiend I’d met in a scummy tavern in Erst. He was still as ugly as a troll’s behind, of course—nothing, unfortunately, could fix that face, not even divine purpose—but he had a glow about him that was impossible to deny. Making him a priest of the Church of Necrosis—which involved ripping out his heart and dunking it in acid, and turning it black—had, weirdly enough, saved his life.

      Cranton and Grast waited until all of the devotees had entered Brakith before coming to speak to me. Cranton trotted over on his horse, while Grast rumbled over on his massive bone-wagon, his ruddy cheeks glowing with drunkenness.

      “Lord Chauzec!” Grast bellowed with as broad a grin as I’d ever seen on his face. “It’s bloody fantastic to see you, it is! And praise to, um, you, you’re looking bloody good, my lord, bloody good indeed! Would you care for some Yorish brandy to wet the ol’ whistle, my lord?”

      I chuckled and declined politely. I needed to have my wits about me for all the preparations for the quest.

      “The wagon looks awesome, Grast,” I said. “It just screams ‘death,’ with this whole bone theme you’ve got going. Where’d you get this done?”

      “One of our new devotees, Lord Chauzec,” Grast answered, swigging on his wineskin. “He’s a master carpenter, he is. Used to do a lot o’ work for the Church of Light, he did, in their cathedrals and such.”

      “Someone who worked for the Church of Light is pretty much the last sort of person I’d have expected to see doing work for me.” I raised an eyebrow.

      “Oh, he got fed up with that lot, Lord Chauzec,” Grast said with a chuckle. “Always paying him less than they said, always nitpicking about his work, trying to rip him off, like. Cranton met him in a tavern, he did. The bloke was drowning his sorrows and cursing the Church of Light to any and all who would listen. Well, old Cranton, he says to this bloke, ‘If you’ve had enough of those pompous penny pinchers, I’ve got a new god for you to follow, I have!’ And then he went on about how bloody great a god you are and how you don’t rip nobody off or pinch pennies, about how you’ve been fighting the Blood God while the Church let one of their own bishops get away with worshiping that bastard under their noses! This bloke was mighty impressed, he was, Lord Chauzec. He took one look at my wagon—in its old state, you see—and said, ‘That’s no wagon for the God of Death. I’ll make it look like a real Death Wagon, I will.’ That’s what he said. And look! He bloody well did make it look like a proper wagon for the God of Death, didn’t he!”

      I turned to Cranton. “Sounds like you’ve been doing a pretty damn good job of bringing in converts to the Church of Necrosis, eh?”

      He smiled shyly, a gesture that, unfortunately, only made his face more unattractive than it already was.

      “I’ve been doing my best, Vance,” he answered. “But, like, I can’t take all the credit. There are a lot of people out there who are fed up with the Church of Light. The Church is forcing them to pay increased tithes and shit, and they get nothing for it. The priests are aloof and arrogant, prayers go unanswered, requests for help from the Church go ignored… People are looking for an alternative, man. Especially the, uh, the misfits of society, the ones that the Church doesn’t want. 

      “They like the fact that you don’t have any puritanical rules, that you actually fight for justice against true evil instead of just preaching one thing and then, like, going and doing the exact opposite behind closed doors. 

      “They respect the fact that you’re a powerful warrior who fears nobody, and who speaks his mind without sugarcoating things, unlike the effete, limp-wristed Church of Light priests who hide in their ivory towers and shit. 

      “But most of all, Vance, things are changing out there in the rest of Prand. There’s a real sense of… of fear among the common people. I think that they can, on some level, sense the power of the Blood God growing. And if that doesn’t half scare them. 

      “The Church of Light, man, most of those assholes in positions of power in the church, they’ve got their heads up their asses! The common people like, don’t feel like they’re going to get any protection or help from the Church if shit really starts getting bad. I mean sure, the Lord of Light is powerful, but it seems like he’s also… distant. Uncaring. At least to many people. 

      “I’ve had no problems getting people to flock to your banner, man. Especially, as I said, people from the fringes of society. Assassins, mercenaries, rogues, rangers… We’ve got all sorts in our growing band.”

      “And I promised to reward each and every one of them,” I muttered. “I’m going to have to figure out just what kind of reward I can give them.”

      “Well,” Cranton said, “for many of ‘em, just serving you is enough of a reward in itself. Their lives lack meaning or direction and shit like that, and the Church of Necrosis gives it to them. Many of them actually know about the rising threat of the Blood God—hell, I’ve managed to find people whose daughters, sisters, or lovers were abducted and slaughtered in evil rituals by people like Bishop Nabu and your uncle Rodrick and other followers of the Blood God. They’re fucking angry, Vance, and they’re lusting for vengeance, man. The only reward they’re after is seeing you utterly obliterate the Blood God and every single one of his followers. 

      “The Church of Light doesn’t give a shit about them, but you do. They’re never going to get revenge for their dead daughters or sisters or whatever from the Church, but they sure as hell will get it from you. And that’s the only thing they care about—seeing you kick the Blood God’s ass, and the asses of every one of his shithead followers.”

      “Well, that certainly is something I can give them.”

      “They know that.”

      “You’ve done excellent work, both of you. Come on in, and welcome to Brakith! We’ll have a grand feast tonight. All of my followers are invited. But tomorrow, at first light, I’ll be leaving this place for a while. As you well know, the Blood God and his followers don’t rest, so neither can I. At dawn tomorrow, I’ll be heading off for the Wastes.”

      “Ah, well, I’m glad we reached you before you left then,” Cranton said. “We don’t intend to stay, of course; I have no intention of stopping my quest either, man. Hell Vance, you’ve given me purpose and direction! I’ve never been this motivated in my life! Shit, I just want to grow the Church of Necrosis, man, make it huge, fucking massive, man!”

      I clapped an appreciative hand onto his back.

      “Excellent work, Cranton, excellent work. You too, Grast. All right, all right, enough of that bullshit now. Get your asses into my city, rest up from your travels for a while, and then tonight, we’ll have a damn good feast in my Great Hall, and we’ll have a good few tankards of Brakith’s finest ale and some laughs about our previous quests. Come on in, and, I say this from the bottom of my heart as ruler of this fine city: welcome to Brakith!”

       I hadn’t intended to set off on my quest to the Wastes with a hangover, and a motherfucker of a headache throbbing with dull persistence behind my eyeballs, but hey, sometimes drinking until an hour before dawn when you’re supposed to leave with the rising sun just happens. Especially with someone like Grast around, along with a couple hundred people who literally worship you and want to drink toasts to you all night. 

      As it turned out, being a god had its perks when it came to alcohol; I was able to drink far more than I could in my pre-divinity days, and even then, I had always been able to drink even the most iron-stomached northern barbarians under the table. Now, I could do that many times over and would be able to out-drink a whole horde of the tough bastards. In my pre-god days, the amount of grog I’d slugged back the previous night would probably have put me into a permanent coma.

      My hangover was relatively mild, all things considered. But it was there, and it was annoying. So, I didn’t quite feel like making small talk with any of the human members of my party—Rollar, Elyse, Isu, and Grok—when we set off from Brakith at first light.

      I’d left the old head of the guards, Bryn, in charge as my viceroy; he’d always been loyal to me, and he’d been at the Keep since before I was born. He knew how everything worked, and I knew I could trust him to take care of affairs in Brakith efficiently while I was away. 

      He’d make sure Edwin was kept under house arrest, after I’d released the whiny actor from the stocks on my shit-faced way to bed. The guards had been told I would personally release him when the time was right yesterday, and with all the bottomless chalices and “All hail Lord Vance Chauzec, God of Death!”s, it hadn’t exactly been at the top of my priority list. 

      Perhaps I should have considered some among my new disciples might have held back a little less than the townspeople when it came to publicly shaming someone who had betrayed their god. Still, I had released him and promised he wouldn’t be put back up there if he behaved under house arrest. 

      Though I wasn’t sure he’d heard me through the layer of crusted sewage and rot that he hadn’t been able to break away from his eyes and ears. I didn’t feel bad about this three-inch beauty mask my disciples had smeared on him, though. It was a fitting final night of mortification on the stocks for the pretty boy.

      Anna had begged me to allow her to accompany me on the quest, but, even in my inebriated state, with my weakened resolve, I’d managed to tell her no. As smokin’ hot as she was, she was no warrior, and we didn’t need any extra baggage where we were going. Knowing she’d be here wet and waiting when I returned victorious wasn’t a bad motivator for completing the quest either.

      Elyse, ever responsible, had gone to bed early and was thus feeling lively. Isu was as much of a loner as she ever was and seemed to be in a foul mood for having to come out of the crypts and walk about in the daylight again. Rollar was absorbed in the scrolls and tomes he’d brought along, reading them while riding his giant dire-bear. Drok simply jogged alongside us, at the very back or front of the train, depending on which way the wind was blowing so that we’d be out of range of his reek. He’d drunk himself to oblivion the night before and had maybe two or three hours of sleep, but the huge bastard seemed right as rain regardless.

      I rode up ahead of everyone on Fang, with a division of my skeletal cavalry behind me. I rode in silence, alone, for a good few hours in the morning, but eventually my hangover, mild as it was, required me to get back to the supply wagon to refill my waterskin.

      I lifted up the cover at the back of the wagon and then whipped out Grave Oath and cursed when I saw a pair of eyes staring out from under a pile of cloaks at me.

      “You have about two fucking seconds to show yourself, you piece of shit,” I said, “before I turn that pile of cloaks into a soul-sucking pincushion with this dagger and make it the last place you ever fucking hide in your soon-to-be-short life.”

      “It’s me, Vance! Please don’t hurt me!” a familiar voice protested, shrill with fright.

      I groaned, slipped Grave Oath back into its sheath, and buried my face in my hands.

      “Anna, for fuck’s sake,” I grumbled. “I told you that you weren’t allowed to come with me! What the fuck are you doing hiding back there?”

      Anna climbed out of the pile of cloaks under which she’d been hiding. “I just… I had to come, Vance. It sounds stupid, but I had a dream that I really, really had to come with you on this quest. The Charm Goddess, Lucielle, spoke to me in the dream and said that she was in great danger. She needed your help, but if I didn’t come along on this quest, you wouldn’t be able to help her. I’m sorry for disobeying you, Vance, but I just had to. I had to come along. I can’t explain to you how vivid this dream felt and how important Lucielle’s message felt to me. You just have to trust me.”

      I sighed and shook my head. “Well, I suppose we’ve already gone too far for you to make it back to Brakith on your own before nightfall, and I’m sure as hell not going to turn around and escort you all that way back. So, I guess—”

      “Vance!” Rollar boomed from the front of the train, his voice hoarse with urgency. “We’ve got trouble, big trouble!”

      “Shit,” I muttered. “Stay in the wagon, Anna. You’re no fighter, and I’ll never forgive myself if you get killed. Get back under the cloaks, now!”

      I jogged out to where Fang was waiting for me at the very front of the train. I saw what Rollar was talking about before I got there. About a mile ahead, troops were pouring out of the woods onto the road. It was a force of northern barbarian cavalry, mounted on huge direwolves.

      “Friends of yours?” I asked Rollar and Drok grimly.

      “They’re not a band I know,” Rollar muttered. “But they look like marauders. The type who kill first and ask questions later.”

      Drok, however, did seem to know them—and not in a good way.

      “Enemies,” he growled. “And that one,” he shouted, pointing at a huge, red-haired barbarian on a black direwolf “he raid Drok’s village, steal Drok’s gold, kill Drok’s friends, and fuck Drok’s wife!”

      “Well then,” I said as I jumped onto Fang and drew my kusarigama, “I guess it’s time to repay him the favor. Get ready for battle, everyone!”
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      “You! Pretty man with big lizard,” the red-haired colossus on his huge direwolf bellowed, pointing his battle-axe at me. “I kill you first, then I take your women!”

      “I’ve got a big lizard all right, asshole,” I roared back, “but you’re gonna be choking on it before this beautiful day is out, while I suck your fucking soul out through your eyeball!”

      “Big words, pretty boy!” He raised his battle-axe high above his head. “But they not save you, or you women!” He shouted something in his barbarian tongue to his fellow warriors, and together, they let out a crashing roar.

      My harpy would have been useful in this situation; I’d heard that northern barbarians, for all their bluster, were quite afraid of harpies—or anything large and menacing that was able to fly, really. It would have been great to have struck some fear into these louts’ hearts before crushing them like insects. But crushing them like insects would be satisfying regardless. My harpy was currently hundreds of miles away, searching for Rami-Xayon, homing in on her location using the piece of the broken artifact.

      Well, that left more barbarian brawn for me to deal with, and I didn’t for a second doubt my ability to take all these cocky fuckers on without Talon. This fight was an exciting opportunity for me; I’d get to try my kusarigama’s restored wind powers in battle. I wish I’d had the chance to try out my new full plate armor, with its skeleton theme in gleaming black, too, but there would be plenty of opportunities for that in the future.

      “Isu, you take the right flank,” I yelled, “Elyse, you take left! Rollar, bring your bear over here; you and I are gonna punch through their center like a titan’s fist! Drok, you run right behind us and finish off whoever we leave alive!”

      Everyone shouted in agreement and got into their respective positions. 

      I shot strands of my consciousness into the minds of the skeletal cavalry division that was right behind me, and, at the very rear of the train, the skeletal infantrymen, led by Sarge, along with the division of zombie crusaders led by Captain Jandor. I maneuvered the skeletal cavalrymen into a wedge behind me while I directed the skeletal infantry to advance in a square behind Isu, and Jandor and his zombies to take up another square behind Elyse; this would prevent the barbarian direwolf cavalry from being able to smash through either my left or right flank; they’d be facing a wall of bodies, and even with their size and weight advantage over my troops—which was, admittedly, significant—they’d have a tough time plowing through us.

      If the barbarians had any trepidation about facing a force of undead troops, though, they didn’t show it; instead, they formed up into a solid line, three ranks deep, and bellowed curses and insults at us while their direwolf mounts growled and snarled, flattened their ears, and bared their fangs. Most of the barbarian cavalrymen were armed with battle-axes, flails, and large morning-star maces. While any of those weapons would quite easily smash one of my skeletal cavalrymen into a pile of shattered bones with one good hit, they were giving up a lot of reach. If they were impaled by one of my cavalrymen’s long lances before they could hit him with one of their massive weapons, their weapons’ crushing power advantage would be completely negated. These fuckers were going to taste the razor-sharp tips of my lances. 

       In the last couple of months, I’d practiced commanding large numbers of my undead troops simultaneously. I wasn’t sure if it was all the practice or all the new power coming in from the souls my many Temple of Necrosis followers had been taking for me, but I’d become much better at directing large groups of undead soldiers with individual commands instead of having them all perform identical actions.

      It was a mental challenge, to be sure; observing through the eyes of dozens, if not hundreds of troops, at once was something that would very quickly fry every circuit in your brain if you weren’t prepared for it. After all the practice, it had become more instinctual than anything, really. I didn’t have to consciously think about it or analyze too much of what was going on; instead, it was almost like I was mounted on my harpy, flying high above the ground and observing whatever maneuver I was doing as if I was a boy again, playing battle board games with my father, moving little carved pieces around while taking in the totality of the action all at once. All this I felt while simultaneously experiencing the battle through the eyes and senses of every individual soldier.

      In this way, I positioned my skeletal cavalrymen into a wedge, with their long lances couched. Rollar and myself on our huge mounts, with Drok directly behind the pair of us dual-wielding two huge battle-axes, formed the arrowhead of the wedge.

      “Leave red-beard for me,” Drok said. “He rape Drok’s wife. Now, Drok rape him!”

      “He’s all yours, my friend,” I said. “But I might ‘tenderize’ him a little before I hand him over to you.”

      Drok’s gaze locked on the red-haired barbarian. “As long as Drok kill him.”

      “Fine by me.” The immense pressure of a Wind Magic tornado built inside my kusarigama as I raised it above my head. “I hope you’re lubed up, assholes, because ready or not, here I come! Charge!”

      With a howl and a rattle of bones, my troops and I charged, and with whoops and curses and wild screams, the red-haired asshole led his direwolf-mounted cavalry into a wild, undisciplined run, thundering down the broad road to meet us head-on.

       I had to admit, as I kicked Fang into a thundering charge, that the sight of these massive barbarian warriors in their armor of furs, rusty steel, horned helmets, and leather, with their billowing hair and beards and tattooed faces, sitting atop equally massive direwolves, was an awe-inspiring sight. I decided there and then that I was going to resurrect every single one of these bastards as an undead warrior in my service.

      The pressure of the tornado in my kusarigama was so powerful, it seemed ready to explode into splinters in my hands. Exactly the right time to release it. A man-sized tornado tore out of the weapon. While I was tempted to direct it at the red-haired leader, I sent it hurtling off to the side, aiming at a massive, obese barbarian warrior with long black dreadlocks and a beard down to his boulder-like gut instead. As he raced toward my troops seated on his direwolf, I sent the tornado smashing into him from the side.

      The whirling wind plucked him off his wolf like the hand of a god—which it was, in a sense. Then I used the tornado with the 300-pound barbarian like a flail:  directing the barbarian’s momentum and weight, I smashed through the ranks of his scruffy companions, bowling them off their mounts as they charged.

      Inside the kusarigama, another tornado was building with rapidly increasing pressure. This one I directed at a tall, blond barbarian wearing a bear’s head for a helmet. Again, I used the mass of howling wind to pluck him off his mount, but this time, I made the tornado come at him from below, sweeping him just inches above the ground and whipping him across in a vicious arc. The flying rider-and-wolf smashed more charging wolves’ legs out from underneath them, causing the beasts to throw their riders face-first into the dirt.

      Damn, this weapon was fun.

      We were mere moments from impact now, so I switched up my kusarigama’s magic, drawing instead on its Death Magic so that I could channel the raw strength of my skeletons into the chain section.

      The red-haired brute was barreling straight at me, intent on giving me a lil’ taste of that disproportionate battle-axe of his. Unfortunately for him, he was going to taste my kusarigama chain long before the blade of his axe got anywhere near me. I could have lopped his head off quite easily, but I’d promised Drok he could take this carrot-top’s life, so I reluctantly held back. 

      As he reared up on his direwolf, I whipped my kusarigama chain at his direwolf, channeling the strength of a few skeletons through the weapon. The chain hit the beast with the force of a dragon’s tail, sending it and the shocked rider up in the air. The beast crashed through the treetops 50 yards away, but I caught the barbarian by sprinting past him and whipping the kusarigama chain around him while he was airborne. Once my makeshift lasso caught, I snapped him backward, slamming him into the ground behind me as Fang and I hurtled onward.

      The red-haired chump screamed as he was dragged along behind us, bouncing and lurching over every rock on the road. It was perhaps understandable, as Drok was running right behind us, hacking with his battle-axe at the man who’d screwed his wife, roaring out insults in his coarse barbarian tongue while he lopped the fool’s limbs off one by one.

      That was one barbarian I wouldn’t be resurrecting; there wasn’t much left to resurrect by the time Drok was done with him. Just as I whipped the chain of the kusarigama back in front of me, with nothing but the red-haired asshole’s headless, limbless torso left hanging on, our forces met with ground-shaking impact.

      As large as the direwolves and their mounts were, Fang was much bigger, and the momentum of his furious charge sent him smashing through their center like a raging bull plowing through a field full of lambs. Jerking his massive, blood-red head left and right, he sent wolves and riders flying, while Rollar’s gigantic direbear did the same beside me, cannoning through the barbarians like a boulder launched by a trebuchet.

      As I sped through them, I leaned out of my saddle, slicing through barbarian warriors with the razor edge of the kusarigama blade. I clove torsos in half and removed heads and limbs as if they were made of nothing but wet paper. One of the barbarians aimed his direwolf in a flying leap at me, hoping to smash into me and knock me off of Fang. I ducked under the flying missile of wolf and man but aimed a quick upward slash at the wolf as it passed over me. It was sufficient to take its head off. Instinct made me dart out a hand and catch the decapitated wolf’s head as it fell in a blood-spraying whirl. In a spur of brutal inspiration, I jolted a charge of reanimating Death magic into the wolf’s head and hurled it at a passing barbarian. The suddenly alive-and-snapping wolf’s head clamped its jaws around the barbarian’s throat. He screamed as he fell off his mount, rolling in a chaotic cartwheel in the dirt as he tried to fight off the huge beast’s undead disembodied head.

      To the left, Elyse was whipping her rope of light around, plucking enemies off their wolves and slamming them into the ground while Jandor and his zombies presented the charging enemy cavalry with an impenetrable wall of tower shields, against which their charge broke and shattered.

      To the right, Isu was making short work of any barbarians who dared to attack her, blasting flesh-melting acid into their faces and the faces of their direwolves, sending them screaming in agony. Sarge, meanwhile, swung his golden greatsword around him in scything arcs and hacked off limbs and heads of direwolves and barbarians alike, with his skeleton infantrymen mopping up any momentarily lucky bastard who survived the combined onslaught of him and Isu.

      Of course, the barbarians and their direwolves were inflicting some damage on my forces; whenever one of them managed to turn aside or dodge the thrust of one of my skeletal cavalrymen’s lances, or a skeletal infantryman’s sword or ax, they would invariably smash that skeleton to smithereens with the impact of their heavy weapons or the powerful jaws of their direwolves. In terms of overall damage, however, the northerners were taking worse than they gave, and it quickly became apparent to them that this was a battle they didn’t have a hope in hell of winning.

      After plowing straight through the ranks of the barbarians, Rollar and I wheeled our mounts around and charged straight back into the battle. He used his magic hammer to blast earsplitting booms of thunder into the mass of barbarian cavalrymen, and the force of these blasts ripped them off their mounts, or terrified the wolves so much that they threw their riders off and ran yelping in fright from the battlefield.

      In the thick of it, Drok was in berserker mode, his two huge axes flying around him like steel tornadoes, as he engaged multiple opponents at once. I jumped off Fang, Grave Oath gripped in one hand and my kusarigama in the other, and left my pet lizard to rampage on his own while I took on some barbarians on foot.

      A huge, gray-haired veteran, his face almost entirely blue from tattoos, ran screaming at me, his long-handled battle-axe raised above his head. He took a downward swipe at me with the heavy weapon, but he hadn’t counted on my speed. I darted forward, under the blow, and slammed the kusarigama through his stomach in passing, impaling him on the blade. I then spun my body around in the opposite direction, stabbed Grave Oath into the back of his skull, and sucked his soul out of his lifeless body.

      Before his body even hit the ground I was on to the next opponent—two of them actually, who came at me from both my left and my right at the same time. In a mere second, I drew on the power of half a dozen of my skeletons, channeling their combined strength into the kusarigama chain, which I whipped around me in a full 360-degree arc. The force of the chain hitting each barbarian, one a split second after the other, sent both of them flying out over the battlefield to crash into the trees on either side of the road.

      I waded through the close-packed battle, slashing and stabbing with Grave Oath, ducking under, jumping over, and sliding past axe, flail, and morning-star attacks with effortless speed, all the while countering with whipping blows of my enchanted kusarigama chain and hacking and cutting with the weapon’s razor-sharp blade edge.

      I could have decimated the ranks of the barbarians in seconds using a few well-timed corpse explosion spells, but I wanted to keep as many of their dead intact as I could for resurrection as zombies. As disappointing as it was, I held off on detonating any corpses.

      Ahead of me, Fang caught a barbarian in his jaws, and with a toss of his powerful neck he threw the screaming warrior through the air toward me, as if it were some sort of twisted game he and I were playing. I lashed a section of the kusarigama chain out like a bat, smashing the airborne barbarian in the opposite direction, back over Fang’s head. A howling barbarian in berserker mode came flying at me from the side, dual-wielding a pair of morning stars. I took one of his arms off with the kusarigama blade and plunged Grave Oath up under his chin, all the way through his head into his brain, and watched his massive body shrivel up like an apple left out in the sun as Grave Oath sucked his soul out.

      I killed a few more warriors with what had become routine enjoyment, and then it was over. Barbarians and their direwolves lay dead in heaps, scattered all over the road. These raiders wouldn’t be hitting any more villages or towns, and Prand would be safe from their predation. My uncle and his oblates wouldn’t, and nor would any of the Blood God’s servants, because these warriors and their mounts were about to enter the service of the God of Death.

      Raising zombies—both human and beast—had been a challenge for me at first, but now, I was so familiar with the process that it had become second nature. In the blink of an eye, I’d sent a piece of my consciousness, along with a large enough speck of life force, into each barbarian and wolf’s body. Within seconds, all of the dead were staggering to their feet, their eyes glowing an unearthly shade of yellowish green as they joined my ever-growing undead army.
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      Around me, Elyse, Isu, Rollar, and Drok stood panting and sweating, exhausted from the intensity of the fighting. As for me, though, I’d barely broken a sweat; one of the many perks of being a deity. From the wagon, I could see Anna peeking out with a strange look in her eyes. It wasn’t one of fear, as I’d expected; it was a look I was very familiar with seeing in the eyes of many women in my presence.

      I hadn’t told the others about our stowaway yet, and I figured I’d keep it a secret for a little longer. After seeing that particular look in her eyes, and feeling intensely charged myself after all the fighting and winning, I wanted a bit of alone time with Anna. I’d waited long enough for this, and a battle victory deserved a bit of a reward, I figured. All the signs indicated she thought the same.

      “All of you,” I ordered, “get organized and scout through the woods in all directions. There may be more of these motherfuckers hiding out nearby, and we want to wipe them out completely! Meet back here in half an hour!”

      Although they were all drained from our morning battle, they obeyed. I didn’t expect them to find anything or run into any trouble, but I needed them gone for the moment. Plus, it never hurt to be sure.

      I walked over to the supply wagon in which Anna was hiding, pausing to wipe the blood off my weapons and armor with rags that I tore off undead barbarians as I passed them.

      Anna watched the others heading off into the woods, and when they were all gone, she climbed out of the wagon. She swayed her hips seductively as she glided over the ground toward me, her eyes locked onto mine with a sultry stare as she bit teasingly on the corner of her lower lip. She was wearing a long scarlet dress that hugged the contours of her slim figure, and through it, the nipples of her high-set, pert breasts protruded with an almost painful urgency.

      “That,” she purred as she reached me, “was… brutal. Barbaric. Savage…”

      “And you liked it, didn’t you?” I stood in front of her and grinned as urgent heat surged toward my nether regions.

      “I’ve seen men beheaded and hanged in the town square before, by your uncle,” she answered, “but they were tied up, in chains, and helpless. This… this was completely different. Huge men, fighting with fury, like wild animals. And you, Vance - I’ve never seen a man move like that. You were like a dancer, a deadly dancer. Savage and powerful, yet effortlessly graceful and acrobatic. You danced the dance of death with these barbarians, and watching you do it made me feel… oh, all sorts of things. All sorts of delectable things. All sorts of impatient things that are still glowing in me, waiting for… You truly are a god…”

      She hadn’t even taken her clothes off yet, but the look in those big, sexy eyes of hers was enough to get me rock-hard already. My cock was pressing with such force against the inside of my pants, I thought it might snap in half if I didn’t let it out.

      “We’ve both been waiting for this for a very long time, Anna.” I slowly unbuckled my belt while keeping my eyes locked onto hers. “And now. we’ve finally got some alone time together. We’d best make the most of it.”

      Her eyes drifted down, slowly tracing a passage down my chest, my stomach, finally landing on my groin and staying there.

      “I’ve been waiting for this for a very long time indeed,” she cooed, her eyes fixed on the massive, throbbing bulge between my legs. “And I’ve been dying to find out if the rumors I’ve heard about a certain part of you are true.”

      “There’s only one way to find out, Anna.”

      I popped the end of my belt out of its buckle, but I let her do the rest. After all, her eyes the look of excitement that precedes opening a birthday gift. She sank to her knees in front of me and tugged my pants down, teasing me with painstakingly slow movements. She lowered my pants inch by inch, revealing the sight of my massive length and girth pressed against the inside of my thigh bit by bit. Her lips curved up into a wicked grin of sheer delight when she caught sight of the prize that awaited her, and she couldn’t hold back any longer. She yanked my pants down to my knees, gasping with both shock and salacious delight as my prick sprang out with the force of a trap snapping shut. It almost hit in her face, and she had to bob her head to the side to avoid being smacked by it.

      “By all the old gods,” she murmured, staring at my throbbing dick in sheer awe, “the rumors were true. It is the biggest in Brakith.”

      She slowly curled her fingers around my shaft, gripping it with both hands, and then, turning her gorgeous eyes up to shoot me a beguiling gaze, she opened her mouth and started feeding my pillar of power into her. Anna had a dainty mouth, but those glossy red lips were blowjob lips if I’d ever seen them, and boy, could that little mouth open amazingly wide. This wasn’t the first cock she’d swallowed; I could tell right away that she had plenty of experience with this. My suspicion was confirmed when she cupped my balls with one hand and started fondling them softly, teasingly, while she continued to swallow me, inch by girthy inch.

      “Don’t choke yourself… too much.” Pleasure rushed through me as she stretched her mouth even wider. She started coughing and gagging but insisted on continuing to try to fit all of me inside her mouth and throat. I saw her voluptuous lips stretch greedily to coax more of me in.

      I grinned. “You’re quite determined to fit all of me in there, aren’t you?”

      It wasn’t as if she could speak with her mouth stuffed like this, so she simply nodded, gagging on my monster. I wondered briefly whether she had practiced for this moment like Isu had, and then I wondered, with a sudden smirk, what Isu would do when she realized just how stiff the competition she faced was. She’d have to put in many hours of practice to top this.

      Anna must have learned some serious throat relaxation skills, because I was deep in there now. I’d be getting into her lungs if I went any deeper, but still she kept swallowing. It was fascinating to watch—and an extreme turn-on, which didn’t help her, as I kept on swelling harder to the point where it felt as if my dick was about to explode. The wet pressure along the length of me was excruciatingly delicious -, the tight squeeze of her throat that massaged my tip as she swallowed, her tongue still lapping away along the shaft, her lips caressing and sucking close to the base. Eventually, her upper lip pressed against my pubic bone. I don’t know how, but this slim, dainty-mouthed girl had deep-throated me completely. I was as deep inside her as I could be, inside a massage parlor whose only goal was to provide me slow-building pleasure of all kinds. She looked up at me with those gorgeous puppy-dog eyes, asking with her gaze if she’d done a good job, while it looked as if even a flinch on my part would dislocate her jaw. All the while, she moaned and massaged me with her mouth and throat.

      “Damn,” I growled as pleasure rolled through me in addictive pulses. 

      I reached down and slipped my hands through her silky raven hair, gathering two fistfuls of it and using it to pull her onto me. She gagged a little, but I held her there, and the bright lust that was gleaming in her eyes grew even more intense. This was a girl who, despite her fashionista beauty queen image, liked things a little rough. There was still some of the old tomboy who liked wrestling with the guys in the dirt left in her. Still, I actually started to worry that she was going to suffocate, so I slackened my grip on her hair and gently began sliding myself out of her. My rock-hard prick popped out of that beautiful mouth, dripping with her drool, and she gasped, her chest heaving as she panted.

      “No, Vance,” she whimpered, staring with greedy desire at my drool-dripping prick, “I want more of it, I want more…”

      She grabbed it with both hands and started going to work on it, moaning onto it as she sucked, bobbing her head back and forth enthusiastically while caressing my balls and stroking my shaft alternately. All the while she maintained intense eye contact, telling me with her gaze just how much she was loving this.

      “Let’s have a look at those tits of yours,” I muttered while she sucked.

      I reached down and unbuttoned her dress while she was rocking her head back and forth on my prick, and, after a bit of fumbling, succeeded in opening it far enough for her tits to be able to pop out. They weren’t as large as Elyse’s or Isu’s, but damn, that perfect shape must have been crafted by an angel somewhere in the highest reaches of heaven. They were firm and pert to the point of being gravity-defying, and just over a handful each, sat pale nipples almost the same hue as her skin—nipples that were swollen and stiff with the intensity of her arousal. I started playing with her nipples while she went to work on my cock, and this caused her to moan and gasp even more passionately onto my rod while she sucked.

      Waves of intense pleasure were racing through my veins, and as good as Anna was at giving head, I wanted more from her—and I knew she wanted to see what my cock felt like inside other parts of her.

       I leaned down and whispered into her ear. “You wanna be fucked by a god?”

      “Please, Vance, please,” she gasped, popping her eager mouth off my cock for a second to reply.

      I picked her up by her shoulders and turned her around to face the side of the wagon. She gripped it, breathing hard, and I lifted up her dress and was greeted with the glorious sight of her round, firm ass. She spread her shapely legs wide, and I got a good look at her cleanly shaven opening from behind, her pinkness already dripping wet with hot arousal.

      “Put it in,” she purred as she reached down with one hand to massage her pussy while reaching behind her with the other to grip my dick and guide it into her wet slit.

      She gasped, and her body stiffened as I squeezed the tip in. She was tight, and as wet and aroused as she was, it was a squeeze to fit into her.

      “Slowly,” she gasped. “It’s so huge. I want it all inside me, but you need to go slowly…”

      I did as she said, gripping a fistful of her hair and pulling her head back as I started feeding myself into her, inch by inch. She gasped and shuddered as I filled her up and stretched her out, and although it took a little while, I eventually managed to bury myself in her completely. She was breathing hard at this point, whimpering with pleasure and a little pain, but to show me how eager she was, she started grinding herself against me, encouraging me to start fucking her properly.

      I didn’t need much encouragement to do that. I started sliding myself in and out, going slowly at first so that she could get used to my size, but then driving my prick in and out with increasingly potent force. I kept a good grip on her hair with one hand, and with the other, I started giving her a few slaps on that perfect, firm ass. I could tell she liked a little bit of pain; every time my hand slapped those buttcheeks, she would gasp and buck just a little bit more against me as I fucked her.

      “Hit me… harder,” she moaned, her cheeks flushed with arousal, panting hard.

      I pulled her hair back with more force, enough to cause a little pain, and slapped her ass hard while increasing the intensity of my strokes, each of which was going deep and hard. As I started to slap her ass harder and fuck her deeper, sliding in to the base and out to the tip with every thrust, she started arching her back and screaming out with intense pleasure.

      “I’m almost there, Vance. Fuck me harder! Harder!”

      It wasn’t as if I needed much encouragement to do that. I was now hammering away at that tight little pussy with a furious speed and delivering swift, sharp slaps to her perfect ass. She was screaming now, loudly enough that surely everyone who was scouting through the woods had to have been able to hear us. I didn’t give a shit; this felt way too good to tone down or stop.

      She kept screaming that she was about to cum, but now, I was feeling like my own orgasm was coming on like a galloping horse. Finally, she drove herself onto me forcefully and gripped the side of the wagon so hard that I thought the wood would explode into splinters. She let out a long, passionate cry, screaming out to all the world that she was in heaven. Her body slackened, then stiffened up, then slackened again as trembling waves of ecstasy tore through her. She gasped and almost collapsed, but then turned around, pulled my cock out of her, dropped to her knees, and started jerking me off furiously, her mouth open and her tongue positioned under my prick.

      I was almost there, so it didn’t take much effort on her part to finish me off. I blew a massive load all over her beautiful face. She shivered as I drenched her face with my cum, but while she lapped a bit of it up and swallowed it with maddeningly playful slurps and licks, the rest she slowly massaged into her face, staring up at me all the while.

      “The seed of a god is surely the best moisturizer there is,” she said. “That was truly amazing. I’ve never been fucked like that before. Never. You really are a god…”

       “You were pretty damn good yourself.” I stroked her beautiful black hair. “Certainly not the tomboy I remember.”

      “I wanted you back then too, you know,” she said. “I was just too scared to show it.”

      “I’m glad you finally plucked up the courage to take what you wanted,” I said with a grin. “Anyway, you’d better get back in the wagon. The others will be coming along soon. I’ll tell them you’re here soon enough… but not just yet.”

       Anna nodded, got up, buttoned her dress, and headed back into the wagon, with my load still all over her face. I wondered how long she was going to leave it there.

      Soon after that, the others started to emerge from the woods. As expected, they came back with nothing to report, one by one, until only Elyse had not yet returned. She was gone for five, and then 10, and then almost 15 minutes after everyone else had returned. 

      Just as I was about to head off into the woods to see if I could find her myself, she emerged from the trees… and she wasn’t alone. Trailing behind her was a thin young man in rags. He looked like a peasant, and from his disheveled appearance, cut-up skin, and unkempt hair full of twigs and leaves, it looked like he’d been through hell.

      “What’s going on here?” I asked, walking up to Elyse and the young peasant who was following her like a stray.

      He was thin, almost to the point of emaciation. While he didn’t look diseased, he was obviously extremely weak, probably starving and dehydrated. He posed no threat at all; a strong breeze would have snapped him in half like a dry twig—but there was something about him that seemed… off. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but my assassin’s sixth sense was definitely tingling.

      “I found him wandering in the woods,” Elyse said. “The poor young man is lost and says he hasn’t eaten in days.”

      “Well, what the hell is he doing out here in the middle of nowhere anyway? Did those barbarians raid his village or something?”

      “Y-yes, my lord,” the young man croaked in a thin, reedy voice. “The barbarians… raided my village. They k-killed everyone. I only… barely escaped with… my life.”

      He was lying. I knew right away; even a beginner assassin would have spotted it. It was a good enough lie to fool the average person, but not me. Still, I didn’t want him to know that I was onto him, so I played along.

      “Oh, really?” I said, feigning sympathy. “Well, that’s terrible. I’m sorry for your loss, boy, but as you can see, we’ve taken care of those raiders. They won’t be pillaging any more villages, not now.”

      He bowed low before me. “Th-thank you, my lord.” Who the hell was this beggar-looking beanpole, why was he lying, and what in the name of myself was he doing out here? The nearest village was dozens of miles away.

      “We can take him with us,” Elyse said, “just to the next village we pass through. We can drop him off there. You have relatives who live in the next village, don’t you, Jort?”

      “Y-yes, I um, I have family there,” Jort agreed.

      I shot a subtle sidelong glance at Isu, and her look told me she too knew this man was lying.

      “All right,” I said, “you can ride along with us to the next village, Jort. In the meanwhile, have some food and water. You look like you need it.”

      He bowed again. “Thank you, my lord.”

      He walked on shaky legs with Elyse over to the food wagon, where she got him some apples and jerky and a waterskin. Isu sidled up to me, staring intently at the scene.

      “Something isn’t right here,” she whispered. “Be on your guard, Vance.”

      “Trust me, I know,” I said. “There’s something suspicious about him, something I can’t quite put my finger on.”

      “Your foolish cleric is obviously too naive or too stupid to see that.” Isu stared an icy gaze at Elyse, who was clearly helping this young man out of the goodness in her heart. “Let it be on her head if any ill comes of this.”

      “It’s not her fault she actually has a heart,” I said coldly to Isu. “And don’t you worry, I’ll be keeping an eye on the boy.”

      “Just remember whose fault it is that he was brought here,” Isu said with a sneer before turning around and striding briskly away.

      I shook my head as I watched her go; Isu could really be a bitch supreme. I wondered if she would ever learn to get along with the other women… and if I could ever bring myself to trust her completely. I knew she had something planned but didn’t know if it would go as far as betrayal. Then again, there was the situation with Xayon, Isu’s involvement in some sort of major betrayal of all the Old Gods. I still needed to get to the bottom of that, whatever it was, but I could only do that when Rami-Xayon was back with me. I hoped my harpy would find her soon.
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      “All right everyone!” I yelled. “Back in formation! We’re moving out!”

      One of my skeletal cavalrymen had been smashed to smithereens by a barbarian’s morning star, and his skeletal horse was now without a rider. This would be perfect for transporting our little stray; he wouldn’t be able to control the skeletal horse the way he would a living horse. Instead, it would be under my command.

      “Hey, Jort,” I said, “you look like your legs could use a break. Why don’t you hop up onto that horse skeleton over there? Don’t be alarmed by the fact that it’s, you know, dead. Trust me, it’s one of the safest things to sit on here.”

      “If it’s all right with you, my lord, I’d rather—”

      “I insist.” I fixed him with a fierce stare that told him quite plainly that there would be no arguing with this.

      “Vance, he’s—” Elyse began, but I was quick to silence her.

      “He looks too tired to walk at our speed, the skeletal horse has a perfectly comfortable saddle, and he won’t even have to think about directing it because it’s under my control,” I said firmly. “So, Jort, get onto that horse. Now.”

      Elyse huffed and glared at me—and judging from the look in her beautiful blue eyes, I had to wonder if she hadn’t heard me and Anna going at it. But she said nothing. Jort looked at her with a kind of pleading look, but he quickly realized that my word was the law in this group, and, grumbling something under his breath, he climbed up onto the skeletal horse’s saddle.

      We got back into formation and set off with the new force of zombie cavalrymen mounted on undead direwolves split into two halves-one covering the right flank of our formation, one covering the left. I mounted Fang and headed up to the very front of the train, with Rollar on his dire bear riding next to us.

      I briefly sent my mind into the body of my harpy. The creature was flying over a broad expanse of barren, rock-strewn fields, with absolutely no signs of life to be detected. There were scattered drifts of snow, so it had to be further north than I was. At least that meant that Rami-Xayon was somewhere vaguely to the north and wouldn’t have to make a massive detour or trek to meet up with us. I hoped she would be able to rejoin the party before I reached Drok’s tribe and the Wise Woman.

      The sun was getting low in the sky, and it was obvious that we wouldn’t be reaching the village before dark. After an hour or so of travel along the road, in which we encountered no other travellers, or enemies, dusk began to fall. I told the others to wait and headed into the woods, soon finding a suitable clearing to set up camp in.

      I figured it was about time to tell the others that Anna had stowed away with us, before one of them found her in the supplies wagon and stuck her with a sword or a spear. I got my undead troops to surround the campsite as sentries—we’d definitely be safe and sound throughout the night—and then jumped up onto the supplies wagon before anyone could start unpacking it.

      “Everyone, come here for a second!” I yelled, and they obeyed. “We, uh, have an extra member to our party.”

      Eyebrows were raised all around.

      “What are you talking about, Vance?” Elyse asked, looking confused.

      “My lord,” Rollar said, “begging your pardon, but should you not have perhaps told us about this before we set off from Brakith?”

      “Drok like parties!” Drok grinned stupidly.

      Isu turned and sent him a glower that could have melted steel.

      “I would have told you all if I’d known she was there. But she decided to come along, even though I expressly told her not to.”

      “Then you should kill the little cow for her insolence and disobedience,” Isu hissed. “She’ll just be dead weight the rest of us have to drag around.”

      “No members of this party will be killing any other members of this party.” I transfixed Isu with a glare that was every bit as ferocious as hers. “And that’s enough from you, Isu.”

      Isu huffed and folded her arms aggressively across her big, round tits.

      “Anna, come out now, before you cause any more trouble.”

      The flap of the wagon opened, and Anna jumped out, looking like a million gold pieces. There was a glow to her skin that was practically angelic,  and I had to wonder if my wad had had something to do with that.

      “Greetings, everyone!” She flashed them a massive smile with her perfect white teeth bright against the falling darkness. “Apologies for just, you know, popping out like this, but hey, sometimes a girl just has to take things into her own hands! And Lord Vance, I’m so, so sorry for disobeying your orders. I’ve been a very bad girl, and I think you should punish me for what I did.”

      She bit her lip and stuck her ass out suggestively. Elyse and Isu immediately turned and glowered at me. Weirdly enough, when they turned their attention back to Anna, their frowns morphed into smiles. They were twitchy smiles, though, almost as if they were trying to fight them, but couldn’t. Then I realized what was going on and peered a little more closely at Anna to verify. Sure enough, clutched subtly behind her back sat the cause of the unstoppable smiles: Lucielle’s Mirror.

      If the others found out that she was using this magic item on them, they’d be mad as hell. The longer this went on, the faster they’d catch on, too.

      “All right, all right,” I said hastily. “Well, now that’s over with. So, everyone, Anna’s traveling with the party, for better or worse. I’ll send her back to Brakith as soon as the opportunity arises. Go on now, do your thing and set up camp.”

      They all moved off, grumbling about Anna but smiling every time they turned and looked at her. When they were far enough away, I approached her.

      “Put it away, Anna,” I said sternly. “It won’t work on me.”

      “Put what away?” she asked, feigning innocence.

      “Don’t play dumb. I know you have Lucielle’s Mirror behind your back. I’m a god, and that thing has no effect on me.”

      Her smile faded, and her face took on the familiar look I’d seen on it so many times when we’d been kids, when we got caught causing trouble.

      “Sorry, Vance,” she murmured. “I just… you know how important making a good first impression is and I knew they’d all be angry at me for stowing away like that…”

      “You know that’s no excuse for secretly using a magic item on them,” I said. “And what’s more, my friends aren’t idiots. I’m pretty sure they suspected you were using the mirror on them; it’s not the first time they’ve met you, you know, and they know you have Lucielle’s Mirror. And if you want to make a terrible first impression on someone, using a fucking magic item on them is a tried-and-true method.”

      “I’m sorry, Vance,” she murmured, almost on the verge of tears. “I really shouldn’t have done that, now that you put it like that. Look, um, maybe you should just keep the mirror from now on.”

      “I don’t need to carry another magic item around,” I said. “You keep it; it’s yours anyway. Just don’t use it so irresponsibly again.”

      She started saying something else, but at this point, I felt a sudden tingle of my sixth sense, so I ignored her and looked intently around me. Rollar was busy setting up his tent, and Drok was being directed to the farthest end of the campsite by Isu, who was holding her nose against his reek. Elyse, however, was missing, as was Jort.

      “Look,” I muttered, ignoring whatever Anna had been talking about, “just forget about it and don’t use that thing on anyone in the party again. Get yourself set up for the night; I have to check on something.”

      I drew Grave Oath and started seeking out the missing people. I shot my consciousness into the heads of all my undead troops, using their eyes to search through the shadows, but there was no sign of her or Jort anywhere. With an unshakable sense of dread, I hurried over to the skeletal horse that Jort had been riding. There was blood all over the saddle.

      “Shit,” I muttered. Something definitely wasn’t right here.

      I looked down at the ground and saw bloody footprints leading out of the campsite, in the direction of a small creek nearby. I figured Elyse had gone off to fill her waterskin up at the creek, and Jort, seeing that she would be alone in the dark, had followed her. Whatever his intentions were, I was certain they weren’t good.

      I followed the trail of the bloody footprints, clutching Grave Oath, my heart hammering in my chest. I wasn’t afraid for myself, of course; I was afraid that I wasn’t going to get to Elyse in time. Perhaps the matchstick-thin peasant was far more dangerous than he looked.

      The footprints led through a trail in which the darkness was close-packed and almost suffocating. The sense of dread grew in the pit of my belly with every step. Soon after, I heard the burbling of the creek growing louder. I turned a corner, and my heart almost stopped when I my eyes took in the scene before me—but then, in an instant, my training and instincts took over, and I acted.

      Elyse was bent over the stream, filling her bottle, with a burning torch held in one hand for illumination, and standing behind her, gripping a long red dagger with a wavy-shaped blade, was Jort. He was about to plunge the dagger into her neck at the base of her skull, an instantly lethal kind of blow.

      I was too far away to tackle him, but I was well within range for a knife throw. I flung Grave Oath at Jort with al the force I could muster. The enchanted dagger spun through the air, and my aim was true. The blade slammed into Jort’s skull and sunk in up to the hilt. But instead of dropping dead, with his body shrivelling up as Grave Oath sucked his soul out, the peasant—or the boy who looked like a peasant, which he now very clearly showed himself not to be—simply stopped what he was doing and turned and stared at me with his mouth twisted into an evil grin, his eyes showing their blood-red color in the fire light. The thud of Grave Oath slamming into Jort’s skull gave Elyse a start, and she screamed when she turned around and saw him standing over her with his red dagger in his hand and my dagger protruding from his skull.

      “Run, Elyse!” I yelled. “This is no mortal man we’re dealing with!”

      Elyse shrieked, thrusting the burning torch into Jort’s face before he could take a swipe at her with the dagger, but the flames in his face did nothing to stop him, and with a growl, he lunged at her with the dagger. She only just managed to evade the thrust, then jumped back and sprinted over to me, collapsing behind me as soon as she made it.

      “Vance,” she gasped, her eyes wide with fright, “what’s going on? What is he?!”

      “I don’t know.” I wished I’d brought my kusarigama with me, since I was now unarmed. “But anything Grave Oath can’t kill can be labeled a pretty fucking serious threat.”

      Jort—whoever or whatever the hell he really was—turned and lurched toward us, brandishing the red dagger and grinning maniacally. Blood trickled from his red eyes, and a gush of it washed out of his mouth. His laughter was not the laughter of man. It was deep and booming, and it rattled the trees with the depth of its sound.

      “Your mace,” I said to Elyse.

      “There’s no moonlight; I can’t—”

      “No, forget about the magic, just give it to me. I’m not gonna try to take on this thing, whatever it is, without a weapon. Run back to camp and get… fuck, just get everybody! Go!”

      “I can’t leave you here alone with—”

      “Just go!” I yelled, snatching her mace out of her hands.

      Jort was lurching rapidly toward me on shaky legs. His movements, even though his body was that of a scrawny peasant, were not those of a man. It was more like he was some sort of crippled insect, the way he moved.

      “You have interfered in our plans for the last time.” His voice sounded like a hundred throaty northern barbarians threatening me at once. “We will devour your soul and the souls of your followers before drowning all of Prand in blood!”

      I had suspected it from the moment I saw the blood all over the saddle and the bloody footprints, but now I knew it for certain: I was dealing with a creature of the Blood God.

      Elyse’s mace was a weapon of the Lord of Light, and I couldn’t use it the way it worked for her, with the power of the Sun. But I had repurposed a weapon of Light before, when I’d channeled Death magic through the tower shield of a Resplendent Crusader. If I could channel Death magic through a kind of banal weapon like that, I was pretty sure I could channel it through a weapon like this.

      As Jort still lurched ominously toward me, I closed my eyes and sent my soul diving deep below the surface of this forest, sensing all of the corpses, millions upon millions of them, buried here from this Age and the many Ages that had preceded it. There was a deathly cold dwelling deep within the earth and a hardness that was stronger than any substance—a hardness of bones so old, so compressed, that they had turned to stone.

      This was what I drew up. I filled the mace in my hands with its power, as if the weapon was a waterskin I was filling at a stream. The steel of the mace became icy cold in my hands, and the metal started to stink of old grave rot, of decaying flesh and crumbling bones.

      “You’ve fucked with the wrong god,” I snarled as Jort moved almost within striking range. “And this clumsy assfuck of yours is about to get his skull turned to pulp.”

      Jort lunged at me, but I sidestepped and smashed the mace with full force into his face, unleashing the pent-up Death magic. The force of the blow, combined with the brutal explosion of Death magic, would have liquefied a fully armored mountain troll, but this skinny little rake of a man merely got a dent in his face as his head was knocked to the side, with little actual damage done.  

      “Shit, that’s not good,” I muttered, jumping back as he took a swipe at me with the red, wavy-bladed dagger. My sixth sense was telling me that if that dagger touched me, something pretty fucking bad would happen.

      Again, I drew as much Death power as I could from deep underground and smashed the mace with all the might I could muster into Jort’s skull. Once more, I put a dent in his head with a blow that would have killed a dire bear on the spot, but aside from him stumbling back a step, the hit hardly perturbed him.

      All right. It was time to ramp things up. 

      My first priority, since it was turning out to be a chore to kill this thing, was to get that red dagger out of its hand. I left my chest wide open as I sucked more Death magic into the mace, inviting Jort to lunge at me. He did, and I leaned back to dodge the blow before whipping the mace around in a vicious strike that connected with his wrist. The release of Death magic was powerful enough to almost blow me off my feet this time, rocketing outward in a shock wave of cold stink, but fortunately, it was also strong enough to smash the dagger out of this creep’s hand, and it went flying into the bushes.

      “All right, motherfucker,” I said. “Now it’s time to really party!”

      Since Jort was no longer armed with a dangerous weapon, I decided that the only way I was going to kill him was if I went all out. Drawing Death power into every blow I struck, I darted forward, smashing the mace into him, then jumped out when he swung around to try to counter attack. 

      I focused on his joints, crunching the Death-enhanced mace head into them with every blow. His body was immensely strong, and even though I slammed blow after blow into him, he kept coming for me. His movements were getting slower and jerkier though, and my relentless attacks were breaking down whatever magic was holding his body together. 

      I heard many feet running down the trail behind me, accompanied by familiar voices shouting. My friends were on their way, but this shit was personal now, and I was determined to finish Jort off on my own.

      Again and again, I darted in and planted crushing blows on his joints, on his head, on his neck, everywhere, and slowly he started to break down. Even though he kept laughing in that maniacal hundreds-of-voices-all-together voice, I could tell that he was dying—if he was even alive to begin with.

      Finally, he made a final desperate lunge for me, with both hands extended. I sidestepped the attack, then belted the mace into his face with a double-handed blow. This time, the force was enough to take his head off his shoulders. It flew through the air, bounced along the ground, and disappeared into the bushes, while his lifeless body flopped dead at my feet.

      Even though I hadn’t been harmed, I was feeling pretty damn exhausted myself. I dropped to my knees, breathing hard and feeling spent.

      “Lord Vance, are you injured?” Rollar gasped, running over to me.

      “No,” I managed to wheeze, “but I feel like I just fought an army single-handedly. I must have hit this motherfucker over a hundred times, as hard as I could. He just wouldn’t go down.”

      Isu walked over, staring coolly at the decapitated, pulverized body at my feet.

      “Ah,” she said. “Blood Demons walk the earth once again.”

      “Blood Demons?” I said, still breathing hard. “What the fuck is a Blood Demon?”

      “I’ll tell you when you have your breath back. The creature didn’t touch you with its dagger, did it?”

      “No, I managed to smash its weapon out of its hand.”

      “Fortunate,” she said coolly. “Otherwise, you would have become a Blood Demon too. Well, I’m not sure if the magic would have worked on a god. But probably better not to test that theory out.”

      “Yeah, I’d rather not test that shit out, thank you.”

      “You have truly awoken the Blood God’s anger if he’s sending Blood Demons after you. I can tell you one thing for certain now.”

      “Oh yeah, and what’s that?”

      “Things are about to get a lot more difficult, and a lot more dangerous, for all of us,” she murmured. With an uncharacteristic calm, she simply turned and walked off into the darkness. 
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      After getting my breath back, I walked over to Jort’s decapitated head and pulled Grave Oath out of it. The thing’s head still wore that mocking grin, and its dead eyes remained solid red.

      “Great,” I muttered, transfixed by the gruesome sight. “Now I have fucking Blood Demons to deal with.”

      I took the torch and searched through the bushes where I’d sent the Blood Demon’s dagger flying. I found it soon enough. The wavy-shaped blade was around fifteen inches long, and the entire thing was made of a blood-red stone. I figured it might be unwise to touch this cursed weapon, so I went to Jort’s headless body, cut some cloth from his ragged tunic, and wrapped the dagger in it, taking care not to let it touch any part of my skin.

      Isu seemed to know a fair bit about these Blood Demon things and this Blood dagger, and I was going to make damn sure that she told me everything she knew on the subject. I didn’t have the time to allow her to go on acting like this, dropping tidbits of information wherever and whenever she felt like it. Things were getting far too serious to keep playing games.

      I headed back to the camp, but before I got there, I found Elyse waiting for me on the trail.

      “Thank you for saving my life, Vance.” She threw her arms around me. “I’m so sorry for this; it’s all my fault. I had no idea he was a… a…”

      We were on far too serious a mission to be saving strays from the woods and having them tag along. We already had one stowaway, and that was one too many in my book. Still, I knew that she had only brought Jort—or rather, the thing posing as a man called Jort—along out of compassion. I could hardly be angry at her for that. Still, she needed to know that there could be no more of this. She’d need to get tough and learn to mistrust. She’d get the hang of it soon enough and learn to detect who was genuinely in need and who was hunting for a kind heart to make use of.

      I gently pried her arms off me and fixed her face with a stern look. “I know that you were just doing what you thought was right. But picking up some stranger in the middle of nowhere like that… it almost got you killed, and hell, it almost got me killed too. I know that you couldn’t have known that thing was a Blood Demon, but now, you do know that such things are out there, and that they’re after us. No more picking up strays, okay? I know that you have a big heart, but you have to treat everyone we meet from now on as a potential enemy, no matter how helpless or harmless they look, until it’s proven otherwise.”

      Elyse looked as if she was on the verge of tears, and she simply nodded in response.

      “I’m sorry, Vance. It won’t happen again.”

      “Go on, get back to camp and have some dinner and rest up. We have a long journey ahead of us tomorrow.”

      With her shoulders slumped, she turned and slunk back to camp. I felt a little bad, but she needed to understand she wasn’t allowed to do anything like that again. I returned to camp, got my wineskin out, and had a good slug of the stuff. I needed a drink after what happened. 

      Rollar and Drok had a good campfire going, and Drok had managed to bag a deer—I still didn’t know how the big lout could move with such stealth as a hunter—so we had roast venison and potatoes for dinner. I kept the Blood dagger hidden, but it was on my mind the whole time I was eating.

      I figured Rollar might know a bit about Blood Demons since he was well-read and had done plenty of research into such things. And of course, since he was a loyal follower of mine, he would share everything he thought would be useful for me to know, unlike Isu. So, I decided to have a chat with him first.

      “Rollar, my friend,” I said, “why don’t you and me go and pour ourselves an ale from the cask and share a drink.”

      “That sounds good, Lord Vance,” he answered.

      We poured ourselves two mugs of ale, then headed to a quiet section of the camp and sat. I took out the bundle of cloth in which I’d hidden the Blood dagger and unwrapped it.

      “What do you know about Blood Demons and their weapons?” I asked.

      A shudder rippled through him as his eyes fell on the red dagger.

      “Not much,” he admitted, “although I’ve come across mentions of their existence. I do seem to recall a passage I read in one ancient tome saying something like, ‘When the worshipers of the Blood God grew many, Blood Demons walked the land once more.’ Now, a Blood Demon has risen, so this probably means there are more people worshiping the Blood God now.”

      “Well, there was Bishop Nabu and his little coven, who we took care of, and my uncle and his oblates, who we mostly took care of. Does this mean that despite us having killed Nabu and his followers, and most of my uncle’s followers, there are still more Blood God followers now than ever?”

      Rollar took a long swig of his ale. When he put his mug down, a worried expression was etched across his face.

      “I don’t know, Lord Vance,” he said, “but the fact that abomination walked the earth so close to us is not a good sign.” His eyes moved to the red dagger as it gleamed eerily in the firelight. “I do not know anything about that evil weapon, but I do not think it is wise to keep it with us. It will surely draw the attention of more of the Blood God’s servants like shit attracts flies. And I for one do not relish the prospect of facing another Blood Demon, considering how hard even you had to fight to defeat it.”

      He was right, of course. I hadn’t been planning to keep the dagger anyway, but I wanted to find out as much as I could about it before I got rid of it. And I had an idea of just where I could learn more than Rollar had been able to tell me. Before I went and talked to her, there was one more thing I wanted to ask Rollar about.

      “In your research, have you ever come across anyone called ‘Uger’ or ‘Kemji’?”

      “Interesting that you should mention that.” Rollar sipped on his ale. “There was an entire chapter dedicated to their exploits in one of the ancient history tomes I was perusing.”

      “Go on,” I said. 

      “Unfortunately, I didn’t actually read the chapter. Its entirety had been torn out of the book. It actually seemed to have been ripped out quite recently, almost as if someone wanted to ensure no one discovered anything about Uger and Kemji. They were mentioned in another source I examined, but it was badly damaged with mold and rot. The ink had faded too, and the words were mostly illegible. From what I could make out, the pair of them were some sort of ancient heroes, mighty warriors-one from Prand, one from Yeng-who allied together to fight a great evil and save the world. The old word for dragons seemed to be mentioned frequently. Perhaps it was some sort of plague of dragons they fought off? I don’t know.”

      “Or maybe they used dragons to fight off a greater threat,” I said.

      “Stranger things have happened in the history of this world, I suppose.”

      “Uger was an ancestor of mine. He built the first castle at Brakith.”

      Rollar looked quite surprised to hear this. “Well, then, you are descended from what seems to be one of the greatest heroes in the history of Prand. A very noble lineage indeed! It is a pity we do not know more about your esteemed ancestor. I must admit, the little I’ve read about him and this Kemji character, not to mention the frequent mention of dragons connected to their names, has made me quite curious.”

      Rollar and I finished our ales, and he excused himself and went off to read. I went and sought out Isu. I found her just outside the camp, sitting by herself, staring up at the full moon. At least she wasn’t practicing sucking off a wooden phallus modeled after my prick this time. I could do without the awkwardness of having to approach her while she was in the middle of that act. 

      “What are you doing out here, just staring at the sky?” I asked.

      She turned her gaze to me, and in her eyes, there was a look I hadn’t seen from her for quite some time: intense, hungry lust. Her ravenous eyes roamed over my figure, making her intentions and desires quite blatant, before she replied.

      “Just thinking of… a simpler time. Remembering another night like this, in which I was able to take physical form again after so long, when my devoted, handsome necromancer fed me the energy of the souls he had just claimed.”

      I remembered that night well too. Isu and I had gotten to know each other very well just outside the camp, while Elyse had slept mere feet from us—or, at least, had pretended to sleep through Isu’s moans of pleasure. It hadn’t been ages ago, exactly, but it certainly did feel like a lifetime had passed.

      With the sight of her hourglass figure, her round tits, and her curvy hips—not to mention those luscious lips and the lustful eyes she was throwing at me—parts of my anatomy were getting hot and tingly, but there was a reason I’d come to seek her out, and it wasn’t so that I could get my cock wet.

      “You said you’d tell me more about these Blood Demons when I’d recovered from my fight,” I said. “And I’m feeling right as rain now, so how about you go ahead and tell me everything you know?”

      “I saw you talking to that ugly barbarian about Blood Demons,” she said, “and whatever he knows about them is probably the extent of my knowledge too. So, instead of wasting our time talking about such trivial matters, why don’t you and I—”

      “Cut the shit, Isu. You know a lot more about these Blood Demons than Rollar does.”

      She shrugged. “You killed the creature, and you know how to kill others that come your way, so what’s the problem? What more do you need to know?”

      All right. My patience had been worn through, and I was in no mood to go fishing and begging for scraps of information, which was exactly what she enjoyed.

      “You know more, Isu, and you’re going to tell me everything.” I unwrapped the bundle of rags and showed her what was in it. She stared at the Blood dagger for a while, and a slight look of fear crossed her face, but then she sneered haughtily.

      “What are you going to do with that?” she asked. “Are you trying to threaten me?”

      “No. If I wanted to harm you, I wouldn’t use this. And I don’t want to harm you anyway. But I’m very curious about what this thing can do. I’m thinking that since it’s a magic weapon, I should try to channel some Death magic through it and see what happens. I’ve done it successfully with other gods’ weapons before, so why not with this one? How about we give that a shot, huh?”

       Panic flashed across her eyes, as I’d suspected it would. She tried to disguise it with a look of disdain.

      “Go ahead,” she said. “I wouldn’t recommend it, but it’s your life; do what you want with it.” Her eyes were locked on the dagger, and the look of fear that had finally taken the upper hand was unmistakable.

      “Okay,” I said coolly. I was bluffing, of course, and she was trying to call my bluff. The only thing left to do was to ramp this up, strike some real fear in her. Truthfully, I was a little nervous about it too, but Isu needed to be put in her place.

      “Okay what?” she asked, trying to keep up her nonchalant act.

      “I’m going to channel Death magic through this dagger.”

      I reached down and gripped the hilt with my bare hand—and Isu’s eyes all but popped out of their sockets.

      “No, no,” she gasped, staring at me as if she was expecting me to burst into flames at any moment. “Put it down, you crazy fool, put it down, stop touching it!”

      “Why? I’m a god. I can do what I want. And what I want to do right now is channel Death magic through this weapon.”

      “Don’t even think of doing something so idiotic!” she shrieked, her composure shattered. “Drop the dagger before you kill us all!”

      “Well, if you told me why you’re so worried, I might be inclined to listen to you. I mean, it’s just channeling some Death magic through another weapon. Nothing I haven’t done—”

      She lunged for my wrist with wild desperation and uncut fear in her eyes.

      “Drop it, you idiot!” she hissed. “You have no idea what you’re about to unleash!”

      “Damn right I don’t,” I said calmly, “because you refuse to tell me.”

      “I’ll tell you! Just put it down, wrap the vile thing up again, and bury it deep below the earth!”

      “I want your word that you’ll tell me everything you know, Isu.”

      “On my honor,” she muttered reluctantly. “I’ll tell you all I know about Blood Demons. Now put that thing away!”

      I smiled, dropped the dagger back into the rags, and bundled it up again. I quietly slipped in the little section of leather I’d secretly lined my palm with too. My assassin’s training had developed my sleight of hand to an advanced level, and this little trick had paid off. I’d never intended to touch the dagger with my bare skin before I knew what I was dealing with.

      “Tell me what you know,” I said. “All of it.”

      “The thing you just killed, the Blood Demon, was not simply a creature of the Blood God. It was a limb of the Blood God himself.”

      “A limb?”

      “Think of a squid’s legs. Have you ever seen a squid using their many limbs? The limbs are part of the creature, but it is almost as if they each have a mind of their own, as well. They are directed by one greater mind, yes, but they are also capable of some independence. Nonetheless, the fact remains that they are part of the beast, and the body of the beast is what gives them their strength. If you cut one off, well, the creature is barely damaged, really, and it can quite easily grow another one. Unlike human beings, of course, who may well die if one of their limbs is removed.”

      “So, how do we kill the Blood God?” 

      “With more difficulty than can ever be imagined. You saw how powerful the Blood God’s limb was. It used to be a man, yes, a small, weak man who would have been very easy to kill. But that thing you fought was not a man by any stretch of the imagination. It was not like the undead either, not simply a reanimated corpse. You saw when your foolish cleric first brought the wretch out of the woods; he looked exactly like a living, breathing human—something you cannot say about your zombies.”

      “I could tell that he was lying when he spoke, though.”

      “As could I, but you could only tell that he was not telling the truth, not that he was not actually human.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” I said. 

      “You tried to use Grave Oath on him, didn’t you?”

      “I did—and it did nothing. I might as well have stabbed him with a fucking toothpick for all the good it did.”

      “That’s because Blood Demons do not have souls. Nor are they alive. They are not even ‘alive’ in the sense that your undead are. There is no reanimation present at all. What you were doing when you beat the creature with the Death-magic-enhanced mace was essentially beating the Blood God’s hand out of the puppet it was controlling. Eventually, your Death magic overcame the power of the Blood God to keep his ‘hand’ in the empty corpse he had taken possession of.”

      “So, I basically just smacked that motherfucker’s hand out of a glove.”

      Isu chuckled darkly. “If you want to put it like that, yes, that’s what you did. If the demon had even nicked you with that blade, you would have likely fallen deathly ill over a few days.” 

      “I can handle illness,” I said. 

      “Not this kind. It always ends in death. Then, your empty corpse would have been filled with the power of the Blood God. You would have become a Blood Demon yourself, just like that fool of a peasant. Well, perhaps, being a god with some measure of power, you would have been able to fight off the ‘infection’ and overcome the Blood God’s magic. Best not to test that theory in practice, right?”

      I gulped. The dagger’s weight felt like a millstone. 

      “Why were you so afraid of me using the dagger to channel Death magic?” I asked. “And what would have happened if Jort had cut me with it?”

      “The results could have been catastrophic for all of us,” Isu continued. “That dagger contains an intense concentration of the Blood God’s power. Fusing your magic with it would be to invite him to take possession of both your body and soul. That way, he would be able to take physical form in this plane in the body of not just a man but a god. He would have taken over your body, heart, mind, and soul. All the work your uncle and the Blood God’s other followers are trying to bring about would have been achieved. You would have become the Blood God incarnate.”

      “Damn,” I murmured, staring at the bundle of rags. “Good thing I didn’t try it, huh?”

      “Yes,” she muttered. “Good thing indeed.”

      “How did Jort end up becoming a Blood Demon? Did he die of natural causes, to then be ‘possessed’ by the Blood God, or did someone else make him into a Blood Demon?”

      “Someone would have cut him with one of those daggers. And then he would have wandered the earth in search of another dagger like the one that made him. There are many, scattered across the world. Most have been buried or hidden in inaccessible places. That’s why the fellow looked so disheveled. His corpse probably had to wander for weeks before finding this dagger. That’s why you will need to bury it deep.”

      “We need to find those daggers. Do you know where they are?”

      “No one knows. Not even the Blood God. He must send his demons wandering across the earth like a pack of bloodhounds, sniffing out the weapons.”

      “They won’t find this one.” I stared at the cursed dagger. “I’ll get my skeletons to dig all night until they’ve made a hole as deep as a fucking gold mine. I’ll bury the dagger in it and make sure whoever comes looking for it next will be here digging for a couple of years.”

      “That would be a wise course of action.”

      Still, the Blood Demon had found me. It made me think the Blood God had some means of tracking me. 

      “How did this Blood Demon find us?” I asked Isu. 

      “Now that one is easy to answer. He sniffed you out—your blood, that is. Everyone has their own unique ‘fingerprint’ when it comes to blood. Your uncle has sacrificed his own blood to the Blood God, so the Blood God knows its scent, its imprint, well. Yours will be similar. It is a simple task for him to ‘sniff’ you out wherever you go.”

      “Fuck. My uncle has fucked me over again.”

      “That’s right.”

      “This thing isn’t going to be completely over until I’ve killed the Blood God, is it?”

      “No. The only way this will end is with one of you dying.”

      “Then,” I said resolutely, slamming my right fist into the palm of my left hand, “I’m gonna finish what my ancestor Uger started. I’m gonna kill the Blood God once and for all, and I’m gonna eat that fucker’s soul.”
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      The journey to the Wastes took another two weeks on the road. We didn’t run into much trouble, besides the odd pack of bandits. They either fled from us or foolishly tried to fight. My undead swiftly crushed them. Aside from such instances, the trip was uneventful. Hilly land, thick with forest, gave way to harsher terrain: barren, rock-strewn fields where nothing but long grasses and a few gnarly, crooked trees grew. Across these plains, an endless wind howled, and there was no life, human or otherwise, to be seen. As we journeyed farther north, the weather grew colder, and we soon began to see scattered drifts of snow lying on the desolate fields.

      A few days later, the landscape changed yet again. Snowfalls became more frequent, and the terrain was often blanketed out entirely with white. Trees common to the colder climate of the North, like firs and pines, began to appear. They too were dusted with snow, as was everything else here.

      As the snow grew ever thicker and the cold fiercer, creatures of the frozen Wastes also started to appear. Huge bears with white coats, white direwolves, white tigers, and even, from a distance, great lumbering beasts covered in shaggy fur with long trunks for noses and mighty tusks.

      By the time we were within a few days’ ride of Drok’s settlement, my harpy finally made contact with Rami-Xayon. I used Talon’s claws to scratch the location of Drok’s settlement, a long and arduous task given my harpy’s poor intelligence. Rami-Xayon arranged to join my party there, in a village called Hothgrum. She was somewhere in the North, close enough to get to Hothgrum in a couple of days. She sounded dejected, though, and I suspected that she had failed in her quest. I would find out soon enough.

      The closer we grew to Hothgrum, the more excited Drok became. He acted like a crazed puppy, a puppy that weighed close to four hundred pounds, stank of rancid troll diarrhea, and could single-handedly plow through a platoon of Splendorous Army troops in berserker mode. I had to wonder what his wife looked like and how she handled his reek when they were kissing—or, worse, getting it on. Perhaps, though, she smelt even worse than he did. You never knew with these northern barbarians.

      I found myself wondering about the Wise Woman. I was very interested to learn what she could tell me about this supposed super weapon with which I could defeat the Blood God’s Demogorgon and possibly even the Blood God himself. I also wondered if she knew anything about the story of my ancestor Uger and Kemji. Most of these northern barbarians were illiterate, but because they passed their history down orally, they usually had fantastic memories. There may well have been some stories about Uger and Kemji passed down through the generations of this tribe.

      Oe morning, an hour or two after the weak sun struggled up into the gray sky, we reached the top of a hill and saw a large village nestled in the valley below us. We had arrived at Hothgrum.

      There were a few hundred wooden cabins and a large longhouse at the center of the village. The entire village was surrounded by a 15-foot-high palisade. The sentries spotted us approaching, and the gates opened as we made our way down the dirt track that wound a passage down the steep hillside. Immediately,  several dozen warriors—all huge, hairy, and reeking, like Drok—stormed out of Hothgrum. Drok bellowed a joyous greeting in the tongue of his people, and the warriors responded with an equally enthusiastic cheer, raising their battle-axes above their heads. Then, they started bashing their axes against their wooden shields and chanting something in their language. Their attention seemed to be focused entirely on me.

      “What are they saying?” I asked Drok.

      “They say ‘Raiser of the Dead,’” he answered. “They been waiting for you come here for long time. Wise Woman tell everyone in Hothgrum about Raiser of the Dead. When he come, we now have hope for future. For long time, everyone in Hothgrum feel a great evil growing in world. Everyone very worried. But Wise Woman say Raiser of the Dead can fight great evil. Everyone excited for you, Vance!”

      “When I became the God of Death,” I muttered, shaking my head, “I hadn’t exactly imagined that ‘saving the entire fucking world’ would be part of the job description.”

      We entered Hothgrum flanked by cheering warriors. It was a true hero’s welcome in this part of the world, but I couldn’t help feeling like I hadn’t accomplished my task yet. I wouldn’t feel like a true hero until I’d defeated the Blood God. Just inside the town walls, the peasants were waiting for us too, lining the sides of the road like the warriors had outside.

      Out of the crowd, a massive woman suddenly charged, wild red hair streaming around her enormous shoulders as she sprinted. She looked like she weighed over 300 pounds, and the barbarian furs that wrapped around her massive form only made her appear larger. I wondered how the hell she was able to run at all.

      As soon as Drok noticed her, he threw down his battle-axe and sprinted right for her. I now knew what Drok’s wife looked like. A female version of him, really, with red hair and only marginally less unattractive in the face department. They crashed into each other and embraced, jabbering excitedly in their own language. Then they started kissing, and I had to stifle a chuckle as I looked to my left and saw Isu’s face scrunch into an expression of absolute disgust. I glanced to my right and saw Elyse wearing only a slightly more suppressed nauseated expression. 

      Drok and his wife’s kissing became more passionate, and within seconds, they were rolling around on the road, pawing at each other. It looked as if they were about to start screwing then and there. I realized I knew nothing about these giants’ customs, so it could very well be their intention. With a not-so-subtle rushed gesture, I commanded Rollar, Isu, and Elyse to follow me toward the longhouse.

      “You’re going to have to be my translator,” I said to Rollar. “It looks like Drok is going to be occupied for the time being.”

      “Can do, Lord Vance,” Rollar said. “We’re not shy about physical love in this part of the world. And Drok has been without his wife for many moons. Can you blame him for diving right in?” He gave me a broad grin.

      “Oh, I get it, believe me. I just don’t want to be around to see, or smell, Drok’s, uh, joy.”

      By this time, my small army had started filing into Hothgrum behind us. Unlike the people of Brakith, the people of Hothgrum didn’t seem at all intimidated by the presence of the undead. Instead, they cheered my undead soldiers on—not that the skeletons and zombies gave much of a shit about being cheered for.

      “Why aren’t they afraid of my undead troops?” I asked Rollar.

      “In this part of the world, necromancers are not seen as evil or immoral,” he answered. “Instead, the gift of being able to raise the dead is seen as just that: a gift. And it sounds like the Wise Woman of Hothgrum has been doing a lot of preaching on your behalf. These people see you as someone who will save them from a great evil. Your undead troops are seen as soldiers fighting against that evil. Remember, we are in a part of the world in which the Church of Light, with all its puritanical, restrictive teachings, has not yet managed to infiltrate. My own tribe is far closer to ‘civilization’ than Hothgrum, and we were conquered when I was a boy. But here, in the unconquered territories, where the Church of Light has no power, the old beliefs still prevail.”  

      Before the front doors of the longhouse, the chieftain of Hothgrum was waiting for us. He was an old fellow, bald-headed with wispy gray hair, but he was barrel-chested and still carried himself with the air of a warrior. His face was tattooed all over, more blue ink than pale skin to be seen. He was dressed in all white furs and leather armor, along with a burnished steel breastplate that was full of dents. He’d obviously seen his fair share of battles. He smiled broadly at us as we approached before he bowed before me. He boomed out what I assumed was a welcome greeting in his language.

      “He says,” Rollar translated, “that his name is Hegmun, and he is honored to welcome the Raiser of the Dead to Hothgrum. He says that this is a most momentous day, one that he and his people have been waiting many moons for. He is happy that Drok succeeded in his quest to find you and bring you here.”

      “Tell him that I’m honored to meet him and that we thank him for his gracious welcome.”

      Rollar translated this, and Hegmun responded.

      “He says that we have traveled a long way, and we must be tired. He invites all of us into his Great Hall for mead and roast meat, but you, he says, must first go and see the Wise Woman, alone.”

      “How will I talk to her without you there?”

      Rollar asked Hegmun this question.

      “He says that she speaks the common tongue. You’ll be fine. You must go all the way to the far end of Hothgrum. Follow the road past the Great Hall to the end of the village. The sentries there will let you out. Once you’re outside the gate, you must follow a winding path into the woods. The Wise Woman lives alone in a cabin there. You’ll recognize it right away; there will be bones and charms hanging all over the place.”

      “So, the rest of you get wined and dined while I trek out into the icy wilderness to go and talk to some toothless hag.” I grinned at Rollar. I wasn’t exactly disappointed. After all, I’d been waiting months to speak with this Wise Woman. 

      Rollar shrugged, obviously not understanding my humor. “We must respect the chieftain’s wishes, Lord Vance. Hopefully, you won’t be occupied too long with the Wise Woman. Oh, and uh, one thing I should mention: it is customary to enter the hut of a Wise Woman sky-clad.”

      “Sky-clad? What the fuck does that mean?”

      Rollar chuckled. “Unclothed, Lord Vance. Clad only in the air and sky.”

      The thought of getting naked in this kind of cold was not particularly appealing.

      I told the rest of them that I’d be back shortly, then dismounted and walked through the village to the gate at the far end. I made my way along a winding path that led through snow-covered fir trees up to a large log cabin, around two miles out of Hothgrum. This was certainly the residence of some sort of mystic. Skulls of various animals—and people—hung from the trees and branches nearby, as did dreamcatchers and other strange talismans. A wooden chest lay outside of the front door, marked with a crude carving of what looked like shoes, pants, and a coat. 

      I stripped down before I dumped my clothes and armor inside the wooden chest. My breath was misting in large puffs in front of my face, and the cold felt like it was piercing my skin like thousands of needles. With a shivering fist, I rapped on the door.

      “Raiser of the Dead!” called a female voice from within the cabin. “I have been expecting you. Enter.”

      To my surprise, it was not the croak of an old crone but rather the clear, bell-like voice of a young woman. Her command of the common tongue seemed to be pretty fluent too. I opened the door and was hit by a blast of welcome warmth, but the interior of the cabin was dim, and all I could see of the Wise Woman was a crouched figure near the hearth, stoking the fire. She was clothed in a dark-gray hooded cloak, upon which a great many runes were embroidered in white thread.

      “Come, enter the realm of the spirits,” she said.
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      I stepped in and closed the door behind me, grateful to be out of the bitter cold. The cabin was large and cozy. Hundreds of jars of herbs, potions, balms, and other such things were stored on shelves along the walls, along with plenty of bones, skulls, different types of rocks, bits of odd-looking wood, and a few different gems. The smell of incense, infused with some other sort of aromatic herb, was thick in the air. Thankfully, the Wise Woman herself smelled nothing like Drok. In fact, I couldn’t detect any hint of body odor or any unpleasant stenches at all in here. It smelled good. 

      The Wise Woman remained crouched, her face covered by her hood, when she spoke again. “Before we talk—and we have many things of which we must speak—you must be purified of any lingering evil that may have attached itself to you along the way here. And I must purify myself of any worries or concerns that will detract from my focus. Come, follow me, Raiser of the Dead.”

      She stood and walked through a door at the back of the room. I didn’t really have much choice but to follow her, so I headed through the door. It led to a kitchen where delicious-smelling hearty soup was simmering in an iron pot over a fire. She kept going though, and opened the kitchen door—which led back out into the cold and snow. Shit.

      I hesitated in the doorway. “The purification can’t be done indoors?”

      “No,” she said firmly. “It needs to be done here. You will be warm enough during the purification process. This way.”

      Well, no one could fault me for not following barbarian customs. I followed her out into the snow. She led me on a winding path up the hill for a few dozen yards, where the trees were thickly crowded and the snow was knee-deep. My teeth were chattering, and my legs felt like they would never thaw out when all this was over. I focused on the supposed weapon this Wise Woman possessed that would help me kill the Blood God. If she didn’t have it, and this purification ritual was all for nothing, then I might have to consider taking her soul. 

      The path turned a corner around a large boulder. When I rounded it, I was surprised to see a small pool with steaming hot water before me.

      “This,” the Wise Woman said, “is the Purification Pool. Here we will cleanse ourselves before the ceremony.”

      “Ceremony?” More barbarian customs. Ugh. This had better be worth it. 

      “It is important, Raiser of the Dead, that you perform this ceremony with me.”

      “You can call me Vance. I mean, ‘Raiser of the Dead’ is a cool title and all, but it’s a bit of a mouthful.”

      “Very well, Vance. My name is Friya. Now, enter the Purification Pool, please.”

      I didn’t need to be asked twice. After facing the vicious cold and heavy snow, the bright-blue, steaming water looked as inviting as a soft canopy bed filled with willing women. I stepped into the water and sighed as its warmth imbued me. I quickly slipped the rest of my body in, sitting down in the pool so that only my head remained above the hot water. Ah, this was pretty great, actually. All I needed now was a mug of good ale and—

      My thoughts stopped dead in their tracks the moment Friya, standing on the other side of the pool, turned around and slipped her cloak off her shoulders. She was suddenly naked before me like a divine apparition. She was no hag, no crone—nothing of the sort. Instead, standing on the opposite side of the pool was a tall, slim woman in her early 20s. White-blond hair cascaded around her slim shoulders. The features of her gorgeous face were angular but not harsh, and there was an element of danger to her beauty. Her big eyes were the palest shade of blue I’d ever seen, and her luscious lips curved into a beguiling smile. Her body was lean, her legs impressively long. Her breasts—oh, her breasts. They were voluminous, almost disproportionately large for the rest of her figure, but they defied gravity and bounced enticingly in what seemed like slow motion with her every movement. Large pink nipples pointed upward and were visibly stiffening. I wasn’t sure if it was from the cold or because she liked the look of me. Perhaps a bit of both.

      Her crotch featured a narrow strip of a white-blond hair, neatly trimmed, pointing like a pale sign to the opening of her slit, which was just visible in the small gap between her thighs. The most striking thing about her naked body was not her physical attributes, which wouldn’t have looked out of place on a sculpture of a beauty goddess, but her pale skin—or rather, what was on that pale skin. Tattoos marked her entire body: runes, mystical symbols, and images of northern creatures, like white bears, direwolves, and shaggy brown beasts with tusks and long trunks. I’d never seen a woman with this many tattoos before. I had to admit, I liked it. It added to that pinch of danger I’d detected in her expression.

      Fixing me with a piercing gaze from her ice-blue eyes, Friya slid into the water, a yard or two across from me on the other side of the pool. I couldn’t take my eyes off her, and in the warmth of the water, my cock was starting to generate even more heat than whatever geological forces were warming this pool.

      “Now that we have submerged our bodies in the waters,” Friya said, “let me begin the ceremony that will purify us of any evil or pollutants that may be clinging to our skin.”

      She closed her eyes and began chanting in her own language. I was happy to let her get on with it since it gave me more of a chance to ogle her stunning, tattoo-covered figure through the water.

      After a few minutes, she stopped and opened her eyes.

      “We are done,” she said, “and purified. Now, we are ready to talk. Come, we must return to my hut. We will talk, and then, I will perform the sacred ceremony.”

      If the sacred ceremony was anything like this, I was now looking forward to it. I suddenly felt lucky I could spend time with this woman rather than feast with the fighters and smelly barbarians. 

      Friya stepped out of the pool, giving me an excellent view of her round ass before she slipped her cloak over her shoulders and covered up. I stepped out of the pool, my cock swollen from the sight of her but not yet fully hard. She looked at it hanging heavily between my legs, and the unmistakable gleam of lust entered her eyes as her lips parted slightly.

      “The ceremony will be most pleasant for both of us, I think.” Like a vicious cycle, the hungry look in her eyes sent more blood rushing to my groin, which had her involuntarily gasping and widening her eyes even more. “Come, follow me,” she finally said.

      Well, this ceremony certainly seemed like it would be something I’d like to perform. With a grin, I followed Friya through the cold and back into the cabin. In the center of the room lay the skin and fur of a huge white bear, serving as a rug. Friya indicated that I should sit on it. She kept her cloak on when she took a seat on the bearskin across from me.

      “I have dreamed for a long time of this moment,” she said. “And I have been preparing for your coming. Look, over there, proof that I have come to know your face well in my dreams.”

      She pointed at one of the shelves, and I was startled to see a carved wooden effigy of myself. It was surprisingly lifelike, and there was no way she could have gotten those details right without having seen me before. She must have actually seen me in her dreams, despite never having met me.

      “What’s that for?” I asked, suddenly suspicious. I mean, it was kind of strange going into a stranger’s house and seeing they had a lifelike wooden effigy of you. The memory of finding Isu out in the forest in the moonlight with her wooden effigy of me flashed through my mind. 

      “I carve many effigies of powerful figures I see in my dreams,” she answered. “They give me a reminder of my purpose.”

      “Which is?”

      “To fight and defeat the great evil that is rising. An evil that only the God of Death can combat. Long ago, this very same evil stalked the land, and all of Prand was in danger of being swallowed up by it. But two heroes rose up, and together, they defeated this enemy of all living things.”

      “Uger and Kemji. A thousand years ago.”

      “Yes, Vance. And you are of Uger’s blood. And someone who is close to you is of Kemji’s blood too.”

      Now that was a surprise.

      “Who?” I asked, though I was quite sure of the answer, given the fact that I knew only one person from Yeng.

      “The one in your party whose body now houses the spirit of the Goddess of Wind,” Friya answered. “But her blood is much diluted from that of her esteemed ancestor. Yours, however, is pure.”

      “How do you know all of this?”

      “It has come to me in dreams, since I was a small child.” Friya smiled mysteriously. “In our tribe, the calling to be a Wise Woman is felt from a very early age, and it cannot be denied. I have been preparing all my life for who I am and what I am. And I have known, since I was a girl, that you would be coming and that meeting you would forever change my destiny and the destiny of my people.”

      “Drok told me you had a powerful weapon for me, a weapon that would help me defeat the Blood God and his Demogorgon. What is it?”

      “The piece that I have is, unfortunately, only one half of the weapon. In the time of my great-grandmother, who was also a Wise Woman, she began to have dreams that a hero like Uger would be needed again. Even in those times, she could feel that the evil of the Blood God—who had been defeated but not killed—was stirring again. She sent the most powerful warrior of our tribe on a quest to find the weapon that had been lost. He returned to us, many years later, on the verge of death. He had found only part of the weapon. He brought it back with him, but the other half of it remained lost. Without the other half, it cannot be used.”

      Talk about beating around the bush. I just needed to know exactly what this weapon was and how I could use it against the Blood God and the Demogorgon.

      “Okay, well thanks for the uh, interesting back story, but what the fuck is this weapon? A sword, a battle-axe, a spear? Some sort of bow or crossbow?”

      “No. It is something that will allow you to control a much larger and more powerful weapon than anything you could imagine right now.”

      Again, vague answers. Half of a weapon that would allow me to control another weapon? It sounded like a bunch of riddles that, when solved, would only lead to more questions. I wondered, sourly, if Friya knew Isu. It certainly seemed like they had the potential to be really good friends.

      “You’re not going to make this easy for me, are you?”

      “Ask your questions. If I know the answers, I will give them freely to you.”

      Isu had told me what Blood Demons were and how they were made but not how to fight them. I’d been able to handle one on my own, only just, but if two came for me, I wasn’t sure what I would do. Maybe Friya could help.

      “What sort of magic do I need to fight Blood Demons effectively? And, the same question goes for any of the Blood God’s creatures.”

      “Magic is connected to elements, elements that are the building blocks of all things in our world. To answer your question, we must look at the essence of the Blood God—at  what gives him his power.”

      “Blood sacrifices. The blood of virgins sacrificed in his name. I know that all sorts of sacrifices give gods power—like prayers, the most basic sacrifice, a sacrifice of the devotee’s time.”

      “Yes. So, the Blood God’s power comes primarily from the sacrifice of blood. What is the enemy of blood? Think of things that are opposite to it in nature. There is Cold magic, which freezes it, and Water magic, which dilutes it, and Death magic, which rots it. With mastery of these powers, you will be able to defeat the Blood God and the Demogorgon.”

      “But I’m a Death God, not a god of Water or Cold.”

      “That does not mean you cannot use weapons imbued with those powers.”

      That was true. I’d used my wrist crossbow, imbued with Tree magic, quite effectively on a number of occasions.

      “So, where do I find weapons imbued with the powers of Cold and Water?”

      “I cannot help you with powers of Water, I’m afraid,” Friya said, “but I can help you with powers of Cold.”

      She stood up, walked over to one of her shelves, and retrieved an ornate wooden box. She opened it and knelt down next to me to display what was inside. It was a white gem of some sort, tinged very lightly with blue, and cold steam was rising from it.

      “This,” she said, “is a froststone blessed by the God of Ice. If you have a socketed weapon or a socketed piece of armor, I can work with the blacksmith of Hothgrum to fit this froststone into your weapon or armor and imbue it with Cold magic.”

      “I have a suit of plate armor with sockets. I brought it with me.” 

      Friya smiled.“Excellent. After the ceremony I must perform with you, I shall take your armor to the blacksmith, and he and I will imbue it with Cold magic.”

      “Then let’s get on with the ceremony.” 

      “Indeed. It is of great importance, as important as gaining the powers of Cold and Water.” A glimmer of sudden hunger sparkled in her ice-blue eyes. “One that will link my power to yours. I will be giving you the ability to see things in your dreams as I do—”

      “But you’ll be getting something out of it too,” I said. “Come on, I wasn’t born yesterday. I know that nobody gives something as valuable as magical power away without expecting something in return.”

      “Of course.” Her smile broadened as her eyes roved down my naked body and settled on my cock. “In return, I will swallow the seed of a living god, which will enhance my own powers greatly.”

      “The seed of a god, huh?” I couldn’t help but grin. “I think I like where you’re going with this ceremony thing.”

      “Lie down on your back on the bearskin,” she instructed. “There is no reason to delay any longer.”

      I lay down on the white fur. “No, I don’t think there is.” 

      Desire blazing in her eyes like the roaring flames in the hearth, Friya cast her cloak off and stood gloriously nude before me. She walked over, her huge breasts bouncing and jiggling with every step. Blood rushed to my cock as she squatted down next to me, giving me a mouth-wateringly clear view of her sex. Her pale pink lips glistened with the wetness of her own arousal.

      “Lie still,” she said. “Do not move.”

      I chuckled. “If you say so.”

      While the rest of me was lying prone, my cock certainly wasn’t.  Soon, the big fella was standing as tall and proud as he ever did. 	 

      Friya took a small bottle of some sort of oil from a nearby table, poured a small amount in her hands, and knelt down next to my shoulder. With her huge breasts hanging close to my face, I dipped my head forward to get a mouthful of nipple, but she gently pushed my head back.

      “No, Vance,” she said. “For the ceremony, I need you to lie absolutely still. This is how it must be done.”

      “All right,” I answered, disappointed but intrigued at the same time.

      She started rubbing my body down with the fragrant-smelling oil, starting with my shoulder muscles, then moving on to my chest. Her breasts were draped over me, and her stiff nipple pressed into my cheek, agonizingly close to my mouth. As tempting as it was to simply turn my head and fondle it with my tongue, I resisted. This was, after all, supposed to be some sort of sacred ceremony, so I figured I’d best respect that.

      “Your muscles are hard and strong,” Friya purred as she massaged me, “like the muscles of our own warriors. You are a ferocious warrior, are you not?”

      “As fierce as they come.” I grunted as she massaged my chest.

      Friya started tracing her fingertips teasingly over my stomach, and a rush of hot blood surged into my prick, stiffening it even further. Friya stared at it, her eyes wide with hunger and surprise at the size of it.

      “I never imagined that the penis of a southerner could dwarf those of the biggest men of Hothgrum,” she murmured, her eyes locked on it as her hands drifted toward its base. “I am going to enjoy this ceremony very, very much.”

      Friya slipped her oiled-up hands around my shaft and slowly glided up the whole thing, marveling all the while at its size and hardness. She did it extremely slowly the first time, letting me feel the pressure over my entire length. Once she had oiled my prick, she started stroking it, moving her hands up and down with delectable slowness while murmuring out a chant in her barbarian language. Whatever oil she was using was adding a pleasant tingle and warmth to the experience. 

      This was a ceremony I had no trouble getting into.

      Soon she started moving her hands with increased pressure and vigor. Her strokes were still light but also strong and quick enough to send tingles rushing through me. This Wise Woman knew how to use her hands, all right. Her big tits and juicy pussy, which was dripping so much, I could actually hear her wetness hit the bear fur, were achingly close. All I wanted to do was bury my face in them, but I reminded myself that I was partaking in a sacred ritual. As tempting as it was to take charge here and show Friya how much of a man I really was, I managed to restrain myself.

      Friya was still murmuring her chants in her native tongue, but they were interspersed with involuntary gasps of arousal and pleasure. It seemed that she too was having a bit of a tough time restraining herself. As she handled my cock, she started gyrating her hips, as if she was already riding it. It took every ounce of self-control I possessed not to reach out and slip a finger or two into her tight slit.

      It seemed I wouldn’t have to wait too long to get a sense of just how heavenly that pussy felt though.

      “I must proceed with the next part of the ceremony,” Friya gasped, her pale face flushed red with the intensity of her arousal. “Stay still now…”

      Friya gracefully turned around, straddled me, gripped my cock to direct it into her, and then slowly started lowering herself onto it. The moment the head of my prick squeezed its way into her tight sex, a jolt of energy rushed through me. Perhaps something magical really was going on with this ceremony.

      As she slid lower and lower, Friya gasped out exclamations of what had to be sheer bliss. Finally, with a gasp and a slackening of her entire taut body, I was all the way inside her. She then started riding me slowly, and I couldn’t believe the immensity of the restraint I was exercising in not reaching up and grabbing those huge tits as they bounced with every gyration of her hips. She started riding me vigorously, rubbing herself with one hand and crying out in her barbarian language as waves of ecstasy coursed through her veins. 

      I stretched her out from the inside, her walls cushioning me and filling my cock with heat. Friya started moaning and tossing her beautiful mane of white-blond hair around, riding my cock at an almost frenetic pace and rubbing herself just as eagerly. I could see that she was about to climax and grinned, laughing with joy at the glorious sight of this gorgeous tattooed woman driving herself wild on my rod.

      Friya threw her head back and cried out, arching her back as far as it would go as an orgasm tore through her. A surge of magical power ripped through my body, filling me with a new sensation of strength and potency. In addition to being an epic fuck, this was giving me new powers as a god. This alone made the entire long trek to get here totally worth it.

      Friya slowed down and stopped riding me for a few moments, doing her best to catch her breath while losing herself in the ecstasy of the orgasm. When it had passed, she started again, riding me with even more furious ferocity, bouncing so hard up and down on my cock that I was scared she might hurt herself.

      Another gushing orgasm tore through her, and when she threw her head back and screamed, another surge of power flowed into me.

      This happened two more times, but by then, I couldn’t hold back any longer.

      My whole body started to tremble as the pressure of my orgasm built to a crescendo. 

      “The seed of a god!” she cried. 

      I was about to hop off her, but she clamped her hands over my ass and forced me even deeper. My vision peppered, and my whole body spasmed as my cock exploded. At the same time, her sex pulsed and trembled as my seed filled her. 

      With delicate hands, she removed my cock and licked it clean. 

      “Thank you,” she gasped, flushed all over, glistening with sweat and breathing hard. “Thank you Vance, God of Death, thank you. I’ve been waiting for this moment for so long. Now, finally, I have tasted the seed of a living god.”

      “I hope you northerners have silphium or some other plant. We can’t have little death gods running around.” 

      She smiled at me knowingly. “We do.” 

      “I don’t know what you gave me every time you came,” I said, “but damn, I sure as hell wouldn’t mind doing this ceremony again.”

      She laughed and lay down next to me, inviting me to drape my arm over her body. Finally, I was allowed to touch her. She kissed my chest, then my neck, before we kissed deeply. 

      “We don’t have to do the ceremony again,” she whispered into my ear. “Next time, we can just fuck. Any way you want to…”

      The way she talked, the way she tasted, and the way she felt had me ready for another round within seconds of her suggestion. 

      “Well then,” I said, reaching down and sliding two fingers into her wetness, “what are we waiting for?”
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      After Friya and I finished our third ceremony, I figured I’d best get back to the others. We got dressed, and Friya took the froststone with her when we left her cabin so that she and the blacksmith could imbue my armor with Cold magic. She said that for maximum effectiveness, the imbuing would need to be done under the light of a full moon, at the stroke of midnight. Fortunately for me, tonight happened to be a full moon.

      As Friya and I headed to the longhouse, Hothgrum’s Great Hall, she told me of her people’s various customs and a bit of their history. The Northern Barbarians, particularly of her tribe, were a lot more complex and interesting of a people than I’d previously imagined.

      While they had worshiped many gods in the past, the primary god of the people of Hothgrum had always been the God of Ice. However, with the coming of the Lord of Light and the purge that resulted in the deaths or disappearances of so many of the Old Gods, the God of Ice had been one of the many who had simply disappeared. A few of his relics—such as this froststone—still existed, and still held power, but Friya, and a good few generations of Wise Women before her, had long since given up any hopes that the God of Ice might one day return.

      In addition to the general sense that some evil had been growing with alarming speed in this part of the world, Friya had a rather specific theory about this evil, but she wanted to ask Isu about it before she said more.

      I’d warned her about how thorny Isu could be, given Friya’s beauty and Isu’s jealousy, but the Wise Woman insisted. After all, weren’t we all fighting for the same cause? she reasoned. Surely we wouldn’t let petty jealousy and individual rivalries get in the way of the greater good?

      In response to this, I had simply chuckled and shook my head.

      “You don’t know very much about the former Goddess of Death, do you?” I had said.

      The feast was well underway in the Great Hall. It was an impressive structure built entirely of wood and featuring stylized carvings of various animals of this part of the world. Shields, spears, and battle-axes were mounted on the walls, all broken, dented, or at least displaying a long battle history. Friya told me they were displayed here to commemorate the valor of Hothgrum’s fallen heroes. There were also the heads and furs of many wild beasts native to the region. Hegmun and his warriors, my party, and some upper-echelon Hothgrumians were seated.

      “Welcome, Raiser of the Dead!” Hegmun bellowed when Friya and I walked in. He raised his tankard, after which the entire hall got to their feet and followed suit.

      “Thank you, thank you,” I said, “but you can all sit down; we have business to discuss.”

      Friya translated this, and it prompted a bout of hearty guffaws from the Hothgrumians as they sat down again. Friya took me to the end of the table opposite. This place at the table, she explained, was reserved for guests of the highest honor.

      She took the seat on my left, between me and Isu. Anna and Elyse sat on my right, and Rollar, Drok, and his wife sat next to them. Before I could introduce Friya to everyone in my party, she took the initiative.

      “Greetings to our honored guests,” she said. “I am Friya, Wise Woman of Hothgrum and devotee of Vance Chauzec, God of Death.”

      Interesting. This was the first I’d heard of her being a devotee of mine. After our romp in her cabin, though, I had no doubt she worshiped me. Before she could continue, something very unexpected happened: Isu—whom I’d expected to display her usual venom—stood up, bowed, and took hold of Friya’s hand.

      “Wise Woman of Hothgrum,” she said with a warm smile and without a trace of sarcasm, “I am honored. I am Isu, necromancer and loyal servant of the God of Death. I have seen you in my dreams.”

      What the fuck was this? Friya also bowed to Isu.

      “You too are a Raiser of the Dead, one who is greatly blessed,” Friya said in a tone of subdued reverence. “Long have I worshiped the magic of Death. We have met in the land of dreams, you and I. It is a great honor to finally meet you in this world of blood and bone.”

      Then Anna stood up, leaned over, and offered a hand to Friya. Friya took Anna’s hand in both of hers and touched it to her forehead in a gesture of respect.

      “You are a devotee of the Charm Goddess, are you not?” Friya asked.

      “I am indeed,” Anna replied, sweet as sugar. I peeked behind her back just to check that she wasn’t surreptitiously using Lucielle’s Mirror again, but she was being a good girl.

      “I recognized the necklace,” Friya said.

      I felt a little sheepish. I’d figured the necklace Anna wore was just another of her many items of jewelry, the only function of which was to enhance her already staggering beauty.

      “Since I was young, I’ve had a great interest in the Old Gods. When I heard that Vance was coming up here, I had to tag along. I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to get away from the lands under the sway of that cruel church of sanctimonious virgins.”

      “Well, you are most welcome here, Anna. We welcome devotees of all the Old Gods with open arms.”

      Now the only woman of my party who hadn’t introduced herself to Friya was Elyse. She was squirming uncomfortably in her seat, staring at Friya with barely veiled contempt. This was the last thing I’d been expecting, but in hindsight, it made sense. Everyone here followed the Old Gods, and nobody was particularly fond of the Church of Light. Elyse was entirely on her own, for once a minority rather than part of a comfortable majority. I figured I’d better step in before these women decided to gang up on Elyse, so I went over to give her hand a reassuring squeeze.

      “This is Elyse,” I said before anyone else could take the lead, “the first person to join me in what has become my quest to destroy the Blood God. She is a Bishop of the Church of Light, that much is true.”

      A rumble of disapproval rippled through the hall after Rollar had translated.

      “But,” I continued, “she is of a far more open mind than many of her peers in the Church. First of all, she’s here following me, the God of Death. That should tell you something about the kind of woman she is. She’s been by my side for the entire duration of every battle we’ve fought, and she’s a formidable warrior in her own right. More than that, she is a woman of honor and loyalty. She’s put her life on the line for me again and again, and you’d better believe I’d do the same for her in a heartbeat.”

      Elyse looked up at me, her beautiful eyes brimming with tears.“Thank you, Vance,” she whispered. “I needed that.”

      She then erased the glint of jealousy and enmity from her eyes, put on her most cheerful smile, stood up, and extended her hand to Friya. Friya took it graciously, to her credit. Her dislike of the Church of Light was more than justified. In a place like Luminescent Spires, the assholes in charge would likely burn her at the stake. Friya had understood that Elyse was not like those zealots. In the interest of the cohesion of the group, Friya put her prejudices aside and smiled at the bishop.

      “We do not often see representatives of the Church of Light here in Hothgrum,” Friya said, “but any friend of Vance’s is a friend of ours. As long as you serve the Raiser of the Dead, you are welcome in our Great Hall.”

      Hegmun and the other Hothgrum dignitaries nodded approvingly.

       “Now that we’ve taken care of introductions,” I said, “let’s get down to business. Some terrible shit has been going on in this part of the world. Friya has told me of a growing evil. If I’m to do anything about it, and I sure plan to, I need the details. No beating around the bush, no vague hints and clues and winks. Tell me exactly what the fuck is happening here.”

      “You’re right, Lord,” Friya said. “For a long time, the Frozen Wastes of the North have served as a barrier. But the barrier has been breached.”

      “A barrier for what?”

      “Some Old Gods survived the Purge, but their powers were so diminished that they had no option but to flee to places where those who wanted them dead could not reach them. You have traveled through much of Prand, and you’ve seen firsthand how difficult the journey here is, how inhospitable the Wastes are. Do you think the Splendorous Army could mount a large-scale expedition this far north?”

      “I’ll answer that, as someone who once commanded a division in that very army,” Rollar said. “It would be logistically impossible to get a large number of troops this far north. Vance’s undead army could do what no others could do. Men of flesh? Impossible. That’s why your tribe remains unconquered.”

      “Yes,” Friya said. “And that was why certain Old Gods ventured beyond our lands, in search of a place where they would be out of the reach of the long arm of the Splendorous Army. And they were safe there… until recently.”

      “What happened?” Isu asked, looking concerned.

      “The Splendorous Army was not the only thing the surviving gods had to worry about. There was something far more dangerous coming for them. It arrived, and they were not prepared.”

      “The Blood God,” Elyse murmured. “It has to be.”

      “Yes. Servants of the Blood God. Powerful servants of the Blood God.”

      “And I bet I know exactly who the fuck that might be,” I said. “We’ve been scouring Prand for the whereabouts of my uncle, but nothing has turned up so far. Now I bet I know exactly where to find that asswipe. What I don’t understand is why the hell he’d be looking for other gods. He already serves the Blood God, and that evil motherfucker needs virgin blood, doesn’t he?”

      “While the Blood God does enjoy the blood of young virgin girls, he lusts after blood that is much more potent,” Friya said. “You must understand that in the same manner that you gain power from every soul you take, he gains power from every creature he drains of blood. But, as you know, if you stab a rat with your enchanted dagger, it will not give you the same amount of power as stabbing a powerful warrior, yes?”

      “Well, I haven’t tried to stab a rat, but I see your point.” 

      “So, imagine the kind of power the Blood God could obtain from drinking the blood of a living god.”

      “Oh, shit,” I muttered as I thought of the ramifications. Who could he go after? Me, but that would of course be impossible, but what if he got his hands on…

      Suddenly, the doors of the Great Hall flew open, and a great howling gale rushed through the longhouse, extinguishing all the flames and even bowling some guests off their chairs. I jumped up onto the table brandishing Grave Oath, ready to take on whoever—or whatever—came through the door.

      When I saw who it was, though, I forgot about my weapon and felt a broad smile spread across my face. The sexy contours of Rami-Xayon’s slim, toned form were revealed in tantalizing detail by the figure-hugging black enjarta suit she wore, and in her dark phoenix eyes, the light of an appealing defiance sparkled.

      “There’s one living goddess in the North whose blood the Blood God won’t be tasting,” she said grimly.
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      “Rami, it’s great to see you again!” Elyse’s face glowed with delight.

      Any rivalry that had formerly existed between these two had long since been buried, and I thought Elyse was particularly happy to see one of the founding members of the party return. With the new additions, she would be feeling more and more like an outsider.

      Rami-Xayon gave us all a polite nod as she entered the Great Hall, brushing snow off her shoulders. “It is good to see all of you again.” She fixed me with an intense stare filled with smoldering desire. “I have especially missed you, Vance,” she purred, before adopting a more serious tone. “I have traveled long and far, and I have found that most of my temples across Prand stand empty and decrepit, fallen into ruin and disrepair. Most of those who once worshiped me have died, and their descendants have forgotten the old ways, or have had the old traditions forcibly erased by the Church of Light. If I and the others had not been so heinously betrayed,” she hissed, shooting a sudden, withering glare at a cringing Isu, “perhaps things would have been different, and the Blood God would not have had the opportunity to rise again. But we cannot waste time lamenting the past. We must work to ensure that we prevent the worst fate from befalling Prand.”

      “Agreed,” I said. “So, let’s get back to this ‘sacrificing a god’ business. Just how bad would it be if my uncle succeeded?”

      “It would be catastrophic,” Isu said grimly. “The Demogorgon would most certainly be able to materialize on this plane, and you’ve witnessed, in the glimpses into the past you saw at Kroth, just how unstoppable a demon of the ancient world is when it materializes on this plane.”

       Isu suddenly seemed eager to provide me with information, perhaps wanting to deflect as much attention as she could from the reminder Rami-Xayon gave everyone of her past. 

      I shot a quick glance at Friya, wondering whether I should mention this weapon she was going to give me to defeat the Blood God and his Demogorgon. She subtly shook her head. I trusted her judgment but wondered why she would want me to keep it a secret.

      “However,” Isu continued, “we do have a reason for optimism, albeit a small one.” 

      “And what might that be?” I asked.

      “Such a sacrifice—that of a living god—cannot simply be done anywhere. It must be done in a temple of the Blood God’s, most of which were destroyed long ago.”

      “Still, my uncle must know of at least one that still exists somewhere in Prand. He’s nothing if not thorough.”

      “In the land I was talking about earlier,” Friya said, “for which the Wastes serve as a buffer, there is a cursed city. Beyond that city lies a vast and desolate mountain range. There, in the peaks of the mountains, rested an intact Temple of Blood. This was reported as recently as a few years ago by one of our warriors who journeyed there on a quest.”

      “What’s this cursed city you’re talking about?” I asked.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Isu squirming on her chair. What dirty pies didn't the former goddess have her fingers in? Again, she seemed to radiate a fear that her dark secrets might be revealed. 

      “The city is called Aith,” Friya answered.

      “I’ve heard of it,” I said. “When I was a boy, my father told me stories about it. It used to be a city of high art and culture and learning, but it was cursed by one of the old gods and overrun with a plague of giant man-eating spiders.”

      “Close,” Friya said, “but that’s not the whole truth. It was taken over by spiders, in a sense. And it was cursed by a god. But the people living there were not killed and eaten. They were… changed.”

      “Changed? Changed how?”

      “They became spiders themselves. Human-spider abominations.”

      “Ah, yes, the Arachne,” Elyse said. “We were always taught that Aith and the Arachne were a myth. According to legend, the Arachne cannot leave Aith. Whatever gives them their cursed life also binds them to the city. Should they leave it, they would wither and die.”

      “So, when you say human-spider abominations,” I said to Friya, “just how much human is in these people? Or how much spider?”

      “They look far more human than spider,” Friya answered, “and while Elyse is correct in saying that they cannot leave Aith, what is also true is that outsiders can enter the city. However, it is not very wise for humans to enter Aith…”

      “Well, it’s a good thing I’m not a human anymore.” 

      “But the rest of us are,” Elyse said. “Well, besides Rami.”

      “Even gods might have trouble there,” Friya said. “Like many myths, the story of Aith being overrun by man-eating spiders has a grain of truth in it. While the Arachne are not spiders, some of them do eat people.”

      “Aith is a city of human-spider creatures with a taste for human flesh?” I said. 

      “Perhaps we should give Aith a wide berth,” Elyse said with a gulp. 

      “I’m afraid there is only one way to get to the Temple of Blood,” Friya said, “and that’s through Aith. But Aith is not the extent of the dangers that lie ahead. Once you have ventured through the Arachne city, a mountain pass also must be navigated. This pass is guarded by Jotunn. Frost Giants.”

      “Well, I’ve never been one to back down from a challenge, no matter how big,” I said. “But let’s return to the subject of deicide for a moment. You’re sure this is what my uncle is trying to do, Friya?”

      “I’m sure. There’s no other reason for him and his followers to have gone that far north, to have journeyed all the way to one of the last intact Blood Temples. What’s more, I’m quite sure which god they’re going to sacrifice—which goddess.”

      “Go on.”

      “One of the Old Gods used to visit me regularly in my dreams. She was part of the reason I felt so compelled to seek you out, Vance. She needed the help of the Raiser of the Dead, for she knew that the power of the Blood God was growing. She realized that eventually, his followers would come for her. There are few more powerful sacrifices that they could make than that of a living goddess.”

      “Which goddess was this?” I asked.

      “Lucielle, the Charm Goddess.”

      “No!” Anna gasped. “Not Lucielle, no, no! You have to stop them, Vance. You have to save her.”

      Of course, having a goddess sacrificed to the Blood God was a really, really bad thing in itself, but Anna seemed to have some vested interest in preventing this, one that went beyond the simple “the world is fucked if this happens” motivation. I looked at her with one eyebrow raised.

      “Did you have some sort of ulterior motive in stowing away in that supply wagon?” I asked.

      Anna sighed and clasped her hands together. “I… I’ve been a devotee of the Charm Goddess for a long time, Vance. I didn’t just use her Beauty Mirror. I worshiped her too. Of course, I worship you as well, but that’s the great thing about the Old Gods: you don’t have to limit yourself to worshiping just one.” She shot a withering sidelong glance at Elyse, who sucked in a sharp breath and blushed. “And,” Anna continued, “I’ve always dreamed of being Fated. I thought that if I journeyed with you, we might meet Lucielle along the way, and she would see how devoted I was to her and make me Fated. I... I should have told you that part, I know. I just thought that you’d think it was stupid.”

      “Believe me, Anna, you’re not the first woman I’ve met who’s wanted to become Fated.”

      Rami-Xayon chuckled—she’d already had that wish fulfilled—but then Friya blushed and looked away.

      “You too?!” I asked the Wise Woman. 

      “A girl can dream, can’t she?” Friya said with a sly smile.

      “Wait, you’re not Fated already?” I asked.

      “The powers I possess are not exactly the same as those who are Fated. They are minor in comparison, gifted to me because of my devotion rather than because a god specifically chose me.” 

      “Right,” I said, not sure I understood the distinction. “So, when did you last hear from Lucielle, Friya?”

      “It has been many weeks since she last appeared in my dreams,” Friya said, her face falling. “This does not bode well for any of us. All I can say is I would have felt it if the sacrifice had already been made. It all depends on how long Lucielle can hold her fortress—and her powers have been waning. Whether any other gods are helping Lucielle against your uncle, or whether the others have fled—perhaps across the sea to Yeng—I cannot say.”

      “Then we’d best not waste any time,” I said grimly. “My ratfuck of an uncle might be sharpening his daggers as we speak.”

      “If you will allow me to,” Friya said, “I will accompany you on this quest. My foreknowledge may prove useful.” 

      “The more, the merrier.”

      Rollar, meanwhile, had been translating for the Hothgrumians. They listened intently, with looks of concern. Hegmun finally piped up.

      “Hegmun says he will place all of Hothgrum’s warriors at your disposal for this mission,” Rollar translated for me. “He is eager to help you in whatever way he can.”

      I already had a small army of undead troops with me, including my new zombie barbarian cavalry on their zombie direwolves. I didn’t need more troops, especially seeing as we were going into mountainous terrain, where there wouldn’t be any room for large pitched battles. What I did need, however, was more souls, so that I could increase my own powers and gain new magic skills. But I couldn’t exactly ask his warriors to kneel while I executed them one by one and took their souls. Well, I could, but that seemed a little too diabolical, even for me. 

      Besides, there was a better way for my power to increase. 

      “Tell Hegmun that I greatly appreciate his offer,” I told Rollar, “but I do not need his warriors to accompany me. However, I do need his warriors to do some fighting on my behalf. I will give each of them a Death Coin to carry. Every kill they make will give me power. Ask him if there are any assholes nearby. A few hundred fuckers that deserve to die should suffice.”

      Rollar relayed this question to Hegmun, who grinned and nodded. He answered me in his barbarian tongue. As he did, Drok’s expression hardened, and he growled.

      “He says,” Rollar said, “that there is indeed a blood feud that has gone unresolved for too long. Those undead troops of yours, the raiders we fought on the way here—they are members of a rival band who have raided Hothgrum many times. Drok knows this well, after the raiders… well, you heard what they did to his wife. They last passed a few months ago and captured many young women from Hothgrum as slaves. What kind of slaves, I’m sure you can also imagine. Heavy snows have prevented the Hothgrumian warriors from mounting a counter attack to get the girls back, but much of it has melted this last week. The passage to the rival tribe is now open again. Hegmun will send the warriors out on a rescue mission for the girls.”

      “Excellent,” I said. “Tell him that his warriors’ kills will aid me greatly. Ask them to kill as many of the enemy tribe as possible. No prisoners.”

      “They will be more than happy to do that; it sounds like many of the warriors lost daughters, sisters, and lovers to the raiders. They are hungry for vengeance.”

      “Well, let ‘em loose then.”

      Hegmun agreed to send his warriors out after dark. Perfect. Friya would be working with the blacksmith to add the froststone to my armor and imbue it with Cold magic tonight too. After that, there would be no reason to linger here in Hothgrum, as hospitable as Hegmun was and as transcendentally enriching as the Wise Woman’s solemn ceremonies in honor of the Death God were.

      “We will leave tomorrow morning,” I said to my inner circle. “Make sure your weapons are sharp and your magic sharper.”
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      As the feast proceeded, talk descended to lighter subjects. I had a good few tankards of mead and was able to forget the darkness of the situation for a while, though thoughts of my uncle and the Blood God always lingered somewhere at the back of my mind.

      That night, I wandered around Hothgrum. It was pretty awesome not to need sleep, but it could also be something of a curse. Being alone with my thoughts for too long, while everyone else slept, could take me to some dark places. 

      I considered what would happen if my uncle succeeded in sacrificing Lucielle to the Blood God, how powerless I would be to stop him if he made it that far. I thought about how my quest had started with the now-suddenly innocuous-seeming desire to become Fated, to get vengeance against my uncle, to take back what was rightfully mine—and how it had turned into a mission to stop the entire fucking world becoming a literal bloodbath. Things worked out strangely sometimes. Thinking about the change also made me look upon Anna and Friya’s no-longer-secret hopes with more sympathy, like I recognized some of my younger self in them. There was also Rollar’s desire to become Fated, one that I considered more with every passing day. 

      My walk and ruminations ended at Friya’s cabin outside Hothgrum, where I had a short rest before dawn. When I woke, she was there, holding my gleaming black breastplate, in which the cold-steaming froststone had now been set.

      Friya smiled. “Your new item of Cold-enchanted armor, Vance.”

      “Excellent,” I said, getting up. “What can it do?”

      “Because it is armor, its magic is mainly defensive.”

      “Good. My weapons up until now have leaned toward the offensive side.”

      “You will be able to call up an ice wall as a shield for you and your party members. It will be particularly effective in draining Blood magic’s potency. It will be of little use against Fire magic, however, as you can imagine. Another perk is the Freezing Touch effect. Enemies who touch this breastplate with their hands or handheld weapons will be turned to ice if they have no resistance to magic. And if they do have resistance, they will sustain significant Cold damage.”

      “I like the sound of that. Thank you for doing this, Friya.”

      Her eyes drifted down to my crotch, and her lips curved into a sultry smile.

      “There are many ways you can thank me, Vance,” she purred, her nipples stiffening and pushing against the fabric of her robe.

      “Ways that we would both enjoy, yes,” I said with a grin. “But before we have some fun, you need to give me the part of a secret weapon you promised me. We’re leaving in a few short hours. How about we start with you telling me exactly what it is.”

      “Of course. Come, it is buried a mile away from here.”

      “Buried?”

      “It is an object of great power, Vance. It radiates so much power that it interferes with my own sources and channels. Also, it acts like a beacon, and there are many who would do anything to get their hands on something so powerful. I had to bury it deep in an abandoned mine, within a number of chests, all enchanted with concealment spells. But I must warn you, once I take it out of these chests and give it to you, all the concealment spells will fall away, and the item will draw the power-hungry to you like moths to a flame in the night.”

      “If this will help me kill the Blood God, I’ll take any risks.”

      We walked out of her cabin and traveled up the hill through the woods until we reached the entrance to the abandoned mine. Friya took a torch from the wall and lit it, and we climbed down a long rope that led into the depths. Then we journeyed through a few shafts to a chamber deep in the belly of the hill. Friya’s concealment spells had worked well; even I couldn’t sense anything special about these chests. As soon as she started weaving her magic, however, I started to feel it: a heavy pulse, as if the chest contained a giant, beating heart. Ripples of awesome magic surged through me.

      Friya uttered the last of the magic words, and the last of the concealment spells fell away. I sensed the full radiance of the power of the item as Friya opened the first chest, which was big enough to fit a body in. The second was large enough for a child to hide in, and the next would have fit a big helm. The final chest, the one holding my key to victory, was so small, I had to wonder just what sort of potent weapon would be able to fit inside.

      She opened it carefully and took out a single gauntlet. It was majestic, ornately wrought in a rich blue metal.

      “This was your ancestor’s,” Friya simply said as she handed it to me.

      A jolt of power surged through me as soon as I touched the blue metal.

      “Too bad Uger couldn’t have left both of them in one place,” I mused.

      “He couldn’t. The other belonged to Kemji.”

      “They each only had one gauntlet?”

      “Uger used the right, and Kemji used the left. They were both extremely powerful warriors in their time, yes… but they were both mortals. The power of the united pair of gauntlets would destroy a mortal man. I don’t need to remind you that you, Vance, are a god…”

      “And because of that, I can use both of the gauntlets?”

      “Not just because of that; you’re a powerful god too, one who’s gone some ways to prove his mettle, one who has not rested his divine tush on his divine laurels but has worked endlessly to grow his power. A fresh god wouldn’t have anywhere near the strength to use these gauntlets.”

      “Have I made it up to that point yet, or do I need to accrue more powers?”

      “The only way you’ll find out for sure is by putting them both on. If you are able to use both at once, well, then you are strong enough, but if you aren’t… you won’t know because you will be dead the instant you slip the other one over your hand.”

      I chuckled dryly. “Well, that’s quite the gamble, isn’t it? Ha, you know exactly how to entice me, Wise Woman, You’ve proven it in several ways now. I like a gamble. I live dangerously. Now, though, for the million-coin question: what the fuck is it that these gauntlets actually do once they’re united?”

      “They will allow you to control something that cannot be controlled, not by any other means.”

      “Okay.” I stared at her through the fire-tinged gloom with a raised eyebrow. “And what are these things that ‘cannot be controlled’ but by the mysterious gauntlets?”

      No sooner had I pronounced the question than the answer came rushing into my mind: a vivid recollection of my brief journey into the memories of Uger’s last moments, when I had touched his skull in the crypts beneath the Keep of Brakith. Kemji’s grandson Tendo had mentioned gauntlets used to control. . . 

      “Storm drakes,” I whispered, staring at the blue gauntlet in awe. “These gauntlets will allow me to control storm drakes.”

      My awe and excitement faded quickly, though, when another realization hit me with brutal force.

      “Damn it, Friya,” I muttered, “you got my hopes up for nothing. Fuck, you might as well throw this damn gauntlet down the deepest shaft in this mine, for all the good it’s going to do me.”

      “What are you talking about, Vance?” Friya said.

      “Dragons have been extinct for hundreds of years. And before I put my hand on Uger’s skull, I had no idea that anything like a storm drake had even existed. And even if one did exist, it’s just a freakin’ animal, not some demon of the ancient world like the Demogorgon.”

      “You’re right about dragons being extinct, but you’re wrong about what dragons are, or were.”

      “The fact remains that they’re all dead and gone.”

      Friya’s gorgeous face radiated a broad smile. “You’re forgetting something very important, Vance.”

      “And what might that be?”

      “You’re the Raiser of the Dead. You’re the one person—the one god—with the power to bring any creature back to life. You alone have the power to resurrect a storm drake from the dead.”

      “Well shit on me,” I murmured, staring at the glossy blue gauntlet with renewed awe. “Shit on me, I didn’t even think of that! But… hell, if I did resurrect a dragon, it’d be a brittle skeleton. Could it do anything beyond moving around, like my skeletal horses?”

      “As I just said, you’re wrong about what dragons really are. First, they’re not just animals; they’re beings of the ancient world, just like the Demogorgon. They, like the Demogorgon, possess powers that existed before most of the gods, and it is with these powers that they can fight and destroy a demon like the Demogorgon. These beings were semi-immortal; they lived for many thousands of years before either being killed, or, like the last of the storm drakes a few hundred years ago, simply withering away from old age. But their spirits, like the spirit of the Demogorgon and other ancient entities, endure on another plane. You resurrected the Wind Goddess, whose soul, I imagine, was very weak after having been dead for so long, and of whose mortal remains little was left but bones, yes, but now I have met her, and she exists as a living, breathing goddess again. Surely you can do this for a dragon?”

      “I could, if I could find the dragon’s soul. But you said that dragons, like the Demogorgon, inhabit a different plane. I only know how to get to the Sea of Souls. And there’s another problem: to resurrect Xayon, I had to merge her soul with the soul and body of a living woman. There’s no living dragon body and soul I can merge a dead dragon’s spirit with to complete the resurrection. If it did exist, that would make our whole conversation irrelevant, as I would have a living dragon to work with already.”

      “There is a solution to these problems,” Friya said. “Do you remember me mentioning the Jotunn, the Frost Giants? The King of the Jotunn, Engroth, has a magic item, the Cloak of Changing. This cloak, an ancient wolf skin imbued with powerful magic, allows the wearer to shift forms and become a wolf.”

      “I don’t see how this wolf skin would help us.”

      “It is one item of two that we need to overcome the problem. The other is a dragon heart. The Cloak of Changing, used on its own, allows the wearer to shift into the form of a wolf, but that isn’t the only thing the cloak can do. If combined with another creature’s heart, it will allow the wearer to change into that creature.”

      “So, we have to find an embalmed dragon heart. I’m curious, but where would I find that? Dragons have been dead and gone for centuries.”

      “Rumor has it that in the deepest vaults of Luminescent Spires, one of the most heavily-guarded items of value is exactly that.”

      “An embalmed…”

      Friya nodded excitedly. “A very real, very rare, and very well-guarded dragon heart.”

      “So,” I said, “assuming we’re able to steal or otherwise get this Cloak of Changing from the King of the Jotunn, then march into one of the most heavily guarded and secure vaults in all of Prand, and finally get our hands on this dragon heart… After that, we need someone who’s both powerful enough and willing to be a dragon. They’re not playing a game, dressing up; once I resurrect the dragon into their body while they’re wearing the cloak, they’ll change forever who they are.”

      “It’s true, you need someone who’s courageous enough, powerful enough, willing to sacrifice their current identity for the greater good… but they will also be accepting to become something potentially far greater than what they have been their entire lives. I will do this. I will become the dragon.” Friya’s gorgeous, ice-blue eyes burned with a powerful sincerity as bright as the fires of our torches.

      “You know that you’d never be able to go back to being a woman once I change you, right?” I asked. “You understand the full implications of doing this?”

      She nodded. “And I also know that it is my destiny. I grow tired of this human form anyway. I could almost say my human form has known its best moments. Less than a day ago, actually.” Friya’s dreamy eyes rested on my crotch for a moment before they looked up at me again with both new hunger and melancholy. “I’ve always dreamed of flying, lightning, storms—all things in the hands of storm drakes. They control the sky in every sense you can imagine. They wield the power of lightning, as the creators and originators of it, in their hearts. I do not just want to become Fated, Vance. I want to become more. I want to become something altogether different.”

      Friya had ambition, that was for sure. The thought of losing this already divine body made me hurt all over. She was hot as anything and a spectacular lay, but I realized the enormity of the sacrifice she was willing to make, and I respected that. More than that, if it helped defeat the Blood God and the Demogorgon, then it was a sacrifice worth making. Maybe I could find some way for her to shift into a dragon form without it being permanent?

      Still, I was getting ahead of myself. 

      “There’s no guarantee we’ll be able to get any of the items needed to do this,” I said. “Dragon bones, dragon heart, the other gauntlet.”

      “Well, when Kemji and Uger each wore one gauntlet, they were each able to control a dragon enough that it would not kill them on the spot and would allow them to ride it but not much beyond that. What the gauntlet allowed the men to do was to communicate with the dragon, even reason with it. Essentially, they were able to convince the dragons to fight alongside them against the threat of the Blood God.”

      “Come to think of it, would I need the gauntlet at all if you would be the dragon? Wouldn’t you retain your spirit and will, like the surviving Rami inside her current merged form of Rami-Xayon?”

      “Not necessarily. The spirit of a storm drake is an immensely powerful spirit. It might completely overwhelm mine when we merge. There’s no telling what will happen. If the will of the dragon dominates, then you will certainly need at least this gauntlet to ride the dragon. Because my spirit will be merged with the dragon’s, even if my part of the resurrected spirit is weak, the dragon would at least not want to kill you, as it would with any other mortal.”

      “And with both gauntlets?”

      “You would have complete control over it, like you have control over Fang, no matter how powerful the resurrected dragon’s spirit ends up being.”

      “That’ll decide it. If I get this weapon, we will surely defeat the Blood God. Might Rami know anything about the other gauntlet? She’s one of Kemji’s descendants, right?”

      “She doesn’t have any direct knowledge of this. But my dreams have shown me that the missing gauntlet is somewhere in Yeng.”

      “Hmm. Another mission, another delay. As much as I’d like to see you as a dragon, the quest for the cloak, the other gauntlet, and the embalmed dragon heart will be long and prone to failure. If I can kill my uncle and his followers before they sacrifice Lucielle and completely destroy the Temple of Blood, the threat of the Blood God will have been quashed.”

      “Sadly, the Blood God doesn’t depend on your uncle or the Temple of Blood near Aith. He will still live if your uncle doesn’t carry out his sacrifice, though he will be weakened. He will be able to lie low until one day, another weasel like your uncle comes along and starts this whole thing again.”

      “Well, fuck it, I’ll take both these missions on. But one thing at a time, huh? Before I can think about resurrecting dragons and robbing the vaults of Luminescent Spires, I need to finish this thing with my uncle, rip him into a thousand pieces, and eat the motherfucker’s soul. Then, with the immediate threat taken care of, we can take all necessary steps to get rid of the Blood God root and branch.”

      “Indeed,” Friya said with a sultry smile.

      I noticed the way she was looking at me, and it brought a special kind of heat between my thighs.

      “You like it when I talk about kicking ass, huh?” I said with a grin.

      “It makes me… excited,” she whispered, stepping closer to me. “Your immense power and physical strength, your ferocity as a warrior… greatly excite me indeed.”

      “Well, if this body of yours has limited time left to enjoy this world as only it can...” I watched her nipples press with urgency through her robe. “Then we’d best have as much fun with it as we can, don’t you agree? I think we can do our best to reassign the climax of your human life you mentioned before to an honorable second place.”

      “I completely agree.” Friya sank to her knees, took out my stiffening cock, and wrapped her lips around it with all the passion of a last opportunity.
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      We set off later that morning. My balls were drained from all the “ceremonies” I’d had with Friya, but my mind was full of ideas, thoughts, worries. I was confident I’d be able to defeat my uncle, especially if I gained some new powers and skills from the Hothgrumian warriors’ upcoming battle. By carrying my enchanted coins, every soul they took would go to me. However, the fact that I’d be able to kick my uncle’s ass wouldn’t matter much if I didn’t get to him before he sacrificed Lucielle to the Blood God. This was a race against time more than anything else.

      We were now truly heading into the unknown, and anything could happen. Friya hadn’t seen Aith or the Arachne herself, so everything she told me relied on second-hand reports from the few Hothgrumian warriors who had been there and lived to tell the tale.

      After a few days, we’d left the ice and snow behind. Once we’d made our way through the Wastes, we swung in a southwesterly direction, into a mostly unmapped part of Prand that was only accessible on foot. Now that I had Rami-Xayon back with my party, I was able to use my harpy, Talon, for scouting ahead again, which proved tremendously useful.

      The current terrain was all steep slopes, deep ravines, and impassable valleys with sheer drops into them, cliff walls over a mile high. The forests were thick here, and the tall, tightly packed trees made everything dark and gloomy. Monsters or unknown creatures might be lurking in the shadows here, and the others were certainly nervous—even Drok and Rollar, and Friya, who claimed to have been here before. Rami-Xayon, however, was not afraid, and neither was Isu. Although Isu did seem increasingly nervous and agitated the closer we came to Aith. She would hover around and swoop in on me and Rami-Xayon whenever the two of us began talking about the Purge.

      To say that there was no love lost between the two of them would be putting it very mildly. Rami-Xayon became so angry when Isu was around that she could barely speak. She was exercising immense restraint to avoid unleashing her wrath on the former Goddess of Death. As for Isu, while she would goad Rami-Xayon into these rages with incisive comments and biting sarcasm, and for all her attitude, she was losing some of the brash confidence that had once defined her. Especially when we were alone. On the rare occasions she managed to get me alone, she seemed to be revealing a more vulnerable side. There was something both intriguing and sad about it. I’d always felt a small measure of guilt for having taken her divinity, though to be fair, she had basically offered it up to me on a plate. Part of me suspected that she had made it so easy for me to snatch away her divinity because she had grown weary of being a goddess, almost as though she’d wanted a way out of it. Now, I figured I’d begun to understand why she had been feeling this way. She’d been carrying a burden for years—centuries even—a burden of soul-crushing guilt. For days, it had seemed things were about to come to a head with Rami-Xayon and Isu. All I had to do to get the truth about Isu’s role in the disappearance of the Old Gods was wait.

      Grave Oath’s frequent buzzing against my hip signaled that the Hothgrumian warriors had been successful in both defeating their enemies and stealing souls for me. The Gray Tree called out to me with increasing insistency, promising new powers waiting to be plucked from its branches like ripe fruit. So, one night, when the others had gone to sleep, I walked out into the thick woods and closed my eyes to travel to the Black Plane, where the tree grew. I walked across the black, glassy floor toward the enormous sentinel and saw that some of the fog from the branches halfway up the tree had cleared, revealing not one but two skills.

      The first was a glowing image of a zombie human, but while the zombie was obviously dead, the corpse looked fresh and was not rotting or foul. I clenched my hand into a triumphant fist. 

      This was a skill I’d been waiting to obtain for quite some time. 

      No longer would my human zombies rot and have their flesh putrefy and slough off their bones. Now, like my undead creatures, I would be able to keep them relatively fresh, albeit dead. They’d still be in a state of minor decay, but the rot would progress at a far slower rate. 

      I eagerly clambered up the gray branches and snatched the glowing figure from the branch, grinning as a zap of energy sizzled inside my bones. My muscles swelled with new strength, and my soul felt as if a raging fire had been ignited in its core. I was advancing now beyond the limitations of being a minor deity. Now, with these new skills and an increase in my life force, energy, and general ability to wield magical power, I was becoming a respected deity. I wasn’t quite in the league of the major gods just yet, but that stratospheric advancement was nowhere near as distant as it had formerly been.

      As for the fact that there was a second skill available for me to pluck, I figured that Cranton and Grast were being successful in their mission of spreading the word about the Temple of Necrosis and gathering worshipers of Death all across Prand. They were proving to be adept proselytizers. For every Death Coin they passed out to a disgruntled warrior, a neglected assassin, a disillusioned rogue, or an angry mercenary—all of whom had been let down by the Church of Light or whatever other god they had followed—I gained strength. Indeed, the fog was already starting to clear from the upper branches of the tree, more hints of half-visible powers tantalizingly revealed.

      The other power I was able to rip like a fat fruit from the mid-level branches of the tree was a pair of gray fists, black smoke rising from them. An intriguing find. I gripped the glowing fists, ripped them off the branch, and felt another surge of fresh power. This was a different sort of power; it felt more connected to the forces of rot and decay, somehow—a gray, stinking power, slimy and laden with disease and putrefying flesh. As the gray stench of this new power filled me, like the vile gas of a bloated rotting body, I began to understand what I had acquired. 

      It was something I would call Plague Fists.

      A vision entered my mind of myself, unarmed, surrounded by enemy warriors closing in. I raised my hands, taking a pugilist’s stance, and called on the power of the Plague Fists. The skin on my fists bubbled and blistered, turning a dark shade of gray, like the skin of a corpse dead for days. Then, as the first warrior got within range, I lashed out at him with a vicious right cross. The blow hit him with the force of a hundred zombies’ combined strength. Like the chain of my kusarigama, this power drew on the strength of the dead, but it was an entirely different method of drawing on power. My Plague Fists drew on the power of the rot that was eating away at the bodies of the dead—those fallen in battles, those freshly buried, those rotting in catacombs. Dark veins of blackness shot out through my feet into the soil, snaking out in all directions, seeking out dead, rotting bodies, and drinking in the putrefaction that was consuming them, converting it to power that would be transmitted through my fists.

      In addition to the tremendous power of the blows I was able to strike, there was also an instant transferral of the putrefaction from my fist to whatever I hit. In that way, these Plague Fists were like the very first necrotic weapons I had ever used: my throwing stars. The rot that spread from one strike of my fists, though, was far more powerful than that produced by my throwing stars, which I barely used anyway, since they were not effective against Fated or magic-resistant opponents. These Plague Fists, however, would be effective even against adversaries like those.

      I couldn’t wait to try them out.

      With no skills left to pluck, I jumped out of the tree and bounced off the springy ground, which was soft and forgiving, despite looking as smooth as polished marble. Immediately after, with a harsh shudder, I was dropped back in my body, back into the darkness of the dense night forest.

      A twig snapped near me, and I looked up, expecting to see Isu, perhaps, on one of her late-night walks. Maybe it was Rami-Xayon, coming to get from me what she’d been missing while she’d been away. I hoped it was because I’d missed that tight, eager body a lot. This last thought got a feeling of excitement stirring in my crotch.

      However, the gait of the shadowy figure, after I began to perceive it more clearly through the gloom, quickly informed me that this was not one of my followers approaching. Then, I remembered something Friya had said about giving me the gauntlet: now that she had removed the concealment spells, the power of the gauntlet would draw seekers of it like moths to a flame, and some of those seekers would be servants of the Blood God. As the figure started to get closer, crashing determinedly through the undergrowth, I realized what it was that was coming through the trees.

      “Fuck,” I muttered. “A fucking Blood Demon.”  

      The sight of a wavy dagger silhouetted against a huge yellow moon rising in the distance confirmed this suspicion. What I had on my side this time was speed. I now knew what to expect from a Blood Demon, and I possessed new weapons in my arsenal that I could use against this creature. But it might not be enough. I turned and sprinted back to camp for my breastplate. Friya had said that Cold magic was an especially effective form of magic to use against Blood Magic, and this Blood Demon would be the perfect equivalent of a wooden practice dummy.

      I knew that my new Plague Fists were most effective against living opponents, and the Blood Demon wasn’t that, as it was a physical embodiment of one of the Blood God’s many octopus-like limbs. However, Friya had also said that Death magic was, like Cold magic, effective against the power of Blood. I secured the plate around my torso and felt a frigid energy race through me. 

      For good measure I grabbed my kusarigama. I knew that Grave Oath was useless against a Blood Demon since the creature didn’t have a soul, but I suspected that the magic of the kusarigama could come in handy.

      By this time, the Blood Demon had come close enough to the camp that I could hear it eagerly crashing through the undergrowth, and when I looked up at the sight of the big, low moon shining through the close-packed trees, I saw the twisted form of the creature approaching. This time, the demon had possessed the corpse of a barbarian warrior, so it looked far more intimidating than the scrawny young peasant I’d fought before.

      Even so, I knew now that looks meant nothing when it came to these things. Whether possessing the corpse of a toddler or a gigantic barbarian warrior, they all had exactly the same strength.

      I would need some room to maneuver, so I waited for the shambling thing to reach the edge of the camp. The creature stopped at the edge, gripping its wavy red dagger in an overhand grip, and leered at me.

      “We are on the verge of materializing in this plane, you fool,” the thing rasped at me, its voice sounding like the voices of a hundred warriors all roaring at once. “You are too late to stop us! We will eat your soul just like we will the souls of every living thing in this world. Every inch of land will be drowned in a sea of blood! You cannot stop us.”

      “You wanna eat my soul, you ham-fisted shit-for-brains?” I said. “Then come on over here and try to take it.”
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      As the creature approached, I felt the armor getting colder. The froststone, it seemed, was able to sense the presence of enemies. Then, sections of the ground started to glow with a pale blue light, wispy trails of it rising like fine smoke from the ground and connected to my fingertips. I realized that I could trigger any or all of these wisps of light to throw up an ice wall. 

      That gave me an idea.

      I kept my eye on the Blood Demon’s lurching, jerky footsteps, and as soon as it stepped onto a patch of blue light, I triggered the wispy trail attached to it. The ground rumbled briefly, then a 10-foot-high, three-foot-thick wall of ice exploded up from the ground. The force of it hurled the Blood Demon into the air, its body spinning as if punted by a titan. It flew up 50 yards, then came hurtling groundward and smashed into the earth with a potent crunch. The impact would have killed any living thing, but the Blood Demon was no living thing.

      The commotion roused the camp, and everyone was clambering with haste out of their beds and scrambling frantically for weapons. The Blood Demon’s body had been left twisted and bent, but it was still clearly very strong. It struggled to its feet, straightened out its limbs, flashed an evil smile, and came toward me again, its wavy red dagger still gripped in its hand.

      “Lord Vance!” Rollar yelled when he reached my side, the Thunder God’s hammer gripped in his hands. “Stand aside and let me give this foul thing a taste of thunder!”

      “No, Rollar,” I said. “I have this under control. Everyone else, stand back and let me handle this.”

      I grabbed my kusarigama and called up its Wind magic as the Blood Demon advanced. The weapon produced a howling tornado, and with a shout, I directed the madly spinning wind at the Blood Demon. I used the man-sized tornado like a fist to scoop the demon up and smash it through the ice wall. The force with which the demon struck and then shattered the solid wall of ice would have obliterated even a mountain giant, but it didn’t do anything of the sort to the Blood Demon. Part of the wall was still intact, though, so before the tornado faded out, I swung the trapped monster into it with furious force. The tornado faded away, leaving the night air still once more… and the twisted, broken heap of the Blood Demon’s body stood up, still leering with its solid red eyes. This time, the impact had knocked the cursed dagger out of the creature’s hand. Isu saw this, grabbed a rag, and darted over to snatch up the evil weapon before the Blood Demon could retrieve it.

      Now that the demon had been roughed up a little, I figured it would be a good time to try out my new Plague Fists. I summoned their magic, sending black roots blasting out from my feet through the ground to burrow in search of rotting corpses at an incredible speed. It didn’t take long to find them in this forest; there were dead animals everywhere. The black roots sucked in the putrefaction and channeled it through my body. Soon, my hands turned a sickly dark shade of gray. The power of decomposition pulsed ever more insistently in my fists, building up a furious pressure. Keeping the magic boiling in my fist, I waited for the demon to lunge for me, then unleashed everything I’d been holding back.

      I ducked under the creature’s clumsy grab for my throat and slugged it in the stomach with my right fist. The blow hit it with the force of a boulder hurled from a giant trebuchet. The Death magic, concentrated in the form of infectious, explosively spreading decay, was transferred instantly from my fist to the demon’s body.

      The demon was hurled up into the air, the blackness spreading across its midsection. If I had hit a man with one of these fists, not only would he have been blown apart by the sheer force of the blow, but the rot would have consumed his entire body in seconds, turning what remained of him into lumps of blackened flesh. 

      Of course, being a limb the Blood God, this Blood Demon was hundreds of times stronger and more resilient than any man. Even so, the damage of this one hit was far more significant than what I’d managed to do to the last Blood Demon with Elyse’s mace. A single blow of my Plague Fists was like 20 of those blows all concentrated into one crushing strike. As the Blood Demon landed from my necrotic punch, I slammed a vicious right cross into its jaw, nearly tearing the demon’s head off its shoulders.

      Even in this state, the Blood Demon sneered at me, its red eyes dripping blood. With its head flopping grotesquely from the piece of meat that somehow kept it attached to the burly body, it came for me again.

      “Haven’t had enough yet, asshole?” I yelled. “Well, come on, the God of Death has plenty more punishment for you!”

      The Blood Demon lunged and swung a punch aimed at my stomach. Instead of dodging or blocking the creature’s arm, I allowed it to strike my breastplate—after all, I had another new toy to put to the test. As Friya had said, when the demon merely touched my breastplate, it fired a blast of Cold Magic into its hand. The hand instantly turned blue, before ice crystals formed around it, and then, as the fingers froze solid, three of them fell off with a sharp crack and shattered on the floor into shards of ice.

      “Damn,” I muttered, ducking under a left hook the demon swung at my head. “This works even better than I’d hoped!”

      “Get him, Vance!” Anna shouted from the sidelines. “Get that ugly thing!”

      “Kill the Blood Demon!” Rami-Xayon yelled. “Destroy that foul creature, God of Death!”

      “All right, you sack of goat spunk,” I said, “playtime is over. Now you die.”

      I charged in, slamming blow after blow of my Plague Fists into the demon, bobbing and weaving and ducking under whatever punches it threw at me and smashing it with furious combos. Bits of the demon’s flesh, black and rotting, flew off with every crunching blow, until eventually, I planted a perfect uppercut onto its jaw, the force ripping its head right off and sending it sailing up into the treetops.

      The demon’s torn-apart body crumpled at my feet, and the putrefaction magic that had spread quickly transformed what was left into a reeking black lump of festering goo that slowly melted into the earth.

      I released the putrefaction magic from my body, and the black roots that had spread through the soil withdrew into my feet, and my hands returned to their natural color.

      “Those were some powerful fists, Lord Vance,” Rollar said. “The might you put behind those blows makes even the biggest and strongest warrior look like a weakling.”

      “And that putrefaction magic was pretty damn spectacular,” Anna said.

      “Some new skills I picked up, thanks to the warriors of your tribe, Friya and Drok,” I said before turning to Elyse. “And thanks to the mission work of your friends Cranton and Grast.”

      “You are ready to take on your uncle and his servants,” Isu said. “Your powers are approaching those of a major god now.”

      I had to flash her a proud smile. Compliments from Isu were rare, and I wanted her to know that I appreciated it. For all the suspicion I had about her intentions, she remained the reason I’d become a necromancer and then the God of Death in the first place. Without her, I’d never have been anything more than an assassin and a crypt diver. Sure, I would have been a brilliant crypt diver and one of the greatest assassins in all of Prand, but neither of those things came even close to being the God of Death. I figured Isu and I needed some alone time, and a heart-to-heart talk. Her attitude had been changing in recent times, and I could tell that she wanted to get something off her chest. I needed to hear it from the horse’s mouth, without Rami-Xayon swaying me. I needed to judge for myself. Besides, guilt is a hell of a burden, and we were heading into ever more dangerous territory. I needed my allies as strong as they could be. 

      Before that, I still had some other business to take care of. I ordered my undead troops to spend the rest of the night digging a deep hole to bury the Blood dagger; we didn’t want another Blood Demon to find this weapon too easily. Then, I went to have a word with Friya. I found her easily enough, before she’d turned in for the night.

      “Friya,” I said, “you said that when you removed the concealment spells from the gauntlet, it would start to attract candidates for wearing it.”

      “Such as the Blood Demon you just fought, yes.” 

       “There’s something that’s been bugging me. If all the dragons are dead and extinct, and I’m the only one who can resurrect a dragon and use the gauntlets to control it, then why does anyone else want the gauntlets? I get that they’re potent magical items, of course, but their purpose is very specific.”

      “The answer is twofold,” she said. “First, there are those who, like your uncle, and Rollar, to an extent, simply seek out all sorts of magical items for the powers they unleash, even if those powers are beyond their means to control. Also, in that subset of people are a small group who—again, like your uncle—possess powerful magic of their own. Some, perhaps not Rodrick, but others—wizards, warlocks, and other such beings—are able to break down magical items and repurpose their magic. So, they could take this gauntlet and change its powers from the control of dragons to something else.”

      “I guess that changes things, yeah. And second?”

      “The servants of the Blood God see the weapon—and rightly so—as a threat to him. They want these gauntlets destroyed by any means necessary. And that, of course, will involve killing those who possess them.”

      “Does that mean that servants of the Blood God are going after whoever has the second gauntlet right now?”

      Friya shrugged. “If it is not hidden like this one was, then yes, they certainly will be. I hope it is hidden though, and protected by many concealment spells, like the ones I placed on this gauntlet when it was still hidden away.”

      “And if it’s not? What if the servants of the Blood God get hold of the other gauntlet and destroy it?”

      “Then you had better hope that if you do need to resurrect a dragon, enough of my spirit remains intact for you to control the dragon completely with just the one gauntlet. Otherwise, you may well have a very difficult time getting the great beast to obey.”

      “Then I guess I better get on my knees and start praying.”

      “To yourself?” 

      I smiled from the corner of my mouth. “Do you know any other god who could do it?” 

      Fryia chuckled, but she still sounded a little nervous. 

      “Let’s just hope those toads haven’t found the other gauntlet yet,” I said. “Get some sleep. We have a long way to travel tomorrow.”

      “We will speak again tomorrow, Raiser of the Dead. Goodnight.”

      She flashed me one of her beguiling smiles and went to bed. I sat and watched my skeletons digging a hole for quite some time, then took a walk on my own through the forest. I was half expecting to be attacked by another Blood Demon, so I kept my breastplate on, but no more twisted creatures came shambling out of the shadows. Instead, all was quiet but for the occasional hoot of an owl or howl of a distant wolf. And in the background, vast, jagged mountain peaks blacked out the clear, starry sky. That was where we’d be heading when the sun rose, up into the mountains, into Aith, the city of the Arachne. I had no idea what to expect from a race of spider-people, but whatever else happened, it was going to be interesting, that much I knew.
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      I found Friya again the next morning, when we were already on the road. She was the Wise Woman, after all, and her counsel and knowledge of these parts and the ways of magic were a few of her greatest assets.

      “Are these spider-looking motherfuckers just going to open the gates of Aith for us, or are they likely to greet us with a rain of arrows or, uh, spiderwebs, or whatever sorts of things they use for weapons?” I asked her. Despite never having set foot inside Aith, she was the one who knew most about it.

      “That will depend entirely on the mood of the Webmaven,” she answered.

      “The Webmaven?”

      “Ruler of the Arachne. Their queen, if you will.”

      “So if this Webmaven is in a good mood, they open the gates and let us in, but if she’s  in a bad mood…?”

      “They’ll send out an army of giant spiders to kill us.”

      “I thought they were the spiders.”

      “They are, but they also breed giant spiders, the size of bears. Each Arachne is bound to one of these giant spiders, almost like a witch’s familiar. The more powerful Arachne bind themselves to multiple spiders, with some spiders being bigger and stronger and enhanced with magic. They are similar to your undead troops, really. While the Arachne bind their minds and souls to them, if a spider is injured or killed, it does no harm to the Arachne who is controlling that spider. As you can imagine, it makes for a very efficient army.”

      I thought of how I didn’t hesitate for a second to send my undead troops into fights and situations in which I knew a bunch of them would get killed, but they would overwhelm the enemy anyway with the force of their numbers. The thought of being attacked by an army of bear-sized spiders doing this made me uneasy, to say the least.

      “Well,” I muttered grimly, “let’s hope this Webmaven is in a good mood when we reach the gates of Aith then.”

      As we went higher in elevation, the trees started to thin out, and the forest wasn’t quite so dense and dark anymore. We came to a point in the road where there was a shallow stream flowing across our path. I decided to call a rest at this point because the spires and towers of Aith were visible among the mountain peaks in the distance, and our arrival there was probably only hours away now.

      Wishing for some time alone, I followed the course of the stream for a while, heading up into the woods. I soon found a calm pool and decided that this would be a good place to stop and think. I had only just gotten lost in my thoughts, when I heard a twig snap.

      In an instant, I was on my feet in a fighting stance with Grave Oath in my hand, but when I spun around, instead of seeing a Blood Demon staggering toward me, I saw Isu heading up the path. Her large, firm breasts shifted tantalizingly with every step she took, giving me a reminder from different angles of their perfect form. Her hourglass figure looked stunning in the form-hugging black dress she was wearing, a plunging neckline exposing a great deal of her generous cleavage, while the left side of the dress had a cut right up to her hip, so exposing the entirety of her long, shapely left leg. Her shoulders were bare, and her dark hair tumbled like a silky waterfall around them. Her pale eyes were bright in the shadows of the forest, and her full lips looked especially luscious. I couldn’t help but think back to the first time I’d seen her take physical form, and as the memories of what she and I had done then came into my head, my cock began to throb in a hot, swelling rhythm.

      I forced these thoughts out of my head quickly. Even though Isu seemed to have been changing her ways in recent days, I still wasn’t entirely sure of her ultimate motives.

      “Vance,” she said, a look of worry coming across her beautiful face, “we need to talk.”

      She was rarely this blunt, so I immediately assumed it was a pressing issue.

      I slid Grave Oath back into its sheath and took a seat on a rock beside the pool.“All right, go ahead.” 

      Isu came and sat down on a rock a couple feet away. “I’ve… I’ve put off speaking to you for a very long time,” she said, sounding as if she was carrying the weight of the world on her shoulders. “But I can’t keep quiet anymore. Not now, when we’re approaching Aith. I haven’t seen Aith for many years, but I have a feeling that the city hasn’t forgotten me.”

      “What? You’ve been to Aith before, but you didn’t say anything about it until we were mere hours from its gates?!”

      Isu let out a long sigh and stared at the ground. “There’s much about my past I’ve neglected to tell you. But I have to let it all out now. I cannot keep carrying it around with me anymore. It’s like the secrets just keep piling on top of each other, the longer I keep silent. Please understand, it simply gets harder to come out and expose it all, the longer you wait.”

      “Well, go ahead then,” I said.

      “First, I want to tell you about my role in the Purge.”

      I breathed in deeply and folded my arms across my chest. Finally, I was going to find out the truth about the great betrayal. I kept an eye on her gestures and the expression on her face, though; my assassin’s training had included developing a sense for detecting lies, and I was going to make damn sure I caught Isu out if she tried to weave tall tales.

      “I’ve been waiting a long time for the truth about this,” I said, “but seriously, don’t try to make up any bullshit. I’ll know if you’re lying. Just tell me the truth—the whole truth.”

      She bit her lip and nodded. I could see that there was a swell of emotion surging through her, but to her credit, it did look like she was summoning the courage to expose every last detail.

      Finally, I was about to learn the truth of Isu’s past. 

      “What Rami-Xayon says about me is true,” Isu said. “I did betray the other gods.”

      “That’s quite something to admit to, but I’m glad that you’re manning up—er, womaning up—and saying it. Please go on, and remember that Rami-Xayon will not leave a single stone unturned if I’m forced to go to her for the rest of the story.”

      She nodded vigorously. “That’s why I came to you now; I know that it will be the last chance I get to speak to you alone before we get to Aith. And once we make it through the gates —if we make it through the gates—much of my history will be exposed. But as I said, I’ll get to that later. 

      “So, to begin. . . “ She let out a long sigh and rubbed down her skirts before continuing. “I was close with the Lord of Light for a time, back when he was a minor god. In fact, I took him under my wing and taught him a few things. But he was always more interested in other planes, spiritual realms. And the more powerful he became, the less interested he was in this physical world of mortality. He was like you; he learned very quickly and was very intelligent and developed his divine powers at an almost unbelievably rapid pace. Unfortunately, unlike you, he had no concern for the men and women of this world. The more powerful he grew, the more distant he became. This lack of attentiveness attracted a certain type of person to him.”

      “People who knew that they could leech off his power, I’m guessing,” I said. “People who knew that they could manipulate him and gain power from him.”

      “Exactly. The Lord of Light’s mind was elsewhere most of the time. Of course, without staying as a god in this world, he would not have been able to explore these other dimensions and planes, and, as you’ve discovered, you need worshipers in this world, people who will make sacrifices in your name—sacrifices of time, like prayers or pilgrimages. Or souls.”

      “So,” I said, “he needed someone to keep mortal men and women worshiping him and praying to him in this world, even though he spent most of his time in other worlds and other planes.”

      “Exactly. So, with a god whose mind was always elsewhere, you can imagine what kind of power-hungry scum were attracted to him. They realized that they could be gifted with extraordinary powers—for the Lord of Light grew into a very powerful god—and yet, they would not be held accountable for whatever they did in this world because the Lord of Light spent so little time in it. And because he spent so little time here, he gave these men free reign to do, essentially, whatever they desired in his name. And thus the Church of Light was born.”

      “Quite different from the official version of the birth of the Church of Light,” I said grimly, “but far more realistic.”

      “The Church was soon filled with corrupt popes and archbishops who cared only about their own power. The Lord of Light, aloof and distant, did not know and did not seem to care much about what these fools were doing in his name. I felt guilty; I had taught him much of what he knew, and I felt partially responsible for what the Church of Light eventually became. I watched as it grew ever more authoritarian, but I did nothing and said nothing because part of me couldn’t believe that the Lord of Light, who had once been such a close friend of mine, could truly be so ignorant about what his church and clergy were doing. As you know, when it comes to men who desire power above everything else, no amount is ever enough to satiate them. So, the next step for the man in charge of it all, the Seraphim Elandriel, was to become as powerful as a god himself. I received word of a plot he had hatched, training elite warriors to become god slayers. It sounded so far-fetched that I didn’t think it could be true. How could the Lord of Light not know about something so outrageous happening right under his nose? After a serious investigation, I discovered that these were no wild rumors. I panicked. I told the Lord of Light what his followers were doing. He said he’d take care of it. And I believed him…”

      “So you didn’t actively betray the other gods then? Is that what you’re trying to tell me?”

      “I knew the planned date of the Purge, but I had told the Lord of Light, and he had assured me he would excommunicate Elandriel and put a stop to it all. So I said nothing to the other gods. I didn’t want them to start a war against the Lord of Light, which they surely would have done had they caught word of any of this. I knew, and I said nothing because I believed, I believed…”

      She trailed off, cupped her face in her hands, and burst into tears, weeping with heavy sobs that racked her whole body. These were no crocodile tears; her outpouring of grief was absolutely genuine. I went over to her and put an arm around her. I knew she had been telling the truth because I’d been paying very close attention to her gestures and expressions, and they had not been those of a liar.

      “Damn, Isu, that’s quite something to have been carrying around for so long,” I said in a gentle, sympathetic tone. “I can see why you blame yourself for the Purge going ahead and happening, but most of the blame is obviously on the Lord of Light. You were just misguided in trusting him.”

      Isu sobbed, wrapping her arms around me as she wept.

      “Shh, shh,” I said, stroking her hair. “You couldn’t have known. Maybe you should have given the other gods a heads up. But you trusted that asshole. The massacre is on his aloof and distant ass alone. Not yours.”

      “Try… telling the… other gods… that,” she wept. “They all… hate me… and I can… see why.”

      “Well, I will tell them that. And if they don’t agree, fuck them. I know the truth.”

      She gripped me more tightly, and her sobs died down. “Thank you Vance,” she murmured. “But my confession isn’t complete yet. This is difficult to admit because… because…”

      “It involves betraying me, right?”

      “Yes. How did you know?”

      “I saw you sucking off that wooden cock you modeled after mine. I knew something was up when you kept disappearing on your own, and when I saw you working on perfecting your dick-swallowing skills, I knew that you had to be plotting something. So, what was it, suck me off, get me to lose focus while you’re giving me the best head of my life, then stab me in the heart with my own sword when I emptied my seed into your mouth? Reverse the whole thing and resurrect me as a mere necromancer as you restore your own divinity?”

      She looked up at me, and her beautiful face was twisted into an expression of shame.  “That was exactly my plan,” she admitted. “But it’s no longer my desire. I gave it up, and I’m ashamed I even thought of doing something like that to you. Obviously, I was upset that you stole my divinity from me and relegated me to the role of a mere necromancer. And yes, I fashioned that wooden cock after yours, so that I could practice with something of the exact size and shape. Your member is incredibly large, and it’s not exactly easy to swallow to the base.” 

      I couldn’t help but smile. “What changed?” 

      “I came to realize something. I wanted you to take my divinity from me. Why else would I have provided you so many clues on how to do it? Why, if I wanted to remain a goddess, would I have made it so easy for you to take my divinity? I knew, deep down, for a long time, that I had become tired of being a goddess. It had become more of a burden than a blessing to me. I had grown so weak when you first found Grave Oath that I was no longer able to take physical form—just like your physical body will vanish into nothing one day if you lose all of your devotees and worshipers. But, you see, I could have found more devotees. I wasn’t killed in the Purge the way many of the other gods and goddesses were. I simply became weary of the divine life. I gave up. I allowed myself to fade into obscurity because it was all too much for me. It gets that way after a few hundred years.

      “And yes, it came as a shock; it was a shock to be resurrected into a mortal body once again, a shock to have been stripped of most of my powers. But it was also a relief, a relief beyond compare. No longer did I have all of the worries and burdens that come with divinity. You had rid me of them by taking my place as the God of Death. But of course, when you are accustomed to being something for a few centuries, and then the rug is suddenly ripped out from beneath your feet, it’s difficult to become acquainted to your new reality. And for me, that shock turned into anger and resentment. I thought I wanted my divinity back, so I started with that stupid plot to suck your cock like it had never been sucked before, then stab you in the heart when you were at your most vulnerable. And I’m ashamed that I ever considered it, deeply, deeply ashamed. Especially because of another thing I’ve come to realize in recent weeks.”

      “And what might that be?”

      “You’re good, Vance. No, you’re great. You’re an amazing God of Death, a far better Death deity than I ever was. And you’re learning and growing in strength far faster than any other deity I’ve ever heard of. Only the Lord of Light can equal you in this regard. I’ve changed my mind completely. I want to stay a mortal now. I had my run at being a goddess, and I have to admit that it wasn’t for me, and that I wasn’t a great deity. But you are, Vance. You really are. I’ve thrown that wooden cock away. No more plots. I just want to be your loyal necromancer. And your lover, if you’ll have me. I’m willing to share you, of course, with the other women. Even that holier-than-thou blond. This body of mine is yours to do with as you wish. If you want to kill me because of everything I’ve admitted, because you consider me untrustworthy and a risk, I will die honorably, and I will gladly contribute my soul to your growth as the God of Death. Stick Grave Oath into my heart, Vance, and I will die with a smile on my face knowing that I at least confessed my sins against you before my end.”

      “Stand up, Isu,” I said firmly, disengaging from the embrace.

      She stood on shaky legs, her eyes red and her cheeks wet with tears.

      “I’m not going to kill you, not now and not in the future,” I said. “I need you, Isu. You’re a solid advisor and a fierce fighter. I appreciate your confession. Let’s wipe the slate clean, and we can start over.”

      Her face glowed as a huge smile spread across it before she jumped into my arms, squeezing me tightly and planting kisses all over my neck and face. I had never seen the former goddess smile and act this joyfully before. It was almost like Isu had become a completely new person, now that she had finally let go of her lost divinity, confessed her sins, and embraced her new mortal existence. Hell, if I wasn’t the God of Death, I might have made a damn good priest.

      “Thank you, Vance,” she murmured between kisses. “You don’t know how much this means to me.”

      “Like I said,” I began, “you’re off the hook, but you cross me a second time, and you die.”

      She nodded and didn’t interrupt her kisses, but before we could continue—she might have been using the wooden cock in a plot to take my divinity, but now that was out of the window, she hadn’t unlearned the deep-throating techniques or anything—we were interrupted by the sound of footsteps approaching. I peered through the trees and saw Rollar walking up the course of the stream.

      “Lord Vance.” He shot a slightly surprised look at Isu, whom he wasn’t used to seeing without a scowl on her face. “The others are getting antsy. I was just coming to check whether you were ready. Friya says we must press on now if we are to get to Aith before nightfall.”

      “We’re ready to go,” I said, and together, we made our way back to the others and departed.

      We made good time, and around an hour before dusk, we reached the gates of the mountain city, Aith. It was quite a spectacular sight, especially bathed in the late afternoon sun that painted the red-stone towers and spires in an intensely fiery hue. The city itself was huge, backed by a wall of mountains, hedged in by peaks. There really was no way on but through the city.

      Even though it looked majestic, the closer we got to Aith, the more we could tell that there was something off about it. There was a strange glint to it, and when I flew my harpy close to the walls, I soon figured out what it was: spider webs. They were everywhere, strung across every conceivable surface. Some of the threads were so fine, they were almost invisible, but some were as thick as ropes. From afar, this massive profusion of spiderwebs gave the city an almost ethereal look, making it sparkle and shine as if every surface was covered in glitter and gemstones.

      From up close, of course, the truth was far more sinister.

      I wore a grim expression, as did Rollar next to me, as we led the army to the main gates. I was attired in my full suit of glossy black plate armor, making sure I looked suitably menacing. I hoped it would be enough, along with my large contingent of undead troops, to intimidate the Arachne into allowing us passage through their city.

      We stopped a dozen yards from the city gates, which were over 20 yards high, reaching to the height of the city walls. We hadn’t seen any Arachne yet, but I sensed their eyes on me, staring down through the narrow slit windows in the burnt-umber-toned walls.

      “Who are you, and why have you come to Aith?” a voice demanded from one of these windows.

      “I am Lord Vance Chauzec, God of Death!” My voice boomed across the plain between us and the gates. “I demand passage through this city.”

      “God or mortal, nobody makes demands of the Arachne,” the voice shouted back. “You will wait while the Webmaven makes her decision.”

      Rollar leaned over and spoke softly to me. “I suggest that we allow them time to consider, Lord Vance, and not antagonize them too much. We can make this a win-win situation. No need for violence.”

      “I agree,” I said before turning back to the window the Arachne had spoken to us from.

      “Fine!” I then shouted. “But do not keep the God of Death waiting for too long, mortal!”

      Whoever it was didn’t reply. We waited for a short while, during which I felt many eyes on me. It was unnerving, but I was by no means afraid or intimidated; quite the opposite. I was filled with fresh confidence. The anxious wait and deliberation showed they didn’t feel certain that they could reject my demand right away. Finally, a reply came from the same window as before.

      “The Webmaven of Aith has agreed to allow you to enter our city,” the voice shouted. “However, there is something you must do first.”

      “What must I do?”

      “Defeat her prize war-spider in single combat without the use of any magic or magic weapons!”

      “Bring it on, crawly gits!” I roared in response. “Send your biggest fucking ladybug out, and I’ll eat that motherfucker for breakfast!”

      A slow, mocking laugh resounded from within the walls of Aith, and soon, the laughter spread, with hundreds more voices joining in from window slits across the walls. Then, the gates slowly opened, and out of them charged a gigantic red, hairy spider that made Rollar’s direbear look like a puppy.

      “Well, slap my ass and call me Sally,” I muttered, jumping off Fang and tossing my magic weapons aside. “This is gonna be fun.”
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      I inspected my army’s magic-less weapons, considering how I might have the most fun battling this giant spider the old-fashioned way. First, I snatched a long spear from one of my skeleton cavalrymen. For heavy duty, I chose a battle-axe from one of my zombie barbarians, hooking it into the scabbard on my back that usually held my kusarigama. An unenchanted tower shield from one of my zombie Crusaders should suffice for defensive purposes. I took a moment to appreciate that these ex-clerical guards no longer looked or smelled quite as rotten as they once had, now that my powers had increased and I was able to maintain undead humans in the same kind of stasis as I was my undead beasts.

      I figured I could use my plate armor as long as I didn’t activate its Cold Magic and thereby break the rules of this match. The plate armor would hold a lot better than my light assassin’s armor. 

      “Just like boar hunting,” I muttered as I strode out to meet the giant war spider in the dusty expanse before the vast gates of Aith. “If the boar was about 50 times bigger, had eight legs, a hundred eyes, and venomous fangs the size of greatswords.”

      Within its monstrous head, the spider’s multiple eyes gleamed like embedded jewels in the rich dusk light. Venom oozed and dripped from its curved fangs. Considering how potent the venom in many regular-sized spiders’ fangs was, I had no desire to find out just how brutal the effects of this behemoth’s poison on a human body would be.

      Hopefully, the shield and my plate armor would prevent that. 

      I remembered what Friya had told me about these spiders—that they were linked to the mind and spirit of an Arachne, similar to how my undead troops were linked to me. This was no dumb beast I was about to fight. I needed to remember there was a human-like mind controlling this thing.

      I kept this fact in the forefront of my mind as the spider and I started circling each other, about 20 yards between us. I felt a sudden empathy for ants and how they must feel when staring up at humans.

      Of course, there was no real comparison there. For me, taking out the spider would have been no problem had I been able to use my powers. Fighting it the way any other non-Fated mortal would was an entirely different matter. The last time I’d fought an enemy using only my human reflexes and weapons of steel had been prior to becoming a necromancer. Actually, that wasn’t correct. It was also prior to finding Grave Oath, when I’d been a novice assassin. 

      Thankfully, my reflexes and skills hadn’t faded. In fact, by becoming a god, I had enhanced them. I could sense that the spider—and whoever was controlling it—perceived that I was a seasoned fighter. It was an easy conclusion to make since my stance and movements were those of an expert warrior. 

      For a few more moments, the spider and I simply circled each other, analyzing and assessing each other’s movements, looking for weaknesses and vulnerable spots.

      Finally, the spider lost the silent battle of wills. With a rattling hiss, it charged, its eight huge legs, each as thick as a young pine tree, propelling it across the dust at a phenomenal speed.

      The creature’s most vulnerable spots were obviously its eyes, and with the reach advantage the spear offered me, the most logical thing to do was to stab its eyes out. 

      So, that’s exactly what I didn’t do. 

      The spider’s controller would be expecting it. So I feinted, making it seem like I was about to aim a thrust at the beast’s eye. But at the last moment, I sprang to the side and skewered one of its leading legs with the spear. My blade broke through its tough, hairy skin and into the flesh. I yanked the spear out and rolled acrobatically out of the way of the charging spider.

      The spider changed direction, its eight legs offering it the kind of maneuverability that other creatures could only dream about. This allowed it to strike out with its huge fangs before I came up out of my roll, and I was only just able to swing my tower shield up and block the spider’s bite, but the fangs punctured the shield, ripping through the steel as if it were parchment, and stopped mere inches from my face, the venom dripping right in front of my eyes.

      “Fuck,” I muttered. “Armor-piercing fangs.”

      I counter attacked in the blink of an eye, jabbing the spear around the side of the tower shield into the spider’s thorax. It shrieked again as blue slime oozed from the wound, and in a burst of pained rage, it flung me away, using its fang, which was still embedded in my shield.

      As I hurtled through the air, I tossed both my spear and shield aside and managed to turn my chaotic flight into an acrobat’s tumble, landing smoothly when I hit the ground. Had I not cast my weapons aside, I would have broken a couple of bones upon impact.

      On the other hand, I was now facing the spider without the cover of a shield or a weapon with long reach. I pulled the barbarian’s battle-axe off my back and gripped it in both hands. With its heavy, sharp twin blades, it had the potential to inflict crushing damage—if I could get in close enough without being perforated by those wicked fangs.

      I quickly realized that trying to win a battle against this behemoth using agility and acrobatics would be futile. Its eight legs gave it a massive edge in terms of speed and maneuverability. No, the way I was going to beat it was with raw strength. And maybe a god-tier dose of courage. 

      Good thing I was a god. 

      I had already been a strong fellow prior to becoming a deity, and now, I was even stronger—far stronger than I looked. I could swing this battle-axe with as much power as the brawniest barbarian warrior. If I could hit the spider in just the right spo, and manage to put all my power behind it, I’d be able to end this fight very quickly.

      The problem was getting close enough to strike right between the crawler’s eyes, burying the head of this battle-axe deep into its brain. That vulnerable spot, the chink in its armor, as such, was 10 feet off the ground, protected by huge fangs and many powerful limbs.

      I still had a few assassin’s tricks up my sleeve, however. One trick that would work perfectly. More difficult in a suit of full plate armor, but I figured that with my enhanced strength, I’d be able to do it. 

      I started backing away from the spider, pretending to be searching for an opening. I made a few convincing surges forward, swinging at the beast with the battle-axe, all the while drawing it closer to the huge walls of Aith. The spider’s controller would want me cornered so that the creature could tear me apart. Perfect. The best way to lure someone into a trap is to have them think they’re luring you into one.

      When I was just 20 yards from the wall, the spider lunged for me. With a few rapid swipes of the battle-axe, I battered its fangs away, almost severing one of its legs. I had my back to the wall. It was time to make my move.

      “Oh, shit,” I yelled, “I’m trapped! How could I have been so stupid!”

      The spider, thinking it had me cornered, hissed slowly and raised its fangs, ready to charge. I turned and made as if I was panicking and fleeing blindly toward the wall. And as I’d hoped it would, the spider pounced from behind me, thinking a hot meal of fresh god meat was within reach. But as I reached the wall, with the thundering legs of the spider a yard or two behind me, I activated my hamstring muscles and leaped. As soon as my feet landed on the wall, I sprinted vertically up the massive stone blocks. As the momentum of my vertical sprint started to drop off, I launched myself backward in a tumbling pirouette, which I turned into a somersault, battle-axe gripped in both hands. The spider reared up to pluck me from the air, its fangs poised to strike and its jaws open, but I used the momentum of my spinning rolls to inject tremendous power into my final blow. I came down like an eagle, crashing through the spider’s waiting legs and slamming the battle-axe down between its many eyes.

      The blade bit into the creature’s brain. The spider jerked and lurched from side to side, limbs scuttling madly in different directions. Even though I was almost thrown off it in the chaos, I held the axe firmly in place. With one final great shudder, the spider crashed to the ground beneath me, its eyes glazed over.

      There was a moment of silence as I stepped off the dead spider, until a roaring applause erupted from my army. From Aith, though, there was nothing but silence. I flipped open my visor and glared up at the many slit windows in the walls.

      “Well?!” I roared. “I did it, without magic. The eight-legged fucker is dead. Now, do what you said you would: Open these damn gates!”

       To emphasize that I wasn’t playing around, I closed my eyes, hurled part of my spirit and a small chunk of my life force into the dead spider, and resurrected it. Gasps erupted from the slit windows as the spider’s eyes turned a shade of luminous yellow-green. The beast, now undead, stood and walked calmly over to me. 

      Still no response from behind the walls. 

      “Should I kill another one?” I yelled. “Send out your whole damn army of crawlers. I’ll take ‘em all on!”

      I turned and looked at Friya. She shrugged at me before I returned my gaze to the walls. After an excruciatingly silent few seconds, the gates of Aith opened with a creak and a drawn-out groan.

      “You and your party may enter the city,” a voice called out, “but your army must stay outside the gates.”

      I went back to join my party. 

      “Keep your wits about you,” I said as I mounted Fang. “And follow my lead.” 

      Everyone nodded their agreement, and I noticed that Isu was wearing a hood that covered her face. I doubted her horns would be all that out-of-place in a city filled with spider-people, but she had mentioned that she’d visited the place before, so maybe she didn’t want to be recognized? 

      Atop Fang, I led my party into the city, where I finally saw the Arachne with my own eyes.

      They looked far more human than I’d imagined. They were tall, skinny, and long-limbed. So they were sort of spidery in that way, and they were clearly not completely human. Four large spider legs jutted out of their backs, perhaps enabling them to climb walls. Their facial features were also slightly distorted; eyes angled upward at the outer corners, and two long, sharp fangs where a human’s teeth would be. Long, sweeping coats and dresses covered their torsos, and many of the Arachne had brightly colored hair, in hues of red, purple, and blue. There did not seem to be any sick or elderly Arachne in Aith, each one of them radiating youth and perfect health. For all the uncanny aspects, they were attractive enough in their own way. 

      The city itself was even more magnificent when viewed up close. Webs covered every surface, and spider-people walked around with leashed spiders, ranging from wolf-sized to the size of the one I’d defeated and resurrected. The architecture was exquisite, with ornate temples, ostentatious buildings, and many sculptures and friezes all fashioned from white marble. It would have been even more grand if most of it wasn’t in ruin. It seemed as if this civilization had once been tremendously advanced, but some sort of cataclysmic event had not merely stunted their progress but actually sent them back centuries.

      Guards wearing armor fashioned after spiders’ bodies and carrying long poleaxes regarded us with suspicious, cold gazes. The sight of the resurrected war-spider walking alongside me put a gleam of grudging respect in more than a few of their eyes. We traveled down the main street, covered with a smooth, black rock. It led to a huge, white marble palace with high pillars and soaring spires at the heart of the city. On the entrance steps, an Arachne woman awaited us. 

      As I neared, I noticed she was young, barely or almost out of her teens. Like all of the Arachne, she was tall, slender, and long-limbed. Blood-red hair cascaded down her subtle shoulders, leaving her not-so-subtle breasts pushed up beneath a blood-red dress. Her irises were an intense hue of violet. Her lips had been painted violet to match those striking eyes. She wore a gold tiara, glittering with many diamonds. 

      In short, she was regally beautiful, beguilingly sensual.

      “That is the Webmaven,” Isu whispered to me, pulling her hood even closer over her head so that it hid her face completely.

      “She looks innocent,” I said. “I was expecting some grizzled old hard-ass. Shit, nobody in this city looks a day over 25.”

      “That is because they all drink from the fountain,” Isu said. “It keeps them in a state of near-permanent youth. And as for the Webmaven, she may look young, but innocent she most certainly is not.”

      “How so?”

      “The Webmaven of Aith is not an inherited title. A new Webmaven is chosen every five years in a gladiatorial game in the city’s colosseum. All of the hopefuls, those who wish to become Webmaven, enter the arena with weapons of their choice. The last one standing—that is to say, living—becomes the new Webmaven.”

      I stared at the gorgeous Arachne ahead of us with new respect.

      “Interesting,” I murmured. “Well, I’ll make sure I keep my guard up around her.”

      “You’d better,” Isu said. “She is dangerous. And that is no understatement.”
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      As we walked up the steps, I looked at the palace and caught sight of something I hadn’t noticed before: a great number of spider silk cocoons hung from the walls and towers. Human-like figures were trapped within the cocoons, in the manner that spiders wrap up their prey. 

      The Webmaven was fixing me with an intense stare full of both a desire to intimidate and an entirely different desire. 

      “Remember what I told you,” Isu whispered to me. “She is far more dangerous than she looks.”

      I dismounted Fang and called a halt to my party’s advance. I waited for a signal from the Webmaven.

      “Welcome to Aith, Lord Chauzec, God of Death,” she said in a bell-like voice, giving me a slight curtsy.

      “Thank you, Webmaven,” I said, bowing slightly.

      “You killed my favorite war-spider.” She smiled broadly as if it delighted. “And yet now he stands beside your lizard, seeming to be alive and well.”

      “I resurrected him as an undead servant. All those I resurrect serve me unconditionally. I am, after all, the God of Death.”

      “Indeed.” She walked down the steps toward me, her gleaming high heels clicking on the polished marble. “The powerful connection I once had with him has been completely severed. But it does not matter. I have many more war-spiders.”

      “Look, I’m going to be blunt here. All we want from you is passage for my army through your city. We don’t want gold, food, supplies, or anything of the sort. All we want is to continue on our mission.”

      “Perhaps that sounds like a reasonable request to you, an outsider, but passage through Aith is not given lightly. There are many things about our culture and customs that you outsiders cannot understand.” Her eyes drifted up to one of the unfortunate human corpses cocooned in spider silk, hanging from the walls. “You will have to present your case before the Council of Aith. There are many things, as Webmaven, that I have the power to do. But the Council of Aith must decide whether your request will be granted.”

      The crawling speed—as in, slowness—of proceedings here was starting to frustrate me, but I knew I had to be diplomatic. The sands of the hourglass were falling, and Rodrick and his scum were no doubt breaking through Lucielle’s fortress’ defenses, but diplomacy was the key. If I managed to communicate to this Council of Aith just how pressing the situation was, they’d surely see that their lives and their city were under as much threat as the rest of Prand.

      “How soon can I see the Council of Aith?” I asked the Webmaven.

      “I will call a meeting of the council this evening,” she said. “But they will only make a decision on the matter tomorrow; it is our custom. In the meantime, you and your friends will stay in my palace as my guests, under my protection.”

      I glanced up at the many corpses in cocoons and wondered whether they’d also been guests under this Webmaven’s protection. Of course, given my night-time wakefulness and my Death powers, there was no way these spider-people were going to sneak up on me and wrap me up as an afternoon snack. The same couldn’t be said of my party though. They’d be vulnerable.

      “I just have one request of you,” I said.

      “Name it, and perhaps I will grant it.”

      “I want all of my party to be housed in one chamber. If you cannot grant this request, then, respectfully, we will camp outside the city walls tonight while we await your council’s decision.”

      “It is not too unreasonable a request, so I will grant it. We have a large enough chamber in the palace to house all of you comfortably. I will have servants move some furniture around so taht it will be perfectly fitted out for your comfort. Is there anything else you would ask of me, Lord Chauzec?”

      I did want to see her naked, but even with the eyes she was making at me, I couldn’t make such a request—not while we were in public, at least.

      “Just one more thing, Webmaven,” I said. “Your name, if you will.”

      Her smile broadened, and the gleam in her eyes grew brighter and more inviting.“I am Layna,” she said, curtseying again.

      I drew out the silence as I held eye contact, displaying my confidence. “It pleases me to make your acquaintance, Layna.”

      After a few more short words, Layna took us into the palace, leading us through a spectacular entrance of mighty yet ornate pillars into a hall of more gleaming marble filled with lifelike statues. I was gazing up at the massive, detailed paintings as I walked along behind Layna (between firing hungry glances at her pert ass) when I saw something that almost made me trip over my own feet: Isu’s unmistakable likeness worked into a painting. I darted a wide-eyed glance at her, but she merely pulled her hood into place over her face. I did a double take, staring intently at the painting to make sure it wasn’t some trick of the light. She didn’t have horns in the picture, and she looked completely human—but it was her. She was likely tired of confessions after our morning talk, but I wasn’t letting her go to sleep tonight without a lot more explaining, that was for sure.

      Layna led us up some stairs and down a high-ceilinged passage lined with marble busts of what I assumed were former Webmavens. All were female, and all were beautiful.

      “Here, Lord Chauzec.” Webmaven Layna opened a set of ornate wooden doors for me and stood to the side. “You and your party will stay here tonight. Feel free to rest now. If you do not mind, though, I would like to speak with you alone later.”

      “Of course, Webmaven Layna.”

      “I will send for you,” she said with a bewitching smile. “In the meantime, relax and enjoy our Arachne hospitality. If you or any of your party need anything, simply command the servants, and they will fetch you whatever it is you need.”

      In the huge, luxurious chamber were a number of Arachne servants wearing purple silk uniforms, moving beds around and replacing amphoras. They were all young and good-looking, in their own Arachne way. They bowed for us when we entered, but I sensed an air of snootiness radiating from them. Serving outsiders clearly pained them. 

      Layna left us alone in the chamber, which was more than big enough for each of us to have some private space, created by silk sheet partitions hung up by the servants for the occasion. Though my party was eager to rest, I had questions for Isu. 

      She meekly followed me out of the chamber when I beckoned her, and we walked down the corridor until we were out of earshot of the rest of the party and the Arachne servants.

      “You have a lot you need to explain to me,” I said, turning to her. “The way you’re hiding your face, and how there’s a painting of you in the palace entrance. You told me everything about your role in the Purge; now it’s time to confess about your relationship to this place.”

      She let out a long sigh but kept the hood in place, even though there was nobody around.

      “This is where I come from,” she murmured. “Aith is where I was born. A very long time ago.”

      For a second or two, I couldn’t speak. I had suspected something completely insane, of course, but this was something else.

      “Are you lying already?” I said sternly. “You’re not an Arachne.”

       “The residents of Aith were not always Arachne, Vance,” she said. “Once, long ago, they were just people. My people. It was a curse. A curse I visited upon them.”

      If Isu and I had been sparring, this would have been the uppercut that slipped underneath my defenses.

      “You… you did this to them?” I said. “Why?!”

      Isu smiled eerily. “This is the place where I became the Goddess of Death. But before I was a goddess, I was a queen, the Queen of Aith. This city was one of the greatest in the known world. I grew that power even more. I brought the majestic art, culture, and learning of this people to new, starry heights. It was a golden age for Aith. Then, that useless, vain fool Lucielle visited.”

      “The Charm Goddess, or another Lucielle?”

      “I said ‘vain fool,’ did I not?” she said. “There is no mistaking that narcissistic tart for anyone else.”

      “You had a bit of a spat then? Did she get jealous when you became a goddess too?”

      “Well, she was the one who helped me become a goddess.”

      “This story of yours has more twists and turns in it than a crippled snake,” I muttered. 

      “Lucielle had been expelled from her own lands,” Isu continued, “for reasons she never did disclose to me. When I was Queen of Aith, I’d never met a living god or goddess. So I welcomed the Charm Goddess with open arms when she came knocking at our city gates. She and I quickly became very close. Like sisters. I was an only child, you see, and Lucielle was like the older sister I’d never had. She was the one who taught me the ways of divinity, but our interests differed greatly. She cared only about beauty, but I, as you can imagine, was drawn to the darker sides of things. I studied magic and the old way. I grew obsessed with the idea of becoming not only Fated but a goddess myself. Lucielle helped me realize this ambition. But even as she was helping me on my path to divinity, she was working behind my back to steal my city from me.”

      “Like how my uncle tried to rob me of my birthright?” 

      “Not exactly. You see, the people of Aith worshiped me, not as a goddess, but look at me--what do you see?” She pulled the hood back from her face.

      “Well, you’re pretty fucking gorgeous,” I had to admit. “Even among these people, you stand out like a diamond on a pebble beach.”

      For a moment a sparkle came to Isu’s eyes before her face settled into a scowl again. “Precisely. I was a good, just ruler, and I was the most beautiful woman in all of Aith. But then, when Lucielle came along, I had an equal. As you can imagine, while many Aithians loved my beauty, many were jealous of it. And Lucielle made these jealous fools a promise, behind my back.”

      “And what was that?”

      “She promised she could make all of them as beautiful as me. All they had to do was worship her. And she had one minor additional request—that they depose me and make her Queen of Aith.”

      “So she was as sneaky as my uncle, huh.”

      “A two-faced little bitch.” Isu’s eyes blazed with hatred. “Regardless, I became a goddess and focused all of my energy on growing my powers. Lucielle, meanwhile, was working behind my back, quietly gathering supporters in Aith for her coup. Eventually, despite how good a ruler I was, the people of Aith banded together and demanded that I step aside. And Lucielle had already given them their side of the bargain. She had blessed the oldest fountain in Aith with her powers. Anyone who drank from it would become more beautiful and youthful in appearance. As you can imagine, crowds began to grow around the fountain. I knew I was beaten; the fools had fallen head over heels for the Charm Goddess’ cheap trick. So I stepped down and handed Aith over to that wily sow. But before I left this city, I drew on all of my powers as a goddess and called down a curse on everyone within Aith’s walls who’d betrayed me. Since Lucielle had acted like a spider, weaving a web of lies and deceit in which she had trapped me, I cursed the fountain. Anyone who drank from it would become like spiders themselves. I was not powerful enough to turn them into actual spiders, but I had enough power to partially alter them… and that is how the Arachne came to be.”

      “So they might be just a tiny bit pissed if they find you in the palace again.” 

      “On the contrary,” Isu answered, somewhat haughtily. “That idiot Lucielle knew nothing about governing a city, especially one this size. Just like the people who had fallen so easily for her lies, she only cared about one thing: admiring herself in the mirror. Soon after I left, the city started to crumble. Those with the intelligence and wisdom to not drink from Lucielle’s fountain left the city in droves. Many of them were scholars and inventors and alchemists. Those who kept the culture of Aith alive. They were able to leave since they did not drink from the fountain and were therefore unaffected by my curse.

      “Soon after, the city began to decay. The very people who had deposed me soon realized the error they had made. But it was too late. Once you have wronged me, I never forgive. Those who had become like spiders could not leave the gates of Aith, for if they did, they would wither and die. The fountain that had blessed them with beauty and youth became a shackle. To live, they had to drink from it, so they could never leave. Eventually, they realized that everything was Lucielle’s fault, and they forced her out. They have prayed for my return ever since, in the hope that I will forgive them and lift the curse.”

      “You’re no longer a god,” I said. “They might have stopped praying to you, and you wouldn’t know it.” 

      “I doubt that very much.” 

      “So, if you’re not a goddess anymore, then you can’t lift the curse.”

      “Correct. Without my divinity, I couldn’t lift the curse even if I wanted to.”

      “But you don’t want to, do you?”

      “I never forgive,” Isu said. 

      We were interrupted by a gasp coming from a couple of yards to my right. It was Layna, who had just stepped around the corner and caught sight of Isu without her hood on.

      Well, I figured I was about to find out whether the Arachne had forgiven Isu, even if she wouldn’t ever forgive them. 
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      “The Great Queen has returned,” Webmaven Layna murmured. “The curse will finally be lifted.” Then she dropped to her hands and knees, pressing her forehead to the floor.

      I chuckled, folded my arms across my chest, and raised an eyebrow at Isu. “Are you going to tell her or should I?” I asked.

      “Get up, Webmaven,” Isu said, a heavy weariness suddenly evident in her voice. “I’m no longer the Queen of Aith, nor am I able to lift the curse on the city. I am no longer a goddess.”

      Layna got back to her feet, looking sad and confused. “But it was prophesied that, that when Queen Isu returned, the—”

      “Did you not hear me, Webmaven?” Isu asked. “Your prophecy was an expression of a vain, self-serving hope. I’m no longer your queen and no longer a goddess. Any association I had with this city died long ago. I can’t help you, Webmaven. I can’t help any of you. Aith’s golden age was in the past, and in the past is where it will remain. The curse is permanent. It cannot be lifted.”

      With that, she turned around and stormed off. I looked back at Layna and found her crestfallen.

      “I’m sorry, Layna,” I said. “I had no idea. But I can tell you Isu speaks the truth. She’s just a necromancer now. I’m the only God of Death. I took Isu’s divinity from her.”

      Layna nodded sadly. “I see. I know such strange events do occur in the realm of the divine, but you must understand that for a mere mortal, the machinations of the gods are strange and incomprehensible. I thought and hoped her divinity would be permanent. But are you sure she can’t lift the curse?”

      “Certain.”

      “You don’t think she might be saying it because she’s unhappy about something else, like not being a goddess anymore?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      Layna looked disappointed, but an ember of hope continued to burn in her angled violet eyes. “I might have something to lift her mood,” she said. “Maybe then, she will change her mind.”

      “I honestly don’t think she’s going to change her mind.”

      “She might, after she’s had a drink of spider-root tea.”

      “Spider-root tea?”

      “It puts even the grumpiest of grouches in an amazing mood, making them cheerful and joyous.”

      Layna’s look of disappointment turned into a mischievous smile that added even more allure to her already striking beauty. But I could see she wasn’t telling me everything about this spider-root tea.

      “There are some side-effects, I’m guessing?” I said.

      “Well, you’ll awake with a bit of a headache the next morning, but that’s about it. It’s just like having a few glasses of wine, except that spider-root tea makes you far happier than any alcoholic beverage could.”

      “It’s not like greenfoil is it? It won’t affect your judgment, make you see things that aren’t there, knock you out or something, will it?”

      “No, it’s very mild. You don’t get intoxicated at all, and you cannot overdose on it; whether you have a few sips or a few jugs, the effect is the same. All it does is brighten your mood. You should try some too. It’s a traditional drink of the Arachne, used on special occasions.”

      Isu had told me to be wary of this Webmaven, that despite looking like an innocent young creature barely out of her teens, Layna had proven herself to be the deadliest of all the Arachne. I also knew spiders killed their prey with venom, and this sure as hell sounded like a brazen attempt at poisoning.

      “I’ll try some,” I said coolly, “if I watch you drink it out of the same cup first. And that goes for anyone in my party. If you want to give them any of this spider-root tea, you drink from the cup first.”

      “You have been warned to fear treachery from us Arachne,” Layna said, her smile broadening, a bright gleam in her gorgeous eyes. “That is wise counsel, to be honest, for many of us can be… sneaky. But if we wanted you and your friends dead, poison would not be how we would do it, trust me. You have nothing to fear from spider-root tea, and I will gladly drink from the cup myself to prove it to you.” She paused, and her eyes drifted toward my crotch, and she studied my bulge with an unabashedly eager and hungry gaze. “And you are such a magnificent specimen, far too magnificent a specimen to kill and eat. No, I would gain far more pleasure from you by keeping you alive and happy. Mm, I can only imagine what kind of pleasure you could bring.”

      I allowed my eyes to brazenly rove over her beautiful figure, taking in the pleasing sight of large breasts straining against the crimson fabric of her silk dress. Despite her stunning features, it was a challenge to look past the fact that she had a pair of sharp fangs in her mouth and four huge spider legs coming out of her back.

      “We’ll try the spider-root tea,” I said, snapping myself out of it. “But only after we’ve spoken to the Council of Aith.”

      “A fair request. Well, to return to the point, before I saw what I saw, I was coming here to inform you that I have called a meeting of the Council of Aith. They have agreed to see you tonight.”

      “Thank you, Layna.”

      “The council meets in the main hall of this palace. Any and all members of your party are welcome to attend with you, to help you to present your case to them, but nobody may enter the hall armed, not even with small items like daggers.”

      This immediately sent alarm bells ringing in my head. But even without magic weapons, my friends and I had a few tricks up our sleeves. I had my recently tested Plague Fists, Isu had her acidic mist, and Rami-Xayon could call on the power of Wind, summoning tornadoes and hurricanes. Friya could utilize certain Cold magic, and while Drok, Elyse, and Rollar wouldn’t be able to call on anything without magic weapons, they were all skilled fighters who could handle themselves, whether armed or unarmed. She hadn’t said no armor either, so I would tell everyone to armor up. Every bit would help if push came to shove.

      “I can abide by those terms,” I finally said.

      “Good. Look out of this window,” she said, leading me to the closest one. “You also have this view from your chamber. When the rising moon clears that tower, that is the time you will proceed to the hall for the meeting.”

      There were a large number of human-shaped spider cocoons hanging from the same tower. 

      “A servant will escort you,” Layna continued, “so make sure you are ready at that exact time. Punctuality is very important to us. Arriving even a few minutes late will greatly anger the council and turn their opinions against you.”

      “Don’t worry, we’ll be ready to go the moment the moon clears that tower. I want to ask you one more thing.”

      Layna’s fangs gleamed in the light as her smile widened. “Of course, Vance. Ask away.”

      “Those spider cocoons have people in ‘em, right?”

      Layna giggled like a schoolgirl, not quite the reaction I’d been expecting. “Yes!” she answered gleefully. “And I put some of them there myself! They’re bad people, and they deserved their fate. Don’t you also punish bad people?”

      “I’m a strong believer in justice.”

      “Ooh, ooh, me too, me too!” she gushed. “Tell me about the ways in which you’ve executed bad people! Tell me all the details, all the juicy, delicious details, don’t leave out anything. Tell me exactly how they died. What their faces looked like when you dealt out your justice. Yes, yes, tell me everything!”

      This cute girl had a taste for violence and blood, it seemed. Shit, well, I guess I did too. I didn’t exactly follow the paths of assassin and necromancer because I was a dyed in the wool pacifist.

      “If I were to tell you about every evil chump I’ve killed in the name of justice, we’d be here all night,” I said.

      “I don’t care,” she said, almost tripping over her words in her haste to get them out of her mouth. “Tell me about all of them. Every single one!”

      I had to chuckle. Her enthusiasm was infectious.

      “All right, all right, I’ll tell you about a couple of ‘em. I do still have to prepare for that meeting later, remember? I’ll give you one for the road, though. This one time, I was crypt diving. I’d just become a necromancer. There was this paladin who’d been hunting me, a pompous asshole from the Church of Light, had a stick shoved so far up his ass it was scraping the roof of his fucking mouth. Anyway, this goblin’s bell end came for me in his golden armor, with his golden greatsword—a walking stereotype, I know. . .”

      So I told Layna exactly how I’d kicked the paladin’s ass. She reveled in all the juicy details, seeming particularly delighted when I told her how, after killing him, I’d made his skeleton explode out of his fresh corpse.

      “I wish I could do that,” she murmured, “have bones burst out of corpses, watch all the blood and innards fly all over the place. Haha, who knows, it could get in the hair and eyes of the others still waiting to receive their pummeling! It must be a sight… a magnificent, delicious, awe-inspiring sight.”

      I thought I was already catching on to some signs that particularly interested me in girls of her type, so I told her a few more stories. It turned out I’d read the signs well: I swore she was dripping wet by the end of it. Her face was flushed, as was her cleavage, her nipples pressing through the fabric of her dress. She was breathing heavily, nibbling on her lower lip. I was sure that all I had to do was tell her about one more death, and that crimson dress would have flown right off all by itself, and she’d be on her knees, slobbering over my hard cock.

      As tempting as it was to try out this hypothesis, I had to stop. She had made clear that the Council of Aith would be greatly offended if my party and I were late. I didn’t want any unnecessary obstacles to stand in our path. Our objective was clear and singular: we needed to obtain passage through this city as soon as possible.

      “I’ll tell you more stories later,” I said, hating the fact that I had to stop here even though she was virtually begging for more. “I really have to prepare for the council meeting.”

      “Ugh!” she gasped. “You’re such a tease, Vance! You take a girl so far, then just stop. I’m not letting you leave the city before I’ve heard of every single heartbeat your hands have stopped.”

      With that, Layna turned around and walked away. My eyes remained locked on that firm ass of hers until she disappeared around the corner. I forced myself to stop thinking about going after her and ripping that dress off for a better look before I headed to my party’s chamber.

      “Lord Vance,” Rollar said as I walked in, “what’s the latest regarding the Council of Aith?”

      “The Webmaven has called on the council to meet tonight,” I answered, “and they’ve agreed. All of you are welcome to attend—but unarmed.”

      “Smells like treachery to me,” Rami-Xayon muttered, folding her arms across her chest.

      “It does seem suspicious,” Friya said.

      “I will go wherever you wish,” Anna said. It was strange to have her here, but she seemed more eager than any of the others.

      “They didn’t say no armor though,” I said, “so I suggest you all get armored up. We have our magical powers too, and besides, we can all handle ourselves well if it comes to unarmed combat.”

      “If you’re sure,” Elyse said, not sounding sure herself.

      “Trust me.” I flashed her a confident grin. “I’m the God of Death. It takes more than a few extra legs sticking out of your back to take me down.”

      My party wasn’t as confident as I was, but they nonetheless obeyed. I wore my full suit of plate armor. In addition to protecting me, it also made me look suitably menacing, which wouldn’t hurt either. Just as I glanced out of the window and saw the moon clearing the top of the tower, there was a knock on the door: an Arachne servant.

      “Are you all ready to attend the meeting… my lord?” the servant said reluctantly.

      I looked back at my party. Grim-faced, they all gave me a single nod.

      “We’re ready,” I said. “If you’d be so kind as to take us there now. Come on, people, let’s move!”
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      I made sure I displayed all my confidence as I marched into the huge main hall of the palace. I didn’t have to do much acting; even though we’d had to leave our weapons outside, I was sure I’d be able to kick ass if it came down to it. One blow from my Plague Fists packed enough power to knock the heads off of any of these spider-looking motherfuckers.

      The impressive main hall had 30-yard-high vaulted ceilings supported by ornate marble pillars. Gargantuan, intricate stained-glass windows glowed with the light of the full moon outside. Layna sat on an equally enormous throne overlooking the hall while four stern Arachne sat on either side of her, on smaller thrones arranged in a semicircle, a level below Layna but a level above us. We were requested to stand on the floor below them.

      “State your name and the reason you are appearing before this Council of Aith,” an Arachne man demanded in a reedy, nasal voice. Like all the Arachne, he was tall, skinny, and long-limbed. While there were streaks of gray in his black hair, his face looked youthful.

      “I am Lord Vance Chauzec, God of Death,” I boomed. “And I am here to request passage for my army through your city. I ask nothing else of you—no gold, no supplies, no alliances—but to pass through Aith on my way elsewhere.”

      “You understand that such requests, humble as they may seem, are not granted lightly.”

      “I understand this,” I said, doing my best to stay cool and collected despite the Arachne’s blatant arrogance and the haughty sneers his compatriots were firing at me and my friends. “When I have explained what my intentions are once my army and I have traveled beyond your fair city, you will understand why my request must be granted.”

      “I hope you realize,” the Arachne said with a mocking grin, “that every traveler who comes here begging for passage tells us the exact same thing. All think that their reasons are of great importance. We, however, as you may have gathered, usually disagree. You are no different. Whether you be god or mortal.”

      While the snooty fuckbrain was saying all of this, a thought popped into my head. How the hell had my uncle and his followers convinced this Arachne Council to allow them passage through Aith? Sure, Rodrick was a smooth talker, an expert in flattery and a first-class liar, but those things alone would not have been enough to convince this council. It sounded like they had already made their minds up about our case, yet somehow, they had let my uncle and his followers stroll through? It would be an understatement to say I was suspicious. 

      “You will allow me to present my case?” I asked, keeping my composure.

      “Go ahead, Lord Chauzec. We are all ears.”

      So I did—I told them my whole story in painstaking detail, even going back to the moment I became a necromancer and defeated Bishop Nabu, making sure my tone was calm and reasonable. Needless to say, my mention of Isu made the council exchange a few surprised looks. I did not, however, tell them she was right here in the hall with them. As before, she had her hood pulled low over her head, covering her face.

      Despite their snooty attitude, the Arachne Council listened carefully. While I could see worry etched plainly across Layna’s face as I explained the dangers facing Aith if we didn’t reach the Blood Temple in time, the members of the council remained stony-faced. When I finished relating my insane journey, they whispered among themselves for a long while. Eventually, the one who seemed to be the speaker turned to me.

      “As is our custom, we will discuss the matter among ourselves this evening. You will have your answer tomorrow.”

      Suddenly, Isu stepped forward. “No,” she stated, “you will give us your answer now.”

      “How dare you?” the Arachne man gasped. “Such an act of disrespect and insolence cannot—”

      Before he could finish his sentence, Isu threw her hood back, revealing her face to the Council of Aith. They all jumped up from their seats, their jaws all but hitting the floor. Above them, Layna—who had known all along that Isu was here—looked on with a smirk. She and this council seemed to have butted heads a number of times in the past, and she seemed more than happy to see them making fools of themselves.

      “She has returned,” a council member gasped. “The Great Queen of Aith has returned!”

      “It cannot be,” another murmured.

      There was a larger-than-life statue of Isu in the hall, so not even the most self-serving of these wretches could deny it was her standing before them.

      “I wrote the law stating the Council should take a night to deliberate over important decisions,” Isu said, “so I have the power to overturn it. And that’s exactly what I’m doing.”

      The Arachne council huddled together, arguing in hushed, urgent tones. There seemed to be two opposing camps, one with a clear majority. Still gathered together and whispering, they voted—the arrogant speaker’s side won. He turned and fixed Isu with an icy stare, his mouth curved into a mocking sneer.

      “You abandoned this city and cursed us,” he said. “And as much as some of my esteemed colleagues believe that your return heralds the coming of a new golden age for Aith, more of my colleagues disagree. Even though you were once a great ruler, the best Aith has ever had, according to the old legends, you committed the worst crime a ruler can commit. You cursed and abandoned us. You could say the good and bad balance each other out, but you would be wrong. In our esteemed opinion, it is far more prudent to avoid another curse than gain the possibility of a new golden age.”

      “I did not abandon you!” Isu roared. “I only cursed you fools because you abandoned me. You forced me to abdicate in favor of that airheaded Lucielle. She ran the city into the ground and destroyed all of the progress of my rule with her obnoxious vanity and self-obsession. This same malady spread to the people of Aith, who, after swallowing that moron’s false promises, threw me out. That’s why I cursed you. You abandoned me, you foul, lying toads!”

      “We can argue all night over the details of who did what to whom at what minute of what day,” the speaker muttered, “but those facts are lost in the mists of the past. What matters now is the present. You are no longer a goddess, are you, Isu?”

      The fire raging in Isu seemed to die down somewhat, and she scowled with impotent wrath.

      “No,” she hissed. “I am not.”

      “Then everything else is moot, is it not?” the Arachne man said. “You do not have the power to lift the curse. Therefore, you do not have the authority to stroll back into Aith as if you own it and force us to change our time-honored laws. Even if you once wrote those laws. You no longer have any power here, Isu. If you continue to act as if you do, things will not go well for you and your friends. We will present you with our decision tomorrow. That is the last we will say on this matter. Now leave this hall, all of you.”

      I had half a mind to jump up onto their platform and beat their asses with my Plague Fists, but we were still attempting to get what we needed through the diplomatic route. As frustrating as that was, it was still a lot easier than turning this disagreement into a war. A war would cost too much time. Navigating this web-riddled city while trying to fight hordes of Arachne and their spider minions would be a monumental effort. By the time we would be finished, my uncle would have accomplished his task. 

      “Very well,” I growled through gritted teeth. “We look forward to hearing your decision tomorrow. Thank you for hearing us out, and thank you for your hospitality.”

      It pained me to say these things to this arrogant asshole—the old me would have flung a throwing star into his eye after what he’d said to us, and how he’d said it—but the new me was wiser, which ultimately meant less impulsive.

      I bowed, turned on my heels, and strode briskly out of the hall. My party followed in silence. I could feel Isu’s cold wrath pulsing out from her core. I was impressed, though, that she too had kept her cool. Perhaps the former goddess was also learning the value of self-control. 

      Though we were all feeling somewhat dejected when we returned to our chambers, none of us planned to mope. Some of us were more concerned about what happened than others though.

      “Drok tired, Drok want to sleep,” was all Drok had to say on the matter. He missed his wife, I figured. He’d only had the chance to see her for a short time, then had to leave Hothgrum again. He was sleeping at the far end of the chamber—thankfully next to a window, so he wouldn’t stink out the entire room.

      Rollar was perhaps least inclined to sit and wait.

      “I smell treachery,” he muttered, balling his big hands into tight fists. “I do not trust these Arachne, Lord Vance. Not one bit. We must set up a watch tonight. We cannot allow them to slip daggers between our ribs while we sleep.”

      “I agree.” Elyse’s eyes flittered nervously from side to side, as if the very walls were watching her and listening in on our conversation. “There is evil at work here. I can sense it. A deep and dangerous evil.”

      “They have us in a very vulnerable position,” Rami-Xayon muttered, a dark scowl on her pretty face. “Your army is locked outside the city gates, and we are surrounded by tens of thousands of enemies. If they decide to launch an attack on us during the night, I’m not sure how easily we can fight them off.”

      “The Arachne may be many things,” Isu said, “but fighters they are not. That’s why they use their war-spiders to do their fighting for them.”

      “It doesn’t matter whether it’s them or their war-spiders,” Friya said. “Either way, we’re vastly outnumbered.”

      “I know we didn’t get the result we were looking for,” I said, “and that some of those fuckers are clearly involved in something dodgy, or evil, even. But let’s not let paranoia get the best of us. Not all of the Arachne are our enemies. I know of at least one who isn’t, and she’s the most powerful Arachne in the city.”

      “Are you sure you can trust the Webmaven, Lord Vance?” Rollar asked.

      “I’m absolutely sure I can trust her, yes,” I answered, though perhaps I was 90% certain. But confidence among my party counted for something; that much I’d learned as a leader. “It’s true that my army is locked outside the city gates, but there’s an important factor that you’re all overlooking.”

      “What’s that, Vance?” Elyse asked.

      “We can’t get troops into the city,” I answered, “but I’m the fucking God of Death. I can turn any living thing in this city into a soldier that serves me blindly, as long as we kill it first. I don’t have troops inside the walls of Aith? No problem, I’ll make some fucking troops.”

      Rollar grinned and boomed out a thunderous chuckle. “Brilliant, Lord Vance, as always.”

      “A true master of the divine,” Anna said as she suddenly pounced on me and planted a kiss on my lips. 

      Elyse shot Anna a somewhat jealous look. “We can’t just go around killing random Arachne to turn into zombies though. Regardless of what position we’re in, we’re not murderers, and what you’re suggesting, Vance, is murder. I’m sorry, but I cannot take part in the murder of innocent citizens, even if they are not exactly human-human.”

      I flashed her a grin. “Who said anything about killing Arache? The fuckers aren’t decent fighters, as Isu just told us. Who’s up for some spider hunting tonight?”
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      Isu told us most of the war-spiders—the biggest and most powerful of the fighting spiders, like the one I’d defeated outside the gates of Aith—were kept in stables below the palace. We had some powerful weapons to get there undetected: my assassin skills, Rami-Xayon’s enjarta techniques, and Isu’s intimate familiarity with Aith’s layout. This was partly why we decided it should be just the three of us going on this mission. Of course, our smaller numbers would make us more stealthy too. 

      In addition, we needed to maintain the illusion that we were still in our chambers. If any servants came by, or indeed Layna herself, the others could excuse our absence by saying that I’d taken two of my favorite women to a more secluded spot so that, to be blunt, we could fuck. Layna understood that the beautiful women in my party were more than just allies and warriors. This came with the additional advantage that, even as part of a hypothetical story, the idea of a threesome with these two gorgeous ladies had been put out there. And once a good--no, a great idea is let loose on the world, how long does it usually take for it to be put into action?

      As for how we planned to kill the spiders without getting ourselves killed or triggering a mass counter attack, well, we had a pretty novel idea on how to get that done, courtesy of Isu and her knowledge of the giant spiders of Aith. It was such a brilliant idea, in fact, that we didn’t even need weapons to achieve our aims. I kept Grave Oath sheathed at my side just in case, of course, and strapped on my wrist crossbow with its Tree Magic darts.

      According to Isu, the human bodies hanging in spider cocoons all over the city were spider food, although many of the Arachne themselves enjoyed munching on certain cuts of human flesh too. While the giant spiders had very robust digestive systems, certain substances were extremely toxic to the behemoths. Indeed, if they ingested them, they would quickly die. One of these substances was the fruit certain trees that grew in the oldest district of Aith.

      Isu’s plan was simple, but particular aspects of it would be a challenge to pull off. We were going to sneak through the city and to the trees. After that, we would climb a few towers and cut down two or three cocooned corpses. Isu said the sewers were near the trees, so we could go there to complete the rest of our plan. In the sewers, we would retrieve the corpses from their spider silk tombs, smear the corpses with juice from the fruit, then stuff the fruit down their throats and up their asses and other cavities for good measure. And for a laugh, which always helped on tense missions with high stakes. A second bit of fun would be to resurrect the fruit-doused corpses as zombies and send them walking into the spider pens.

      Isu had explained that the spiders were like attack dogs trained to kill humans. The sight of a human walking casually into their enclosure would set them off right away. They would, of course, attack the “humans,” but every spider that managed to bite one of my poisoned zombies would soon be on its back, twitching in its death throes. Hopefully, enough of them would be killed this way for me to resurrect a substantial force.

      Moving through the city unnoticed was easy enough. The layout had barely changed since Isu had lived here, and as it was freezing cold in the mountains at night, most of the Arachne stayed indoors after dark. A few guards were patrolling the streets, but Rami-Xayon and I were able to use our stealth experience to slip by them unnoticed, even with Isu trailing along behind us. 

      After about half an hour of sneaking through alleys, climbing through half-ruined buildings, and jumping from rooftop to rooftop, we finally reached the park with the trees that bore poisonous fruit They were strange, twisted things, strings of root hanging down to the ground like beards.

      “If these trees are so poisonous to spiders,” I said pensively, “why didn’t the Arachne just cut ‘em all down?”

      “These are spider-root trees,” Isu explained, “and there are few drinks the Arachne love more than spider-root tea.”

      “Ah, so Layna wasn’t trying to poison us.”

      “What?”

      “She offered to bring us all some spider-root tea earlier.”

      “A common courtesy offered to guests of the Arachne. You should have accepted. The effects are quite… pleasing.”

      The way Isu said that, and the glint that entered her eye, made me think that this spider-root tea did more than merely put a smile on your face. I made a mental note to try a mug when all of this was over.

      I climbed up into the tree and soon found a few fruits. They were bright pink, and they looked kind of like spiky peaches. I was about to pluck one with my bare hands when I paused, my fingers hovering inches from the fruit.

      “So, Isu, these things are deadly poison to spiders,” I said, “but uh, are they also poisonous to us?” Sure, the Arachne made tea from the fruit, but there could have been some process that removed the poison from it beforehand. 

      Isu chuckled. “No, they’re quite delicious, another reason the Arachne never cut these trees down.”

      Sure that it was safe, I plucked a few fruits from the tree and tossed them down to Rami-Xayon and Isu, who caught them and stuffed them into the little cloth bags we’d brought along. There was still plenty of bad blood between Rami-Xayon and Isu, and on more than one occasion while we were sneaking through the city, I caught them firing glares at one another, but for the moment, they rose above this rivalry.

      “That’s enough now,” Isu said after a while. “Now the easy part’s completed. Are you ready to go pluck some larger, fleshier fruit?”

      I smiled at her not-so-bad attempt at a joke. “I sure am.” 

      We reached the base of one of the towers with cocoons easily enough.

      “All right,” I muttered, staring up at the sheer walls of the cylindrical tower. “It’s been a while since I’ve done a climb like this, but it shouldn’t be a problem.”

      “Choose the three smallest corpses,” Rami-Xayon said. “Easier to carry.”

      “We won’t have to carry them very far,” I said. “Once I raise them as zombies, they can do their own walking.”

      I breathed deeply and stared up. The corpses hung off the top of the tower, a hundred yards from the ground. That was a long way to fall, and even though I was a god, flight wasn’t one of my magical powers. If I hit the ground from that height, I’d burst like a rotten pumpkin.

      I thought about simply flying Talon up there to get some corpses down, but seeing as my harpy was outside the city walls, I would have to fly it into Aith, and the guards on the city walls would notice. Nope, this one was going to have to be all me.

      “Just don’t look down,” I muttered as I prepared to climb.

      I took Grave Oath out and gripped the blade between my teeth for easy access. Then I dug my fingertips into the grooves between the stones—which, thankfully, were large and deep, and made for good handholds and footholds—and began my ascent.

      Becoming a god had given me a natural boost in strength, energy, and endurance, and all of these helped what would otherwise be a tricky climb. That didn’t mean it was easy, though, not by any means, and it took some time and a lot of effort to get to the top. I kept my eyes on the zenith, always. It wasn’t that I was afraid of heights. I wasn’t, and never had been. It was the pull of vertigo, the treacherous suck the ground seemed to exert with ever greater force the farther away you were from it.

      Finally, after what seemed like a repetitive eternity, I found myself among the cocooned corpses. That was when I finally looked down for the signal from Isu and Rami-Xayon that the coast was clear. The two of them looked like insects.

      The pull of the ground sucked at my body with a sudden roar, as if invisible hands were pawing at my body, trying to rip me off the wall and smack me against the unyielding, distant ground. I had to dig my fingertips deep into the groove to fight against this unseen force, and I focused on keeping my breath steady to maintain a cool head.

      Rami-Xayon and Isu were each watching a different street. Thankfully, they each gave me the signal that we were all set. Rami-Xayon had said that I should look for the three smallest bodies, but at this point, I just wanted to get this over with, so I went for the three closest cocoons.

      Each one was suspended from the top of the tower by a thick thread of spider silk. The sticky substance was immensely strong, and even with Grave Oath’s sharp blade, it took quite a bit of effort to cut through the threads.

      When I’d severed the first one, I watched the cocooned body plummet earthward. It seemed to fall forever, tumbling over and over through the air, until finally, it slammed into the cobbled street below with a heavy thud. Thanks to its tight wrapper, the body remained intact; I had no doubt that any body dropped from this height without a protective cocoon would splatter like a rotten tomato on impact with the ground.

      I heaved a sigh of relief when the final corpse thumped to the ground before I made a hasty climb back down to Isu and Rami, who had already dragged the cocooned corpses into a thick pool of shadow in a nearby alley.

      “You looked like a spider yourself.” Rami-Xayon stared at me with a sudden hunger in her dark phoenix eyes. “It was a sight.”

      “You truly showed you were a god up there,” a suddenly jealous-looking Isu purred. “A powerful, dominant god.”

      As enjoyable as it was to have these two women trying to outdo the other’s desire for me, we didn’t have time for this now. Though this did bring to mind a way our alibi might become reality. Wouldn’t it be the perfect way to get these two to get over their grudge? If I let them compete like this for a while longer, without time constraints, they might just get so aroused that before long, they wouldn’t care about the other’s presence anymore. 

      We’d see later. Right now, there was a mission to complete.

      “This spider silk is a bitch to cut through,” I said, changing the subject. “It’s not going to be easy to get these corpses out of the cocoons. How far are the sewers?”

      “This way,” she said.

      I picked up the biggest corpse and slung it over my shoulder, Rami-Xayon took the medium-sized one, and Isu the smallest. The necromancer brought us to a large tunnel nearby that led to Aith’s sewer system. It was pitch black in the sewers, but Isu, knowing we’d be coming here, had brought a torch and a small fire kindling kit. She lit the torch and led us into the sewers.

      Safely outside the scope of any guards, I cut the corpses out of their cocoons with a lot of cursing and vigorous sawing. The biggest one was a barbarian warrior. The second one was a chubby merchant, and the smallest one a scrawny rogue. All had a green undertone to their skin. Isu explained that the discoloration was caused by preservatives in the spider cocoons. We crushed the spider-root fruit and rubbed the juice all over the corpses before shoving the fruit pulp into every orifice we could find. It definitely wasn’t my highest moment, but I was always willing to do whatever it took to get the job done. 

      Once the corpses were sufficiently stuffed, I closed my eyes and raised the trio as zombies.

      “We can get to the spider pens via the sewer network,” Isu finally said. “Follow me.”

      We walked briskly through the sewers, the zombies striding silently behind us. The sewer system was as advanced as any I’d ever seen. I wondered what would have happened if Aith had remained at the forefront of infrastructure and engineering, had they been able to develop even more advanced technologies. 

      After navigating numerous twisting turns and tight tunnels, we were approaching the stables. Since the war-spiders had excellent hearing, we had to be extremely careful from now on. There was a very pungent stink in this part of the sewers. It was the spiders’ shit, Isu explained. Most of it was digested human meat, which turned out to make for some stinky feces.

      We climbed slowly up a ladder that led out of the sewer. The higher we climbed, the more clearly we began to hear a strange sound: a hissing, like the wind through pine trees on a particularly blustery night. It wasn’t the wind though, and there were no trees where we were going.

      At the end of the ladder, we found ourselves at the top of the gigantic underground stables. They were filled with huge spiders, thousands of them, maybe tens of thousands, of all colors, sizes, and builds. The hissing sound we’d heard was now deafening. It was clear this wasn’t wind blowing through fucking trees. It was the rustling of thousands of giant spiders’ hairy bodies as they jostled.

      “Fuck,” I murmured, staring down at the literal sea of spiders below us. If these things caught wind of us, we were beyond dead.
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      “While some citizens of Aith keep their spiders in their homes and manors, like guard dogs,” Isu whispered, “most of the spiders of Aith are kept here at night.”

      “A nightmare come to life,” I muttered.

      “What are you waiting for?” Rami-Xayon whispered. “Send in the zombies!”

      Even though the zombies were not technically ‘alive,’ and certainly couldn’t feel pain, I still felt kind of bad about serving them up to the spider horde. 

      “Those big red ones there.” Isu pointed to the biggest of the war-spiders, which were all kept in a pen nearby. “Send the zombies into that pen. We want the strongest spiders.”

      I closed my eyes and directed my will into the zombies. I made them climb up past us and creep along the rim of the stables, which was raised about four yards above the ground, until they were above the pen with the blood-red war-spiders.

      “Sorry, fellas,” I muttered to the three zombies before I made them stand up and jump into the pen.

      An earsplitting shriek ripped through the entire stables as the war-spiders caught sight of the three “humans” in their midst. The ground shook as the hundreds of red war-spiders in that pen all pounced at once, scrambling over each other and fighting in their eagerness to attack the invaders. As for the zombies, the poor suckers were swamped within seconds, disappearing beneath a grotesque mass of scurrying, writhing spider bodies. It didn’t take long for the beasts to rip them apart. Soon, arms, legs, hands, and feet were flying up into the air.

      Unexpectedly soon, the effects of the fruit began to kick in. Scores of the war-spiders started jerking and spasming. They flipped over onto their backs, their legs scrambling madly as the poison worked its way through their bodies. I grinned, feeling death after death flourishing below me. And then I set to work.

      While I still had to follow the same steps to resurrect a beast—projecting myself outward, shrunk to a microscopic size but still carrying an ember of my life force, and traveling through the dead creature’s veins into its heart to give it a fresh start—I could go through these steps far more quickly now and with far less effort. Within seconds, the dead spiders, lying on their backs, were getting onto their feet again. Now, their hundreds of eyes shone with an eerie yellow-green glow. They belonged to me.

      The final zombie was consumed to the last morsel. After a few minutes, the last of the spiders who had eaten the poisoned flesh died. I resurrected it, then left the spider pens with my new squadron of undead war-spiders in tow.

      The sewer network was enormous, so it was a perfect way to get back to the palace undetected with the 50 giant spiders. I controlled the spiders as if they were one, giving them a hive mind of sorts, with one overriding purpose: to protect us at all costs. My mind was linked to this hive mind, and anything I perceived as a threat would immediately be attacked with savage ferocity by the war-spiders, who would keep fighting, regardless of how badly they were damaged, until they were literally torn to shreds. It went a long way to make one feel more at ease in a slumbering city of enemies. It took twice as long to return to the palace because we had to find broader tunnels for the spiders to fit. 

      I left the squadron of spiders in the sewers just below the palace. If we needed them, they could come charging to our aid in minutes, or sooner, since they could easily scuttle up vertical walls. We then crept into the palace and headed swiftly to our chambers.

      “Did anyone come looking for us while we were gone?” I asked Elyse after she’d been reassured the mission had been a success.

      “The Webmaven asked after you,” she said. “I told her that you were… entertaining those two.” She jerked her head in Rami-Xayon and Isu’s direction. “She mentioned something about how it was a pity that you didn’t drink some of her spider-root tea before you entertained your women, whatever she meant by that.”

      Hmm. That was interesting. Now, I was definitely going to ask Layna for some—if the council didn’t try to ambush and kill us during the night, of course.

      And if they did, I was ready. Those assholes would get one very nasty surprise if they thought they could fuck with us. I was eager to see what my undead war-spiders could do in battle.

      “Vance,” Rami-Xayon said suddenly, “something evil is happening in this city. I just felt a wave of it, the most powerful one yet.”

      Strangely enough, the moment she said this, I also picked up on an eerie sensation, a chill rushing down my spine. Well, we would be here for one night only. Then it wouldn’t be our problem anymore.

      I turned to Elyse. “Did the Webmaven say she’d be coming back?”

      Elyse nodded. “She said she’d give you an hour or two to finish up with your women, and then she’d return. She said there was a sensitive matter, a very important matter, that she needed to discuss with you.”

      “I see. Rami-Xayon,” I said, turning my attention to the Wind Goddess, “I’d better stay here, but do you think you have enough access to Rami’s enjarta skills to go snoop around? You’re right, there’s definitely something fucked up going on here, and it couldn’t hurt to find out what it is. Even if it is just to be prepared for something that won’t likely involve us. I doubt any anyone will notice if it’s just you missing from the chambers here.”

      Rami-Xayon agreed and left. The others retired for the night, but I stayed awake. Not too long after, there was a knock at the door. I slipped Grave Oath out of its sheath and tucked the dagger behind my back, ready to attack in the blink of an eye if necessary.

      I opened the door and found Layna. She carried a tray with number of small mugs and an ornate, steaming hot teapot.

      “I brought you some spider-root tea,” she said with a smile. “And here, just to allay any fears you might have, I’ll drink it in front of you.”

      She poured herself some of the liquid from the pot, drank it down, and smiled.

      “Ah,” she sighed, “there’s nothing quite like a good cup of spider-root tea.”

      “You told my friend that I should have had some before entertaining my women. Why is that?”

      A mischievous look crossed her face. “I told you before, Vance, that it produces feelings of great joy in the drinker. And it also has another pleasing effect. It acts as a natural aphrodisiac, enhancing both male and female pleasure in the bedchamber.”

      “Damn,” I said, “I’ll definitely have some before I ‘entertain’ my women again. In my humble opinion, entertaining women is one of the most effective ways of relaxing and of getting one’s mind, body, and spirit to higher planes. I’m sure I’ll be doing it again before long, so there’ll be plenty of opportunity to try it out. However, I’ll have to pass on it for the moment. You look like you have something more pressing on your mind.”

      She nodded. “Come with me. We must talk in private.”

      I still didn’t trust her completely, so I kept Grave Oath hidden behind my back as I followed her. She led me up a long spiral staircase, which seemed to go up forever, until we eventually emerged in the top of one of the palace towers. The view over Aith was quite spectacular, and it was a lot more comforting to see the city from this height when I wasn’t clinging to a vertical wall, with only my fingertips preventing me from plummeting to my gory death.

      There were no guards or servants here, so it seemed like a good place for a private conversation. For good measure, Layna locked the door behind us.

      “Things are not well here in Aith, Vance,” she said. “Not for me, at least, and not for many other Arachne either. The Council of Aith have grown corrupt. I have spies who have told me they are plotting to overthrow me, almost brazenly. They want to dismantle the Webmaven system completely and install themselves as sole rulers over Aith. There is something else though, something that goes beyond mere greed and lust for power. There is a deep evil that has been growing in this city for some time now, but in recent days, it has been reaching levels at which it feels like… it will explode, inevitably, and soon.”

      “My uncle passed through your city recently” I said. “And you know now why he was traveling through Aith: to assault the fortress of the Charm Goddess. He wants to capture her and sacrifice her to the Blood God. I think you have just answered a question that has been burning in my mind ever since I explained this to your council, who seemed to want to do everything in their power to prevent me from traveling through Aith. Why, with my cause being so important, would they want to hinder me and my army? And, on the other hand, why would they simply have allowed my uncle, whose purpose in traveling through Aith was truly nefarious, to have strolled through the city with his followers?”

      The answer seemed clear to me, but I wanted Layna to comprehend the implications as well. 

      “Could they be in league with your uncle?” she asked me. 

      “Well, I have my suspicions, but let me ask you one more question: have there been any unexplained disappearances of young women in Aith?”

      Layna nodded. “A handful at first, but far more in recent times. We thought perhaps they had attempted to leave the city. The youth believe the curse is nothing but a rumor, but few are brave enough to test the theory.”

      “I doubt they’ve decided to up and leave the city. I think certain members of your council have decided to serve the Blood God.”

      “They. . .  they’ve been killing the young women?” 

      I nodded. “Most likely. Sacrifices.”

      Layna shuddered. “Violence and murder are wonderful things, but not to your own kind.” 

      “We’ll know for sure soon enough. My friend Rami-Xayon is out investigating this very moment. I expect her to learn that the council also plan to kill me and my party. They’ll be wanting to stop us by any means necessary to appease their damn evil god.”

      “You’re right,” the Webmaven gasped. “That’s why they took their war-spiders home with them after the meeting this evening! I can’t believe I didn’t see this sooner. Of course, I have firsthand knowledge of how one should fight a war-spider, even without magic, but that’s just one war-spider. The council have access to many.”

      “It will come in handy anyway. Have you fought a war-spider?”

      “Well, my firsthand knowledge is from the other side, from my war-spider whom you fought outside the gates. So, in a way, it was me you fought; I was controlling the spider.” She grinned proudly.

      I didn’t know whether to roar with laughter or yell; that very same day, she had quite literally been doing her best to kill me!

      “Don’t worry,” she added, “I wasn’t too attached to that war-spider. I have others. You don’t need to feel bad about killing him.”

      “Trust me, I don’t. About your other spiders, though… Are they all huge red ones like that one I killed?” 

      “They are, yes.”

      “If you’re not mad about me killing your pet, you might be mad about something else,” I said, chuckling humorlessly. “On a different scale, let’s say. Tell me first, though, how you feel about a preemptive strike against your council buddies.”

      She scrunched her beautiful face into a frown. “Those liars are not my ‘buddies.’ They want to kill me as much as they want to kill you and your friends. Regardless,”—a look of savage delight crossed Layna’s face—“I think it would be perfect. The Council of Aith thinks I’m a toothless ruler. This would be the perfect means by which to show those traitors just how ruthless a Webmaven I actually am.”

      “Good. So, uh, keep the awesomeness of the idea of a preemptive strike in mind while I take you down to the sewers to show you what I did, okay?”

      “All right…”

      With that, I led Layna down to the sewers, where my squadron of undead war-spiders was awaiting my command. As I’d predicted, Layna wasn’t too happy that I’d slaughtered and resurrected over 50 of her prized war-spiders, but to her credit, she didn’t explode emotionally. She was actually impressed at what I’d managed to pull off, and she had plenty more war-spiders still in the pens.

      By the time we returned to my chambers, Rami-Xayon had returned from her mission. She wore a dark expression.

      “It is as we suspected,” she muttered. “But before I tell you anything, tell me where she stands.” She fired an icy stare at Layna.

      “The Webmaven is with us,” I said. “The members of the Council who have turned to the Blood God are also planning a coup against her.”

      “You have my war-spiders,” Layna said. “All of them are at your disposal. In addition to those war-spiders you have already… turned.”

       “Then we need to strike hard and strike fast,” I said. “Where do these council members live?”

      A sly smile appeared on Rami-Xayon’s lips, and she spoke before Layna could answer my question.

      “Sometimes,” she said, “in the way of the enjarta, we consider the best time to strike at your adversary to be the time when he believes he is triumphant. Allow him the illusion of victory, and you will be able to attack him at his most vulnerable.”

      I knew exactly what she was getting at.
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      The hour before dawn was dark, especially with all the torches and candles in our chamber extinguished. Still forms lay silent under their bed covers. I stood in the shadows and watched as the door was quietly opened from the outside. A number of war-spiders started filing in, creeping carefully across the floor, the footsteps of their huge, hairy feet strangely soundless on the polished marble. These were green spiders, not the red ones that belonged to myself and Layna.

      I watched as each green war-spider walked up to a sleeping figure in a bed and positioned itself, ready to strike. I cocked my wrist crossbow and took aim—I had enough bolts to take out each of the spiders in our chamber, and I’d still have one or two left—but I didn’t shoot. Not yet.

      Moving as one, controlled by their council masters, the war-spiders let out unearthly howls and attacked, pouncing on the beds. They plunged their huge, venomous fangs through the flimsy sheets into the bodies beneath, injecting them with deadly venom and ripping like sharp swords through their flesh and bones, impaling torsos and then ripping heads and limbs off in a frenzy of violence.

      And still, I did not shoot. I was waiting for the perfect moment.

      In his chamber, the leader of the Council of Aith—the one who had spoken with such haughtiness—laughed with malevolent glee as he experienced his spider’s kills, his mind linked to the beast’s in the same way mine was linked to the minds of my undead troops. He and his friends had just killed my entire party, and they would be handsomely rewarded for this by the Blood God. And after killing Layna, the city would be his.

      He stood up from his ornate desk and walked over to a cabinet to pour himself a drink to celebrate the success of his traitorous mission.

      At least, that’s what I assumed had happened right before the door to the old man’s chamber exploded, smashed by a massive force from outside, and I saw him scream in terror as a huge red war-spider, burst into his room, its eyes glowing an unearthly yellow-green, its fangs dripping with black, gooey venom. Whimpering with terror, the leader of the Council of Aith dropped his glass and scrambled for his sword, but the spider was on him in two bounds. I made sure it held him down with its eight legs and killed him very slowly, and very painfully.

       The zombie-spider’s venom had changed its characteristics since they had become undead. Now, it was linked to my necrotic venom, and anyone they bit—if their victim survived being impaled by fangs the size of scimitars—would be infected with a fast-spreading grave rot that would turn their flesh gray and have it slough off their bones.

      In my chamber, I watched as the last of the green war-spiders I’d shot with my Tree magic wrist crossbow stopped writhing. It turned into a tree, its legs becoming roots that pushed into and cracked the smooth marble floor beneath it. Where the spiders had stood a minute or two earlier, there were now only young trees, their leaves rustling gently in the night breeze coming through the open windows.

      And in the beds were the torn-up bodies. But they weren’t those of my party. They were more corpses we’d taken from the cocoons and hidden in the beds to fool the council traitors. My party members were hiding on the roof.

      Now, the council traitors who had served the Blood God were all dead, killed by both my war-spiders and Layna’s. We had triumphed. I would have passage for my army through Aith, and Layna was the undisputed ruler of the city, having purged the Council of Aith of all traitorous elements.

      It was still dark when I brought down my party from the roof, and I went up to find Layna after our victory. She was grateful for my help but declined my offer to celebrate with her at this moment. Apparently, she had a lot to sort out, having completely rearranged the political landscape of Aith in a matter of minutes. She did urge me to celebrate, though, and this was something I fully intended to do. I needed a bit of fun before marching my army through Aith toward the castle of the Frost Giants, the Jotunn.

      Since the beds were pretty much wrecked from what had just happened, Layna’s servants assigned some new chambers to my party. We were now split up, but that didn’t matter. My party members could sleep in peace with the traitors neutralized. 

      I ended up in a chamber with Rami-Xayon and Isu. My earlier idea entered the forefront of my mind. The one that involved certain ways to resolve the conflict between them. Without making any announcements about my plans, I retrieved a pot of spider-root tea and brought it to our chamber.

      “A great victory calls for a bit of a celebration, right, ladies?” I said to them.

      “It’s been a very long time since I last had spider-root tea,” Isu said, “and it’s one of the things I missed most about Aith. I’ll gladly share some with you, Vance.”

      “Excellent,” I said. “And what about you Rami-Xayon?”

      “It would be my pleasure,” she said with a grin. “I’ve heard great things about it.”

      We each had a cup of the tea. It had a pleasant taste, with a slightly sour edge to it. I began to notice the effects only a minute or two after finishing my cup: a sense of lightness coming over me, along with a general contentment. I wasn’t intoxicated though. My mind was sharp. Everything was simply lighthearted and funny.

      I also started to notice something else. Isu and Rami-Xayon, who were already incredibly beautiful, were starting to look even more irresistible. And the happy feeling from the tea seemed to be pooling in a very specific part of my anatomy.

      I took a seat between Rami-Xayon and Isu, who were sitting on either side of a large sofa, draping my right arm around Rami-Xayon’s shoulders and my left around Isu’s. 

      “I know that there’s some bad blood between the two of you,” I said. “I know it goes back a long way too, and it involves some very painful memories. But in the interests of defeating a very powerful foe, I think it’s time to put your differences aside. Forgive and forget, heal old wounds… and make up.”

      I could see sexual hunger gleaming in each woman’s eyes as I looked at them in turn. The tea was having the same effect on them as it was on me.

      “How do you propose we put our differences aside and ‘make up,’ as you call it?” Isu asked, smiling slyly.

      “How about you make out to make up,” I suggested with a shrug. 

      This idea would previously have thrown Rami-Xayon into a rage, but the glow of our recent victory over the Council of Aith—which had only been possible because she and Isu had worked together so brilliantly—combined with the effects of the tea, made her see the question from a different perspective.

      “You’re right, Vance,” she said. “I’ve held this grudge for too long, and to tell you the truth, I think I’ve always been far too hard on Isu for her part in the Purge.”

      “Well, go on,” I said to Rami-Xayon, “show Isu that you’ve forgiven her.”

      The two of them locked eyes, and I watched as they moved closer together, their faces drawn closer to each other like a pair of lodestones. In front of my face, they closed their eyes and pressed their lips together and started kissing passionately, each with one hand resting on my legs. The moment they started doing this, moaning into each other’s mouths as they made out mere inches from my face, a surge of hot blood rushed into my cock. 

      This night was just getting better and better.

      They gasped and grunted, their kisses becoming more passionate with every passing second. It was amazing just watching this girl-on-girl loving right in front of me. But I’d never been content with merely watching. 

      I reached up, cupping one of Isu’s breasts in one hand, and one of Rami-Xayon’s in the other. They shuddered with pleasure at my touch and let out long, slow moans as their tongues danced in each other’s mouths. My cock throbbing with eagerness, I massaged their breasts in my hands. Rami-Xayon’s small but pert tit in one hand and Isu’s big, round breast in the other. Variety is the spice of life, as the old saying goes, and I was definitely enjoying the variety of tits I had to play with at this moment.

      “I think we’re all overdressed for the occasion.” I smiled as I continued to fondle their breasts. “You both know me, and you know I like things to be… informal.” 

      Finally, their mouths parted, each breathing hard, chests heaving, and eyes smoldering with raw lust.

      “I agree,” Isu gasped and practically ripped her dress in half in desperate haste to remove it.

      “Overdressed,” Rami-Xayon panted, nodding, “yes, definitely overdressed.”

      She slipped her sleek, body-hugging enjarta catsuit off, revealing her lithe, tawny form in all its naked glory. If my cock hadn’t been ready to explode up until this point, it sure as hell was now.

      In seconds, Isu was naked too. Damn, it had been a while since I’d seen her naked, and I’d almost forgotten what a glorious sight it was, from her huge but gravity-defying tits to her big round ass, and the cheeky strip of close-trimmed hair on her pubic mound.

      “Come here, girls,” I said, “and let’s anoint this new friendship.”

      The two women leaned in closer, and we took turns. First, I locked lips with Rami-Xayon, tasting her tongue while I reached up and massaged Isu’s heavy tits as she hastily undressed me. Then, I switched to Isu, darting my tongue into her mouth while Rami-Xayon took over the task of getting my clothes off. After a minute or two, the pair started kissing each other again. I just leaned back and watched, playing with their swollen nipples in my hands while I enjoyed the show.

      As fun as it was to fondle their tits, I was hungry for more. I always was. With each hand, I reached down, brushing their silky bellies with my fingertips to tease them as I moved slowly down their bodies. Their skin glowed with the heat of their arousal. I moved my hand to each of their crotches, teasing them with fleeting touches near their openings.  Each woman gyrated her hips and bucked her groin to try to get her sex onto my fingers, but I grinned and dodged their attempts, enjoying teasing them a while longer.

      My dick was so hard at this point, I was honestly a little worried that it would pop like an overstuffed sausage. Rami and Isu both eagerly tugged my underclothes, and my cock sprang out, pointing proudly skyward. 

      The divine beauties’ mouths lurched away from each other and went for me. They were hungry all right, and this was a meal big enough for both of them. Isu started sucking on the head of my prick while Rami-Xayon ran her wet lips and hot tongue up and down the length of my shaft, teasing my stones with darting flicks of her tongue as both of them caressed my muscular chest and shoulders with appreciative fingertips.

      My whole body trembled with pleasure, an affect the spider-root tea greatly enhanced. I pressed a hand onto each woman’s sex, sighing with bliss as I felt how hot, swollen, and dripping wet they both were. I slipped a finger into each of them while my thumb gently pressed their pleasure point above. The deft movements of my hands had them both gasping and writhing and moaning madly as they started sucking on and licking my throbbing cock with even more vigor.

      Rami-Xayon whimpered with joy as my expert fingers sent wave after wave of sheer ecstasy coursing through her. She took as much of my member as she could fit into that petite mouth of hers while Isu turned her tongue and lips to my balls, sucking on them softly while she panted and shuddered with the pleasure of my fingers inside her.

      We carried on like this for a while longer until each woman cried out with their climax. Isu gushed as she reached her peak. Rami’s whole body slackened, and she collapsed onto me, shuddering and shivering as if caught in the grips of a violent fever.

      I wanted more. At this point, I needed more. I picked up Isu, turned her around so that she was facing me while I sat on the sofa, and lowered her onto my cock. She gasped and moaned as I slid into her hot opening. When I’d buried myself up to the base, a drawn-out shudder ripped through her, as if she was climaxing just from having me inside her. She started grinding her hips, moving them up and down, letting out little gasps and squeals of pleasure with each deep thrust. 

      Rami-Xayon climbed up and started kissing me while I fucked Isu. Then, I directed her head to one of Isu’s big, bouncing breasts. She took Isu’s tit in her hand and swirled her tongue around Isu’s pale nipple while I reached over with one hand and slipped my fingers back into Rami-Xayon. With the other, I started rubbing Isu’s hardened pleasure point  while she rode me

      It didn’t take long for Isu to reach her peak again. She screamed and writhed and drenchrf my cock while Rami-Xayon continued to suck on her nipple. Now it was Rami-Xayon’s turn for some of this magic rod, so they switched places, with Rami-Xayon feeding me into her unbelievably tight sex an inch at a time. Isu, meanwhile, squatted down behind Rami-Xayon and started tasting her.

      Now, this was a sight: Rami-Xayon’s tits with their dark nipples bouncing in my face, riding me with an almost crazed vigor, while Isu pleasured her. It was enough to drive me to the edge, but I held on until Rami-Xayon, riding me so fast and furiously that I was worried she might break it, finally screamed out and arched her back as another orgasm tore through her.

      “I’m ready,” I grunted. 

      Rami-Xayon, sweating and almost delirious with pleasure, managed to climb off me.

      She and Isu went down on their knees, each looking up at me with eager smiles as they finished me off, two hands wrapped around my shaft while the other two took my stones and fondled them. I showered them with my biggest seed shot in a long time. Another effect of the spider-root tea? They moaned with each blast, greedily licking it off the other’s face when it landed there as if they wanted it all for themselves.

      We all collapsed into a sweaty heap on the sofa, reveling in our shared experience and the triumph of defeating the evil Council of Aith.

      Soon, we were all ready for another round, something I was sure would have happened without the tea too. But even as the two divinely beautiful women started worshiping my cock with their mouths, I couldn’t keep my thoughts away from the dark journey that lay ahead...
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       We left Aith shortly after sunrise, with my army bigger than ever, now that I had my undead war-spiders. Webmaven Layna had bid us farewell. She’d wished to come with us, but had too many issues to deal with in her city, now that the council had fallen. I promised to return to her when I’d hunted down my uncle. I hated leaving behind a woman with whom I’d shared a strong connection, but that promise had been made to myself, too. I would return for Layna and see if I could convince her to join my party. 

      Passing through the city also meant leaving behind the highest peaks in the mountain range. The forest grew thicker around us as the land flattened and opened up. Over the next few days, we began to encounter small villages and farms again. This might have been a heartening sight in normal circumstances, but these weren’t normal circumstances. The villages and farms were deserted, seemingly abandoned in a hurry, and not too long ago—that was, by those who’d made it out. The scent of Death was thick in the air, and I could feel its cold chill in my bones. And that was before we actually entered the villages, often even before we saw them. Once inside, I didn’t need to rely on any other sense than smell or sight to find evidence of slaughter. Men, women, children, even the elderly had been massacred, their bodies left to rot wherever they had fallen. We could find no corpses of young women though. My uncle Rodrick wasn’t even remotely trying to hide the fact that he and his men were behind these atrocities.

      We swore to avenge these innocents who had been cut down by Rodrick and his forces. It was yet another reason to pursue our mission, a reminder that my uncle and anyone who helped him in his evil pursuits deserved nothing less than a painful death. Of course, we still had to rescue Lucielle from him too. If he had her, it may already be too late, and then we might all die too. But there was no point ruminating on this possibility. Instead, I thought of how sweet my vengeance would be when I finally shoved Grave Oath into my uncle’s lying throat and watched his head shrivel up as I sucked his soul out.

      That thought never failed to motivate me. Eyes on the prize. 

      We had some hurdles ahead before I could claim my satisfying reward. We had to get past the Jotunn. I’d never actually seen one of them, but I’d heard plenty of tales. Most stories depicted them as 20 feet tall and with blue skin. Immense strength enabled them to wield gargantuan clubs enchanted with Cold magic. They were also capable of living for hundreds of years, but their war-like culture meant their lifespans were often much shorter than that. 

      And everything I’d heard about them indicated they were tough, no-nonsense bastards, and not particularly welcoming to strangers—in the sense that they ended up eating half of the people who came their way. Yeah, the Jotunn quite enjoyed the taste of human flesh. Perhaps you could say they were welcoming to strangers, in the same way as I was welcoming to a plate of grilled meat after a battle victory. 

      The one good thing about the Jotunn was that they were probably not allied with the Blood God. The Jotunn didn’t worship any gods, never had and most likely never would. They believed themselves equals to gods, and they refused to worship anyone. As unhappy as they might be about me passing through their territory, at least they wouldn’t be working for the Blood God like the Council of Aith had been.

       Then there was the matter of getting the Cloak of Changing from the Jotunn king, Engroth. Best-case scenario, we wouldn’t need the cloak in the end. Hopefully, defeating Rodrick and destroying the Temple of Blood would put an end to the Blood God once and for all. However, in the event that my uncle escaped, or that he managed to sacrifice Lucielle before I could prevent it, we sure as hell would be needing that Cloak of Changing—in addition to a bunch of other items scattered across the length and breadth of the known world. I couldn’t afford to pass up the opportunity to get the cloak since we wouldn’t be passing through this area again, regardless of what happened. As to how we were going to get it—well, the king of the Frost Giants was as likely to want to eat us as he was to negotiate over the purchase of an enchanted wolfskin.

      After we passed several more ravaged villages, the landscape kept opening up around us. Soon, we were in open fields, strewn with boulders and covered with a couple feet of snow. Cold meant nothing to my undead troops, but for the living ones, it was starting to get uncomfortable. Even I could feel it in my bones, and I’d always been resilient to low temperatures. It felt like exactly the kind of place the Frost Giants would choose as their homeland.

      Sure enough, Friya rode up next to me and confirmed it.

      “Be vigilant, Raiser of the Dead,” she said. “The Jotunn attack first and ask questions later.”

      “Got it,” I said as my gaze swept across the snow-covered landscape. 

      “You are a brave warrior and an exceptional commander, and you wield the power of Death magic with great potency,” Friya said. “But do not underestimate the Jotunn. They are ferocious opponents, and very resistant to death.”

      “I can bring death to anything that breathes,” I said. “It’s just a matter of finding its weakness. And every living thing, no matter how strong or fierce, has a weakness.”

      The wind was picking up, stirring flurries of snow, and fresh snow fell from thick black clouds above. Soon, the wind was raging, and we were caught in the grips of a full-blown blizzard. The icy chill soaked into every cubic inch of my body and was locking up my joints; even staying mounted on Fang was proving to be difficult. I hoped we wouldn’t have to do battle in these conditions, no matter our power or size. I could barely see a yard ahead of me. Everywhere I looked, I saw a wall of white. I couldn’t use my harpy here, because what would it be able to see in the sky that I couldn’t see down here? Everything was white, above and below.

      The Jotunn were no doubt used to fighting in conditions like these. They might be only a few yards away, and we’d just stumble into their midst. All we could do was push blindly on and hope the blizzard would blow over before we came near any Frost Giants.

      The blizzard raged for hours, and everyone was cursing and complaining in a continuous stream by the end of it—even Drok and Friya, who were accustomed to the Wastes and its frost. And then, just as the wind died down and visibility was opening up, I saw my first Frost Giant.

      He was huge, at least 25 feet tall, and he must have weighed almost two tons. Except for his blue skin, he could have been mistaken for an oversized northern barbarian. His armor consisted of a few steel plates around the shoulders, furry bearskin patches here and there, fur boots, a fur loincloth, and a conical helm of steel, with huge horns topping it off. It seemed to provide sparse cover, not only for battle but also for the cold. As for his weapon, he carried a battle-axe so huge, it could have lopped Fang’s head off with one blow.

      He also happened to be dead. His face had been caved in from what looked like an exceptionally mighty blow, perhaps from another Jotunn’s club. As we rolled past this huge corpse, I started to sense it: the presence of Death. It was extremely potent and concentrated. As the wind and snow continued to give way to calm, clear air, we saw more dead Jotunn strewn across the ground.

      These corpses were obviously from a battle, but it looked like a battle among themselves. Jotunn warriors lay in heaps all over the snow-thick field. It looked as if they had banded together here to make last stands, obviously overwhelmed by a superior force.

      “A Jotunn battle,” Rollar said as he rode up next to me on his direbear. “I never thought I’d see the aftermath of one. From what I know of the Jotunn, battles as large as this one are very rare. They fight and kill one another often enough, yes, but those are usually drunken brawls, or feuds between small bands of them. This… I do not know what could have happened here. Perhaps your uncle and the Blood God are involved somehow.”

      “I was thinking the same thing.” 

      “Indeed,” Rollar said. “Everywhere your uncle has been, he has left a trail of death and destruction in his wake. This seems no different.”

      Friya rode up next to us. “I do not think that this was Rodrick or his followers’ doing. Your uncle surely would have known that he and his people would not be well-received by the Jotunn. He would have tried to limit contact with them. And if he had fought them, they would have died in different ways. These Jotunn have been killed by other Jotunn, not by magic. Nothing your uncle or the Blood God could have offered could have convinced them to do this to each other, at least nothing I can think of. Look at their armor; there are two different colors. This was no spur-of-the-moment fight. This was a planned battle between two separate Jotunn armies.”

      Friya was right. Some of them had daubs of yellow paint smeared across their helms and the steel sections of their armor. 

      “I could try touching one of them,” I said. “I’d know exactly what happened when they died.”

      “Don’t!” Isu yelled, her tone suddenly commanding. 

      I looked to her, expecting an explanation.

      “The Jotunn aren’t human. You’ll find entering their memories rather traumatic. You mind may break, or you may be very exhausted for many days.”

      “Either way, we can’t risk that,” I agreed. 

      I gritted my teeth and stared at the corpses. Something stirred in the snowfall ahead. A huge form materialized like some vast tree out of the murky expanse. A living Jotunn, standing upright with his back turned to us, gripping a mighty axe. How had this fierce loner survived whatever had killed the hundreds lying dead on the field?

      “Get ready!” I called out to my fighters. “If he tries anything, we’ll make sure he regrets having survived the battle!”

      I brandished my kusarigama and approached the Jotunn, who seemed to be simply standing there. It might well be a diversion. I began to draw upon the power of my skeletons, sucking their strength and energy into the weapon’s chain. If this tree-sized asshole tried anything, I’d hit him with a blow that would rip his massive head off his brawny shoulders.

      It was one thing to see a dead Frost Giant lying on the ground, but it was another thing altogether to see one up close, standing on his two legs and towering over you as if you were nothing but a newborn infant looking up at a bear. I had approached within a few yards of this colossus, who still did not turn around or react, and I finally called a halt to our column. It would have been easy enough to have simply walked around the Frost Giant, but I was burning with curiosity.

      “You, Jotunn!” I roared. “Do you speak the common tongue?”

      He turned around slowly, and his huge, bearded face with craggy features displayed a look of deep despair.

      “I do, human,” the Jotunn rumbled. There was no hint of threat or intimidation in his voice.

      “I am no mere human. I am Lord Vance Chauzec, God of Death.”

      “Human… god… it makes no difference to the Jotunn,” he said. “I do not care who you are or why you are here. Continue on your journey. I will not stand in your way.”

      With that, he stepped aside. With everything I’d heard about Jotunn behavior, I was surprised. Before I carried on, I did want to know what had happened. It might just turn out to be relevant for our own mission.

      “What is your name, Jotunn? I gave you mine; it is only courteous to give me yours.”

      “I am Mur,” he rumbled. “But my name does not matter. It will be forgotten, as will the names of all of my friends and comrades who lie dead in this field.”

      “What happened here, Mur?”

      “I lost. They left me alive to suffer, instead of killing me so that I could join my dead brothers in the War Halls of the Sky. This is my punishment: to live.”

      “Who did this to you? And to your brothers?”

      “King Engroth. He defeated my army. My rebellion was destroyed, and that tyrant will continue his corrupt reign. My brothers and I tried to restore justice to this land, but as you can see, we failed. And I must live the rest of my life in misery, as an outcast, alone. Now, if you don’t mind, I have no wish to speak further. Be on your way, god.”

       As I stared out over the battlefield at the corpses of Jotunn warriors, an idea popped into my head. It was audacious, but it could really work to our advantage, and I might just convince Mur that it would work to his advantage too.

      “What if I told you that you hadn’t actually lost everything, Mur?” I asked. “What if I told you that you could take the fight back to Engroth with a bigger, stronger army than ever?”

      Mur chuckled sourly, his laughter booming like thunder across the snowy plain. “Are you trying to provoke me with your crazy talk, little god?” he rumbled, his chortles giving way to a stormy look of wrath. “Because if so, it’s working.”

      “It’s not crazy talk at all, Jotunn. I’m the God of Death. Do you understand what that means? Look at the army behind me; most of them are undead. They were just like these dead Frost Giants lying all over this field—until I raised them from the dead. Death is final for everyone, everyone except me. For me, it’s a slight hurdle, a bump in the road. Your warriors are dead? No problem. If I use my Death magic on them, they won’t be dead any longer.”

      Mur peered past me at the huge army of undead troops behind me. There was quite an astounding variety now, from undead war-spiders to undead barbarian zombies on undead direwolves to skeletons and Crusaders. He stared at them for a very long time. I could almost hear the mechanisms in his brain spinning.

      “You can truly resurrect these dead warriors, my dead friends and brothers?” he eventually asked.

      “I can resurrect them, and I can resurrect the dead warriors who fought for Engroth too. Look, they won’t be ‘alive,’ and they won’t remember you or really even have minds at all, but they’ll fight just as furiously as any living warrior. In fact, they’re more powerful than living warriors because they can’t feel pain or fear. This is what I’m trying to tell you, Mur: I can resurrect every dead warrior on this field, no matter whose side they fought on, and they’ll all fight for you. And they’ll fight better than any living troops could.”

      Mur narrowed his eyes with suspicion as he stared down at me. He folded his arms, each as thick as the trunk of an old oak tree, across his enormous chest.

      “And why would you do this for me?” he asked. “You have only just met me.”

      “Well,” I answered, grinning up at him, “I would obviously have something to ask of you in exchange for this. I don’t hand out favors.”

      “And what would you ask of me?”

      “I need something Engroth has in his possession, the Cloak of Changing. Swear an oath to give me this cloak when we defeat Engroth. Promise to allow my army unhindered passage through the Land of the Frost Giants. Do these both, and I’ll give you a better army than you ever could have dreamed of, one to defeat Engroth. Hell, I’ll even fight alongside you, give you a little hand. Do remember that these undead troops I’ll resurrect will be mine after we help you win. They’ll be leaving these lands along with me after you achieve victory. But then, you won’t need them any more. You’ll have your own army of living Frost Giants once you’re King of the Jotunn.”

      “If I win, I will indeed have my own army of living Jotunn.”

      “Not if you win, Mur,” I said with a swift smile. “When you win. I guarantee it.”

      He nodded. For the first time since he and I had started talking, a smile came over his face. He dropped onto his knees, pulled a dagger from his belt—a small dagger to him but a weapon that was the size of a greatsword to me—and opened a cut across his palm. He then curled his bleeding hand into a fist and squeezed it tight so that drops of red blood oozed out and dripped onto the snow between us.

      “I swear an oath by my blood,” he said, “that if you help me to achieve victory against the corrupt King Engroth, I will give you everything you have asked of me.”

      “Very well,” I said. 

      Getting Mur to agree to my terms required a big promise, and raising this many huge Jotunn was going to take it out of me. I’d felt Grave Oath buzzing hundreds, perhaps even thousands of times since we’d left Hothgrum. I had extra strength stored up from the fresh kills made in my name, but even so, this was the biggest mass resurrection I’d ever conducted. Considering that the Jotunn were probably a class above humans and a few classes above beasts, this was going to suck my reservoirs dry.

      Still, I had to get my hands on the Cloak of Changing. If I could add a large squadron of undead Frost Giants to my army in the process, then it was definitely worth the risk.
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      Still atop Fang’s saddle, I closed my eyes, drew in a deep breath, and focused my mind and spirit. This task would require enormous concentration and every ounce of Death magic I possessed. My spirit stepped out of my body, and I felt a black thread, sticky like spider silk, beginning to uncoil from each of my palms. I wasn’t exactly sure how I was doing this, but I knew that the thread was the method of resurrecting multiple beings simultaneously. My body stood still, hovering in a state that was somewhere between life and death. My spirit, connected to my body via a powerful, stretchy thread, walked among the dead Frost Giants. As I passed each corpse, I pressed my palm onto their huge chests, just over their hearts. The black thread stuck there and continued to unravel from my palms, which contained a seemingly infinite supply.

      Soon, all of the corpses were connected to each other by a web of black thread. In turn, this thread was connected to my palms. I could also feel it running up my arms, inside them like a vein connected to my heart. I looked down at saw that my heart was glowing like a blacksmith’s forge, hot and white in the center of my chest. I knew that to raise all of these Jotunn simultaneously, I would have to blast a potent charge of energy out from my heart into theirs. But would it be so potent that it would entirely extinguish the fire of life that was glowing in my heart? If this happened, it would all be over. There would be no coming back from that. I’d be just as dead as the corpses to which my network of black thread was now connected.

      It was a risk I had to take. I had to trust my instincts and my powers. They hadn’t let me down yet.

      “All right, motherfuckers,” I whispered, “it’s now or never. Dead Jotunn warriors, you will rise from the grave and serve me, Vance Chauzec, your new master!”

      I unleashed a charge of heat and energy from my glowing heart. The light and fire blasted out through the black threads at lightning speed, jumping along the complex strands of the web. It kept flowing out of my heart, as if my heart had been a full wineskin that I’d just stabbed with a dagger. It poured, and there was no way to patch the leak. Now that I’d started this process, there would be no stopping it. If I ran out of light and heat before the last Jotunn warrior was resurrected, that would be the end for me.

      “Rise, you motherfuckers, rise!” I gritted my teeth through the depleting sensation, refusing to let go.

      Out on the battlefield, the glazed-over eyes of the dead Jotunn started to glow a bright yellow-green. I could see—as if their bodies had suddenly become partially transparent—the congealing blood in their veins turning from dark crimson to that same yellow-green hue, becoming the liquid that would turn them from corpses into undead, undead who served me unfailingly.

      One by one, the limbs of the huge dead giants started to twitch and jerk. Soon, they were staggering to their feet, massive limbs filled with new strength, faces wearing the blank, emotionless expressions of zombies.

      It was working, but it was also killing me. Heat and light continued to gush furiously out of my heart into the black web. While more Jotunn were rising from the grave, many of them still lay dead on the ground. A lot of my energy would still be needed to resurrect them all. 

      I growled against the growing weakness and sense of debilitation as my heart grew ever dimmer and my pulse slowed. When only a few corpse were left, I could barely stay on my feet, even in spirit form. My every limb was filled with heavy lead, dragging me down, as if my strength was being drained from my body like blood from a thousand cuts. A darkness clouded my vision, everything melting into the blackness of this growing shadow.

      It was too much. I’d been too ambitious, and now that ambition was going to kill me. The glow in my heart reduced to a barely perceptible shimmer, so dim that it was almost nonexistent. I dropped to my knees as the last of my energy dripped out of my heart. Before I would have collapsed completely, the eyes of the final dead Frost Giant illuminated with a yellow-green glow, and he rose to his feet.

      It was done. 

      It had almost killed me, but it was done. 

      The black spider-silk threads exploded into vapor and were gone. Like a loosed crossbow bolt, my spirit was hurled back into my body. I found the same crushing weakness, and it was all I could do to remain upright in Fang’s saddle. I could barely breathe, let alone talk, but I was still alive. I was stronger than I knew.

      “I could never have done what you just did, not at my most powerful as a goddess,” Isu murmured in awe. “You are a stronger Death deity than I ever was.”

      Elyse rushed to me on her horse, wearing a look of concern. She jumped onto Fang’s back behind me and helped support me so that I didn’t fall out of the saddle. She pressed a wineskin to my lips.

      “Drink, Vance, drink!” she instructed, her tone anxious.

      I managed to part my lips and allowed the liquid to fill my mouth. My mouth was suddenly on fire with the furious vigor of Yorish brandy. I had no option but to gulp it down and let it burn a fiery passage down my gullet into my stomach. But once it was there, it did go a ways toward refilling my terribly depleted stores of strength and energy.

      “Are you feeling any better?” Elyse asked. “Grast gave me some of this before we left Brakith. He said he had a feeling it might come in handy. And I think it just did!”

      I managed to nod. The powerful brandy was definitely helping, but I’d need a lot more than just liquor to rejuvenate me.

      “Transport yourself to the gray tree,” Isu instructed, obviously knowing that brandy was insufficient. “The energy from the souls there is used to grow new skills, yes, but you can also use that energy to fortify yourself in situations like this. Cut the tree and drink the sap that oozes from it. It will replenish your energy.”

      “You could have told me that long ago,” I croaked.

      “You didn’t ask.” Isu flashed me a cheeky wink. “Go to the tree and do as I’ve told you. It will temporarily stunt the development of your new skills, but it will help you to restore your strength, which is more important right now.”

      I closed my eyes and journeyed to the black plane. I staggered across the glass-smooth surface toward the great sentinel, every step requiring monumental effort. New skills were tantalizingly half-visible through the fog near the upper branches, but they would have to wait. Right now, I needed to get back into fighting shape.

      As Isu had told me, I used Grave Oath to make a cut in the trunk of the gray tree. I couldn’t help but be surprised at what came out of the incision. Liquefied light, glowing brightly in the same yellowy-green hue as the eyes of my undead creatures. 

      “Well, here goes nothing,” I said and leaned forward and started slurping up the gooey sap, thick as treacle.

      Thankfully, the glowing liquid tasted about as sweet as treacle too, so it didn’t require much effort to consume a fair bit. With each mouthful of the tar-like but sweet substance, strength and energy surged through my muscles. The strength I’d lost when I’d resurrected the Jotunn was returning to me in leaps and bounds. After a couple of mouthfuls, I felt like a new man… god.

      With a jolt, I catapulted myself out of this realm and back into my body. I sat bolt upright in Fang’s saddle. The world itself seemed to have improved as well; colors looked more vivid, shapes were crisper and more defined, and even the air seemed to smell better.

      “Damn,” I murmured to nobody in particular, “that feels good.” I looked up at Mur, who was waiting with his huge arms crossed over his chest. “How do you like your new army, Mur?”

      “They look like strong warriors,” he boomed, clearly impressed. “You are right; I believe that there is a good chance of victory with this force.”

      “Don’t forget that I’m adding my troops to it as well,” I said. “We’re gonna crush Engroth, my gigantic friend! What are we waiting for? Take us to Engroth’s castle!”

      Mur grinned and boomed out a chuckle that all but shook the ground. “It is a half day’s march from here. Follow me.”

      He took off at a brisk walk, and I directed both my army and my new force of undead Frost Giants to follow him. I’d been expecting to have to fight the Frost Giants; I just hadn’t expected that we’d have some of them on our side too. I only hoped this detour wouldn’t give Rodrick too much time.

      One thing at a time. That was how we would get through this. One thing at a time.

      By the time Engroth’s castle was in sight, dusk was falling. It was enormous. If it came to a siege, there was no way we’d be getting in, not for months, or years even. It was surrounded by a huge moat filled with black water, large chunks of ice drifting atop it.

      “Tell me, Mur,” I said, joining him by his side. “How good is the night vision of the Jotunn?”

      “Our eyes are accustomed to seeing in bright snow,” he said. “So we can deal with bright lights very well and cannot go snow-blind. In darkness, however, our eyesight is very poor. Worse than that of humans.”

      I clasped my hands together. “Excellent.”

      “Why do you ask?”

      “We don’t need to wait until tomorrow to attack.”

      “We do not have the time to build siege engines and cut down trees for battering rams now. There is no way we can attack tonight.”

      “I don’t intend for this to be a siege, Mur.”

      “You do not?”

      “Look up. It’s going to be a moonless night. I know a much better, much faster way to do this.”

      “You do?”

      “My troops—and your new troops—are undead. They don’t need to eat, drink, sleep… or breathe. This means they cannot drown. Ice cold water might slow them down a little, but not by much. You see where I’m going with this?”

      Mur turned and looked at the huge moat that surrounded the castle, and he nodded slowly. Then he started to laugh, a slow chuckle at first, undulating into a full-blown, raucous roar that rattled the trees. When he was done laughing, we set to work.

      We decided to attack an hour after midnight. The thick darkness of the moonless night made it impossible for any of the Frost Giants inside the fortress to see what we were planning, nor did I allow anyone to light fires, so we had no need to hide. We also decided to delay the attack until this time because, according to Mur, Engroth and his warriors would be feasting tonight after their victory and getting drunk. By the early hours, they would be heavily inebriated, their judgment impaired and our chances of victory increased. 

      Once the appointed hour arrived, I set off with my party and Mur. This time, we were all carrying large torches. I wanted them to think we were preparing for a siege as we trekked down the road that led to the fortress gates. As for the army, they did not accompany us. The drawbridge was raised, and there was no way to cross the moat of black, ice-thick water. But I was pretty sure that they would lower it for us.

      We’d already placed a number of piles of logs and wood all around the broad, snow-covered field that covered a couple hundred yards in front of the castle. Now, each of us took our torches to a different pile and lit up a few bonfires. After we were all done, the whole field was illuminated by the orange glow. Of course, the moment we’d strode out onto the field with our torches, bright in the pitch-black night, we’d attracted the attention of the few sentries posted on the battlements of the castle, hundreds of yards above the ground. By the time we’d finished lighting the bonfires, quite a crowd of Frost Giants had gathered on the battlements. Drunk, they roared insults and threats at us—especially at Mur, whom they recognized right away—but we ignored them until the pieces of our plan was set to fall into place.

      “I demand to speak to Engroth!” Mur yelled to the battlements when we’d made our way to the gates.

      “That’s King Engroth to you, you piece of shit!” one of the Jotunn yelled. “What the frozen hell are you doing here anyway? You’ve been banished for life. Fuck off—before we send you to join your dead friends.”

      “You’re a bunch of cowardly little cock-gobblers,” I shouted at them. “Look at all of you, standing up there, yelling insults at us, hiding behind your walls and gates like scared little children.”

      “Your pet human speaks, Mur, you butthole,” another one shouted. “How cute.”

      “He is no mere human,” Mur yelled back. “He is the God of Death, and he will destroy all of you!”

      They all roared with laughter, hooting and howling and slapping their enormous thighs with mirth.

      “You know what?” yet another yelled down. “I’m going to fetch King Engroth. This’ll make him laugh. It’ll make his evening to see just how low you’ve sunk, Mur—bringing along some human to try to help you; it’s unbelievable! You’ve lost your bloody mind, you have. Pathetic!”

      We continued to trade insults while the Frost Giant went to fetch Engroth. These chumps were playing right into our hands. After a couple of minutes, an older-looking Frost Giant with an enormous white beard and a golden crown appeared on the battlements. He sneered down at us and cackled.

      “What is the meaning of this, Mur?” he asked. “Were you not satisfied with the annihilation of your entire army? Do you wish for more punishment? The torture chamber can be prepared, if that’s what you’re after. As for your little human friends, well. . .” He paused to lick his lips, his massive tongue almost the size of my arm. “. . . roast human is just what we need to finish off our evening.”

      “I will have your head on a spike before the sun rises, Engroth,” Mur roared. “I promise you that. Come, send out your warriors, you coward! Send them, and see what Mur is truly made of!”

      “My warriors already destroyed you once today,” Engroth growled, clearly irritated now. “They won’t mind doing it a second time.” He turned his head to speak over his shoulder. “Open the drawbridge. Send out a couple of warriors to crush this rabble like the insects they are!”

      “You are the ones who will be crushed. Mark my words!” Mur yelled.

      We turned and jogged back to our small party in the middle of the field as the huge wheels and gears of the drawbridge began to creak and groan. We watched in grim silence as the drawbridge was lowered. We had to be patient here. As tempting as it was to launch the next phase of the plan, I had to wait for the perfect moment.

      The ground beneath our feet trembled as the massive drawbridge finally touched down, leaving the gates of the fortress wide open. Five hulking Jotunn warriors emerged, gripping axes and clubs, eager grimaces of murderous intent on their ugly faces. 

      There would be a slaughter tonight, all right, but they would be on the receiving end.
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      The field was well-lit with our bonfires, so the Frost Giants had no trouble seeing us. With a roar, their jog turned into a full-on sprint. The ground beneath our feet was shaking with the intensity of their charge, but still I held out as they bore down on us. Not yet, not yet…

      They came to within 150 yards. A few seconds later, it was 100. Still we held fast. At 50 yards, that was the time. I closed my eyes and blasted out my order to the undead Frost Giants and the rest of my undead troops—every single one of whom was submerged beneath the black waters of the moat, hiding right under the noses of Engroth and his warriors.

      I had positioned a number of undead Frost Giants right under the drawbridge. The moment my orders entered their minds, they reared up out of the water, grabbing the drawbridge and holding it open. 

      Then, the rest of the army surged out of the black waters.

      I opened my eyes, my heart pounding with vicious excitement and triumph. My troops climbed up and streamed into the castle by the thousands, weapons gleaming in the light of the bonfires. Up on the battlements, Engroth’s jaw dropped as sheer surprise was writ plainly across the faces of all the other drunk Jotunn up there.

      “R-raise the drawbridge. Hurry!” Engroth howled.

      The Jotunn inside the castle cranked the wheels to raise the drawbridge, but they were no match for my undead Frost Giants. The floodgates had been opened.

      “Charge!” I kicked Fang into a charge and hurtled toward the five Jotunn, who now skidded to a halt, eyes wide and mouths agape.

      War cries erupted behind me as my party followed. I drew the power of my skeletons into the chain of my kusarigama, whirling it in faster and faster arcs around my head. These Frost Giant motherfuckers were huge, but with the power of 50 skeletons all concentrated in my chain, I’d hit them harder than even the biggest Jotunn ever could. 

      To my right, Rollar surged forward on his direbear, the usually huge animal looking like a puppy when compared to the Jotunn. But as big as the Frost Giants were, blasts of thunder from Rollar’s enchanted war hammer would knock them off their feet. Mur was sprinting along ahead, propelled by a raging lust for vengeance against the warriors who had killed his brothers and his friends. He smashed into the leading Jotunn, engaging two of them simultaneously with his huge axe, hacking and slashing with a manic fury and beating them back with ease.

      Fang roared and launched himself into a leap at the nearest giant. My zombie lizard may have been a little smaller than the Frost Giants, but his weight and speed contributed to our tremendous momentum. I lashed the end of my kusarigama chain into the Jotunn’s chest, and the full force of 50 skeletons hitting him in one concentrated point hurled him off his feet, crushing his chest in the process and sending him flying through the air.

      He landed on his back. A second later, Fang and I landed on top of him. Without delay, Fang tore the giant’s throat out with his jaws before charging onward toward the castle gates, leaving the huge blood-spurting corpse jerking on the ground. 

      With that, I had killed my first Frost Giant.

      The defenders at the castle had now realized that they had no option but to fight, so they were racing down off the battlements to mount some sort of defense against my undead army. The Jotunn in action were a sight to behold. They fought with precision and fury, even though their coordination was off and their reflexes were slower than if they’d been sober.

      One particularly huge Jotunn was storming through, sweeping his stone club in massive arcs, roaring as he smashed a path through the swarming undead. With each scooping blow of his club, he sent dozens of skeletons and zombies flying upward and outward in all directions. 

      I needed to take this son of a bitch down immediately, but there were too many undead swarming him. Even Fang couldn’t find room to attack him. 

      But I could. 

      I jumped off Fang, leaving him to his own violent pursuits—he always had a great time in battles, the rascal. I strode through the chaos of warring troops, calmly dodging, ducking under, or jumping over wild swings of Jotunn clubs and axes. If a single enemy weapon had connected,  it would have popped my whole body like a ripe pumpkin. I tucked my kusarigama into its sheath on my back; my Plague Fists would be a more suitable weapon to use on this Frost Giant. Once I’d kicked his ass, I would stab Grave Oath through his eyeball. Sucking out a few Frost Giant souls would give me a generous skill boost, I figured.

      I sucked the power of old Death up through the ground, and it turned my fists from their usual flesh tone to an eerie gray. There was plenty of Death power for me to suck in here—many skeletons of long-dead Frost Giants, as well as tens of thousands of human bodies, the people the Jotunn had eaten over millennia.

      My fists pulsing with Plague power, I jumped over one of my downed zombie barbarians, his form turned into a grisly, almost unrecognizable lump of pulverized flesh.

      “Hey, asshole!” I yelled at the giant. “Down here! You think you have what it takes to tangle with a god? Bring it on, you ugly motherfucker.”

      The Frost Giant roared and brought his club down in a furious blow. I rolled to the side, easily dodging the powerful but clumsy attack. The giant’s club smashed a grave-sized crater in the stone floor next to me. I came up from the roll smoothly and sent a right hook into the side of the Jotunn’s knee, which was just higher than my head. Now, even a punch from the strongest man in the world landing on one of these Frost Giants would have felt scarcely more painful than a flea bite to them. But this was no ordinary punch. This was a blow imbued with the power of ancient Death and the necrotic magic of decaying corpses. My fist smashed the giant’s knee, pulverizing the bones and ripping out the tendons, all while spreading crippling black rot through his flesh. The force of it not only demolished his knee but also sent him crashing to the ground.

      To his credit, he stood after a few seconds, breathing hard and leaning on his club. He was trying to keep his weight off his ruined leg, which was quickly turning black and rotting. He glared down at me with a new sense of grudging respect in his eyes, but he was still intent on swatting me like a pesky fly.

      Standing on one leg, he aimed another swing at me, but I had other plans, including a plan for a much bolder and more devastating attack. I jumped over the huge club as it whistled through the air and grabbed onto his forearm as it passed me. His traveling forearm became a kind of ladder that I clambered up with monkey-like speed. Before he could swat me off him, I aimed a sharp jab at a place I knew would do some crazy damage.

      Yes, I punched a giant in the dick.

      The blow must have been the equivalent of a sledgehammer swung by the world’s strongest Jotunn into your balls. I somersaulted backward as soon as the punch connected. 

      He roared and crumpled to the ground. Then this huge, ferocious Frost Giant curled up into a ball and started crying like a little girl as the Plague rot consumed his genitals. I considered punching him in the head to finish him off, now that he was lying on the ground, but with the Plague rot devouring his body from the cock upward, he wasn’t going to be getting up again.

      “Remember the God of Death,” I said, “when you get to the Sea of Souls. Before that, though, you’re getting me some new skills. Let that thought comfort you while your rod and stones wither.”

      Another Frost Giant took a swing at me with his axe. I jumped over it, ran up his arm, and punched him in the nose before he could swat me off. The blow caved in his face and spread gray grave rot across his head, and he smashed to the stone floor. I jumped off him as a cloud of dust billowed around us and waded into the thick of the battle, whipping out my kusarigama again and swinging the chain all around me, drawing on the strength of my skeletons and zombies to pummel the Frost Giants with immensely powerful blows.

      Giant after giant fell beneath the mighty swings of my kusarigama chain, and the moment they hit the ground, my undead troops—spiders, barbarians on wolves, Crusaders, skeletons, whichever ones were closest—would swarm all over them, pinning them down and cutting them to pieces with dozens of simultaneous attacks.

      The giants screamed as Isu’s death juice boiled their flesh and blinding flashes of light cut the night sky as Elyse summoned her warhammer’s power. Friya was among the giant’s, stabbing with her spear and harrying them while Rami called great whirling tornados to lift Jotunn into the air before slamming them down again. Drok had severed the arm of a giant and was now swinging it around like an oversized flesh-club, cackling madly as battlelust filled his mind. 

      My zombie spiders sank their fangs into the enemy and filled them with necrotic fluid. Flesh peeled from the bones of giants as undead direwolves savaged them with blackened fangs. 

      We were winning. Despite the Frost Giants’ best efforts, they couldn’t stop us. There was no need to hold the drawbridge open any more; there were no more Jotunn manning the drawbridge mechanism, since all of them had been drawn into the battle. I commanded my undead Frost Giants to get out of the moat water and join the battle.

      This was the finishing blow. Once my hundreds of Frost Giants started wading in, it was all over. They swarmed over the remaining Jotunn, smashing them to pieces, and soon, we had Engroth cornered.

      “Come on, you bastards,” he roared, defiant to the end, holding his axe above his head. “Try to finish me!”

      “Stand back, everyone!” I shouted. “Let Mur have him!”

      My undead troops moved back, making a circle of bodies that acted like a fighting ring, with Engroth at its center. And into it stepped Mur, his face a mask of crimson fury.

      “Your foul reign is at an end, scum,” he growled at Engroth. “And now, I will have my revenge for my brothers. And after I’ve killed you, I will stick your head on a spike above the city gates, and I will wear the crown of the Jotunn!”

      “Not if I cut your ugly head off first, Mur,” Engroth growled. “Come!”

      And they charged. Steel clashed on steel as Engroth and Mur exchanged blow after blow, each fighter ducking and dodging and parrying, hacking and slashing with their huge axes, the steel glowing orange in the firelight. Each time the huge axes crashed into each other, the ground beneath our feet shook. It was an electrifying fight to watch.

      Engroth was older, but he was a more experienced fighter and a better strategist than the younger Mur. While I would have put my coin on Engroth under any other circumstances, at this moment, he was drunk, and his reflexes were slow. He was weary from the battle he had just fought, demoralized by the defeat of his forces. Mur, on the other hand, was burning with a fierce desire for revenge and was energized by our victory. His attacks, although less precise than those launched by Engroth, were pushing the older Frost Giant back and forcing him on the defensive. 

      Finally, Engroth slipped up, allowing a downward hack from Mur’s guard to penetrate his defenses. The axe bit into his chest, smashing through his collar bone and opening up a gaping wound. Engroth gasped and staggered backward, dropping his axe as blood gushed from the gruesome cavity. Mur stepped in calmly, ripped the axe out of the dying king’s hand, then swung a horizontal cut at him. The blade slammed into Engroth’s stomach, the force ripping him off his feet.

      Engroth buckled over, intestines spilling out of his disemboweled stomach. He sank slowly to his knees, and his head drooped forward. Mur took this opportunity to pluck the crown off Engroth’s head and place it on his own.

      “I am now the King of the Jotunn,” Mur said with unexpected composure, raising his axe high above his head. “And you, Engroth, will die as a nobody. Your head will rot on a spike above the gates, to remind all of us of what happens when a king becomes corrupt.”

      With that, he brought his axe down in a vicious swipe, taking Engroth’s head off his shoulders. It hit the ground like a boulder, and blood poured from his neck as his body flopped to the ground after the head awaiting its shaming.

      It was done. We had won the battle.

      “All hail the new King of the Jotunn—Mur!” I roared.

      The Jotunn and my party cheered, and Mur raised his axe above his head. 

      “Remember our deal, Mur,” I then said to him. “You swore a blood oath to me, and I’ve delivered my end of the bargain.”

      He nodded. “And I will deliver mine. The remaining Jotunn will swear allegiance to me, and I guarantee you that none of them will impede the progress of your army. As for the Cloak of Changing, come, you can take it right now. It was a treasure of Engroth’s, but I have no use for it myself.”

      “Come with us, Friya,” I said to her. “You’re the one who’s going to be using this thing.”

      Friya dismounted, and she and I followed Mur into the interior of the castle. Everything was huge in here, from the doors to the tables and the chairs, making us feel like infants. Mur took us down to the castle vault. Every Jotunn we saw along the way saw the crown on Mur’s head and immediately dropped to their knees before him. 

      He commanded the guards to open the vault for us. Once inside, he walked over to a thick wolfskin cloak hanging on one of the walls. He handed it to Friya, who took it with a look of awe glowing in her beautiful eyes.

      “Finally,” she murmured. “I have dreamed of this cloak for many years. I have known since I was a girl that it would be my destiny to wear it.”

      “Well, now that we have it, we can rest for the night,” I said. “Maybe have some of that mead you Frost Giants are so fond of, eh, Mur?”

      Mur chuckled, his laughter rattling the stone walls of the vault.

      “You are welcome to have as much mead as you would like, Vance,” he rumbled. “And I will have some chambers prepared for your people. You will be safe here. You have my word. You have given me a kingdom, and an impossible victory in the face of complete defeat. It is the least I can do.”

      “Mead and a rest after a victory,” I said. “Is there anything better?” 

      Friya clutched the cloak to her breast and kissed me deeply. Mur shifted uncomfortably. 

      I pulled back from the Wise Woman. “But we have to leave at first light. Time is running out—if it hasn’t run out already.” 
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      The next morning, King Mur insisted on escorting us to the borders of his land, with his personal bodyguard: 10 Frost Giants, mighty warriors who had grudgingly served King Engroth but were now fiercely loyal to Mur. They were grateful to him—as it turned out many Jotunn were—for removing the corrupt and inept King Engroth. We didn’t exactly need an escort, not with the army I now led, but it was a gesture of solidarity and friendship from Mur, so I gladly accepted.

      The bordering lands were once again forested, and while there was snow in the trees, there wasn’t nearly as much as there had been in the fields we’d been trekking through, nor was it as cold and generally inhospitable.

      “Be on your guard once you leave these territories,” Mur said. “We have heard tales of strange things, especially coming from the direction of Lucielle’s fortress. You will find the fortress due southwest from here, around two days’ march, if you keep a steady pace from sunrise to sunset. Your uncle Rodrick sounds much like Engroth, and like Engroth, I hope you are able to give him the justice he deserves. Cut off his head and stick it on a spike, Vance.”

      “Believe me, Mur, I’m going to cut that motherfucker’s head off,” I said, “but I won’t stick it on a spike after it comes off his shoulders. No, I’m gonna stick it in a privy and then get everyone to piss and shit on it until it has disappeared.”

      Mur boomed out a peal of thunderous laughter. “I like you, Vance! You are one human I would never eat.”

      “God, Mur, god. I’m no man. Remember that.”

      “Yes, yes, of course. Without your powers of Death, I would be wandering the wastelands alone, a pauper. I will not forget what your undead army did for me. If you ever need the assistance of the Jotunn, all you have to do is send a message to me, and I will come to your aid. I owe you everything, Vance, and we Jotunn do not forget such things.”

      I reached up and offered him my hand. He dropped down onto one knee so that he could shake my hand—well, offer me a finger of his hand to shake. Hell, even his finger was thicker than my thigh.

      “I appreciate that, Mur,” I said. “I hope it doesn’t ever get to the point where I have to call on you for aid, but I’ll remember that the offer is there. Farewell, my friend.”

      “Farewell, God of Death.”

      Mur and his enormous bodyguards gave a thunderous cheer, then we were on our way. Friya shook her head, grinning. She’d been smiling like a madwoman ever since she’d acquired the Cloak of Changing. She hadn’t used it yet, but I could tell that she was itching to.

      “I never thought we would leave this land as friends and allies of the Jotunn,” she said, still smiling. “I was praying that we would merely pass through with only a minimal number of our party being killed and eaten. Never could I have imagined that we would help to depose their king and stay in their castle as honored guests. Few humans can claim to have done such things.”

      “I just saw an opportunity and seized it,” I said with a shrug. “And thankfully, it paid off. Now, since we have two days of marching ahead of us, why don’t you tell me a bit more about this Cloak of Changing? I can see that you’re dying to try it out.”

      “It is a relic of the God of Beasts, like Rollar’s helm. But while Rollar’s helm allows him to speak to animals, this cloak will allow me, as I told you, to change into one—into a werewolf.”

      “I thought werewolves were like vampires. You know, people have to be bitten by one to become one. They become uncontrollable beasts when they change. They have to be under the light of the full moon. You know, all that.”

      “That is correct. Under most circumstances, lycanthropy is a curse. The afflicted cannot control themselves when they are in werewolf form, and they cannot control when they change. The full moon is the most common trigger, but there are others too. This cloak changes all of that. It allows the wearer to become a werewolf, with all of the brute power and savage speed a werewolf possesses. The difference is that the cloak’s wearer retains full control of their mind while in werewolf form. And you can choose when and where you will transform, and change back into a human with the same freedom.”

      “All of the advantages of being a werewolf, but none of the curse.”

      Friya smiled again. “Correct.”

      “Well, what are you waiting for? Sling that cloak over your shoulders and get your werewolf on!”

      “Right here, right now?”

      “Why not? Shit, whenever I get a new weapon, I can’t wait to try it out! Come on, show me what Friya the werewolf can do.”

      “I’m as excited about this as you are, Vance, but… I’ve never done anything like this before.”

      “You do know how to use the cloak, right?”

      “Y-yes. I have studied the old tomes that speak of how to use it, and I have dreamed many times about it.”

      “Then you have to do like I would: dive straight in. No ifs, no buts, no hesitation. Just go for it.”

      “All right,” she said, all jittery. “But can we do it in private, just you and me? I don’t want the others to see if… if something goes wrong.”

      I turned and spoke to Rollar, who was riding along on his direbear a few yards away. “Rollar, Friya, and I are just heading into the forest for a few minutes. Lead the army on, and we’ll catch up with you when we’re done.”

      Rollar chuckled. “All right, Lord Vance. But don’t take too long in the bushes, see? I’ve heard about your—how should I put it—powers of endurance, and you won’t want to have to run five miles to catch up when you’re done, eh?”

      I laughed. “Seriously, we’ll just be five minutes.”

      “A quickie, eh, Lord Vance? Nothing wrong with that, nothing wrong with that at all!”

      “Sure, Rollar—a ‘quickie.’ I’ll be back soon; you take charge.”

      He nodded and took my spot at the head of the army. Friya and I dismounted our respective rides and walked off into the trees. Once we were out of sight of the army, she stripped off her furs and stood naked. With the beautiful woman before me, I somehow managed to remain in control of my higher faculties.

      “Not that I’m objecting,” I said, my eyes locked on her gorgeous naked body, “but do you really think we have time for this?”

      “I’m not taking my clothes off so that we can fuck,” she said, although she couldn’t help angling her hips and turning her body slightly away to give me the most enticing view. “I have to be naked before I put the Cloak of Changing on. Clothes or other items would interfere with the changing process.”

      “Oh, I see,” I said, a little disappointed that we weren’t actually going to squeeze a quickie in. “Well, go on then, get it over with before you get me so hard that I can’t stop myself…”

      Friya grinned and slipped the enchanted wolfskin over her shoulders. She whispered some magic words, then, abruptly, her entire body was swallowed by a whirling brown tornado that appeared out of nowhere. It spun crazily for about three seconds before it disappeared as quickly as it had materialized. Friya was gone too, and in her place stood a seven-foot-tall werewolf.

      I’d heard all about werewolves, of course, but I’d never seen one. Her lupine face bore massive fangs, and her eyes glowed with a bright yellow light. Unlike a wolf, she stood on two legs, her body muscular and her posture bent. On the long fingers of her massive, furry hands were huge sickle-shaped claws. A mere mortal would have run screaming at the sight of this terrifying beast.

      “Damn,” I murmured. “You look like you could do some serious killing.”

      The werewolf let out an unthreatening growl. I figured Friya could understand what I was saying but obviously couldn’t speak while in this form.

      “Show me what you can do,” I said.

      She dropped down onto all fours and sprinted through the trees at a blistering pace. There was no way even the fastest runner in the world would have much of a chance of escaping a werewolf.

      “Damn, you’re fast. Let’s see how strong you are.”

      She raced back to me and looked around for something to test her strength. There was a fallen pine nearby, a large, rotten log that even Drok would not have been able to pick up. Friya picked it up with ease and tossed it through the woods. It exploded with a deafening crack against another tree. She roared with delight, a tremendous, raspy sound that would have struck fear into the hearts of anyone within a three-mile radius.

      “It looks like you’re a little brawnier as a werewolf than you were as a woman,” I remarked with a wink. “Good. You’ll be able to fight as ferociously as any of us. Better change back now though, before the army gets too far ahead of us.”

      She nodded and growled. Again, the brown tornado appeared and disappeared before I found the gorgeous Friya naked before me again, no sign at all that she’d been a huge werewolf only moments before. As tempting as it was to have some fun with that stunning body, we didn’t have the time.

      When we returned, Anna—who had been quiet for a while—was waiting for me up front. She looked concerned.

      “What’s wrong, Anna?” I asked.

      “It’s Lucielle,” she said. “She’s in terrible danger. I can feel it.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Well, for one thing, I can feel the power of the Beauty Mirror fading. And I don’t know how to explain this, but I’ve always had some sort of strong connection with the Charm Goddess. Through this ineffable tie, I can feel that she is in pain, that she is growing weaker.”

      Friya nodded grimly. “This is a sure sign that the Charm Goddess is in great peril,” she said. “Many gods link themselves to a mortal and can send messages of distress through their mortal link. Also, in my own dreams, I have felt a terrible urgency coming from the direction of Lucielle’s fortress. I am not as closely linked to the Charm Goddess as someone like Anna, but I can sense it nonetheless. As I said yesterday, time is running out.”

      We were on a knife edge. If we were too slow, and my uncle managed to complete the sacrifice, the strength of my army wouldn’t matter. Nothing would matter very much at all. The Demogorgon would be permanently materialized in this realm, and that would be the end of it. As powerful as I was now, I was still no match for a demon of the Ancient World. Any battle against the creature and my uncle’s forces—whose strength would be exponentially magnified by the presence of the Demogorgon—would be hopeless.

      “Mur told us the fortress is a two-day march,” I said, “but if we rode really hard, without stopping, we could get there in a couple of hours.”

      “That would kill my horse,” Friya said. “And any other horse, for that matter. It’s impossible.”

      I grinned. “Look behind you, ladies! There are plenty of mounts who don’t need to rest, don’t get tired, and can’t die unless they get pulverized by a fucking Frost Giant’s club! Take your pick; you can ride a skeletal horse, an undead direwolf, or a zombie war-spider. I’m on Fang, who doesn’t get tired either. We can leave right now at a gallop and maintain that pace until we get to Lucielle’s fortress in a few hours.”

      “What if we ride into an ambush by Rodrick’s forces?” Friya asked. “Your army will be almost two days away. Even with our magical powers, I can’t imagine we’d be able to hold up for that long against overwhelming odds.”

      “It’s a risk we have to take. If it happens, at least we go down fighting my uncle with everything we have, and hell, maybe we can even stop the sacrifice, even if we’re all killed in the process. It would be worth it. And if we wait, and the sacrifice does take place, none of this will matter. We’ll all be dead anyway.”

      My reasoning left Frya convinced.

      I summoned the rest of my party and explained the plan. Elyse, who after all this time was still creeped out by my undead creatures, was the most reluctant, but eventually, I convinced her to ride one of the direwolves, who didn’t look quite as zombie-like as the others. Friya also decided to ride an undead direwolf; Isu, Rami-Xayon, and Drok each chose a war-spider; and Anna picked a skeletal horse. As for Rollar, I left him in command of the army, to rendezvous with us in two days. Hopefully, we’d still be alive at that time, and Rollar wouldn’t arrive at Lucielle’s fortress and find only ground man meat and prize cuts of god brawn.

      “All right, everyone ready?” I asked.

      They cheered.

      “Let’s ride! Full gallop until we get there!”
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      As we set off, I launched my undead harpy into flight, connecting my mind and spirit to it so that I could catch bird’s-eye glimpses of the terrain ahead. Fang, meanwhile, took off like a loosed arrow from a longbow. I had become accustomed to the swaying motion when he ran, but anyone else would have been puking down the side of his neck already.

      Behind me, the others kept the blistering pace I was setting. As the miles streamed by beneath the feet of our mounts, we began to see signs of abandoned human settlements. I hoped the villagers had fled, because otherwise, I was sure they had been taken by my uncle. He was leaving a serious trail of death and destruction in his wake. If all these were sacrifices to the Blood God, I wasn’t looking forward to finding out firsthand how much his powers had increased. I was hoping to snatch another skill or two from the gray tree myself before I faced my uncle, if I had the time. The only thing I could really afford to focus on was getting to Lucielle’s fortress as quickly as possible.

      We galloped through fields, down into valleys, up and over hills, and charged through fast-flowing, icy rivers. All the while, the sun kept creeping toward the mountain tops in the distance. I kept Talon flying about a mile ahead of us so that I could spot any traps my uncle might have set for us through its eyes.

      Finally, soon after the harpy gave me a heads-up, the entire party caught sight of Lucielle’s fortress. It was a mere smudge of white on the horizon, but I could feel my uncle’s power emanating from the place. The closer we neared, the more I sensed the crowded presence of Death.

      What if we were too late? What if Lucielle was already dead, and the Demogorgon unleashed on the world?

      If that was the case, I’d just have to throw every ounce of my power up against the Demogorgon and my uncle. I might not be able to take them out completely, but I sure as fuck could hurt them badly.

      As we galloped across the grassy meadows around Lucielle’s fortress, the castle came into clearer focus. It must have once been a magnificent sight to behold, all blazing white walls, tall turrets, and soaring spires with colorful pennants fluttering in the chilly breeze. But even from a couple of miles away, we could see the place was in ruins. Half of the towers had collapsed, destroyed by siege engines, and the walls around the fortress had been turned into piles of rubble. We were too late to save the fortress, but were we too late to save Lucielle?

      Anna galloped up next to me. Her beautiful face was a mess of worry and anxiety.

      “Something terrible is happening to Lucielle, Vance,” she exclaimed, her eyes rimmed with tears. “I can feel it, I can just feel it! I think that… that we’re too late.”

      “Just keep your calm, Anna,” I yelled, the rush of the wind against our racing bodies taking some of the harshness out of my shout. “We don’t know that yet. We need all our wits about us.”

      “I can feel it too,” Friya remarked grimly, thundering along on her undead direwolf to my right. “Something evil is happening. I hope that the worst has not already come to pass.”

      “Whatever else has happened, before I breathe my last, I’m gonna rip my uncle’s fucking heart out of his chest. Mark my words.”

      Now that we were close enough to know we wouldn’t be ambushed, I closed my eyes, relying on Fang to carry me safely (which of course, he would do), and catapulted my mind up into Talon’s body. Controlling it with the expert finesse of a puppetmaster, I flapped its wings hard and sent it up a good mile or so above the ground, then surged on and circled Lucielle’s fortress. I hoped the Charm Goddess might be holed up in one final safe cellar or walled-in courtyard of the castle and that we could charge in and save her at the last second, just as Rodrick and his minions were about to batter the final door down. But what I saw through the harpy’s eyes soon showed me this was nothing but an empty fantasy.

      The formerly exquisite, fairy-tale-looking castle had been smashed to smithereens. The damage my party was able to see from the ground was only a small part of the destruction my uncle’s war machines and troops had wrought. Not only were the outer walls reduced to rubble, but almost all of the towers were shot full of house-sized holes, probably from some monstrously huge trebuchet or catapult, and many of the tall towers and spires had collapsed. The buildings inside the castle had been demolished for the most part. The scale of the destruction was insane. It was obvious there had been incredibly fierce fighting here, and it was equally obvious who had won.

      When I swooped the harpy down low to examine the ground situation, I saw the bodies. Corpses of servants; corpses of troops equipped in ornate armor that shone like chrome; corpses of other troops, likely my uncle’s, wearing red and brown armor. There were far fewer of the latter. To the credit of the Charm Goddess, her soldiers seemed to have made a number of valiant last stands throughout the castle, doing their utmost to protect their goddess.

      It didn’t seem like they’d shown their bravery very recently though. These bodies were not fresh. They weren’t rotting yet, but they had been dead for at least a day, maybe two or three. This meant, I realized with a terrible sinking feeling in the pit of my belly, that my uncle had taken Lucielle to the Temple of Blood. The only question worth considering now was how close he was to sacrificing her in the Blood Ritual, if he hadn’t already done so.

      I jerked my mind out of the harpy’s body and back into my own. I ordered my party to stop. Confused, they reined in their mounts, slowed down, and eventually came to a stop in a cloud of dust.

      “It’s all over up ahead,” I muttered. “My uncle has come and gone. He’s already got Lucielle. All we can do now is head straight to the Temple of Blood and hope we’re not too late.”

      Anna let out a piercing cry that had us all spin around. Her eyes rolled back in her head, and she started frothing at the mouth. 

      “Elyse, you’re a healer,” I said. “Can you help her?”

      “Help me get her off her horse, quickly.” Elyse jumped off her undead mount and raced over to Anna.

      I followed suit and gently lifted the convulsing girl off her skeletal horse. Before I could lay her down on the ground, her eyes suddenly went back to normal, and she stopped shaking. She began to speak, but it was not her voice coming out of her mouth.

      “Vance Chauzec, God of Death,” a hypnotic feminine voice said, “I have a message for you.”

      Rami-Xayon jumped off her undead war-spider and jogged over to us.

      “Lucielle, the Charm Goddess is with us!” she said, staring alternately and me and Anna. “Vance, can you not feel the presence of another deity?”

      It was true. I couldn’t tell exactly how I knew it, but the woman in my arms had temporarily transformed into a goddess. Lucielle was using Anna as a mouthpiece.

      “Rodrick has me,” she said, “and will begin his ritual of sacrifice at dawn. It will be a blood dawn, where the sun rises in a shade of pure red. He has taken me to the Temple of Blood, and here I am a prisoner. I am greatly weakened and badly wounded, and I am using the last reserves of my strength to send you this message. You must do everything you can to stop the sacrifice and destroy this vile Temple.”

      “I’m on it, Lucielle,” I said. “How do I do it? How do I destroy the Temple of Blood?”

      “I… can’t… hold on… much… longer,” Lucielle murmured, her voice becoming terribly faint. “What you… need is… in the… crypt of… my ruined castle… buried… under… beauty…”

      Anna’s eyes rolled back in their sockets once again, and she started convulsing. When the fit passed, she gasped, coughed weakly, and opened her eyes. She looked around, confused and surprised.

      “Vance, why are you holding me?” she asked. “What’s going on?”

      “Lucielle just sent an urgent message through you,” I said. “We have until dawn to stop the sacrifice. But to completely destroy the Temple of Blood, we need to get something from her castle. I don’t know what the hell it is, but it’s buried in the crypt, ‘under beauty,’ whatever the fuck that means. We have to act now.”

      Everyone agreed, and we remounted and rode like the wind to the wrecked castle. I used my harpy to reconnoiter the place. Thankfully, there were no traps or ambushes.

      The drawbridge to the huge, gleaming white castle was still lowered when we arrived at the gates. These had been smashed in by an enormous battering ram, and we raced on into the castle. I’d seen it all through the eyes of my harpy, but it was something else to see it at ground level, to smell it, to hear whatever it was crunching and squelching underfoot.

      Bodies had been skewered, decapitated, limbs hacked off, disemboweled, burnt beyond recognition—yeah, this had been a hell of a fight. Death saturated the air. The least I could do was feast on it, draw in the energy. If needed, I could raise all of these corpses in the blink of an eye and have a zombie army at my disposal, but they were as good as useless to me out here. The Temple of Blood had to be at least a full night’s gallop away, and an army of marching zombies would take up to four times longer. Besides, I needed to conserve all of my power for the upcoming fight against my uncle and his minions, and for the speedy search for Lucielle’s mystery object.

      “Where’s the crypt?” Friya asked. “We cannot waste any time wandering among the dead. We must find the item Lucielle spoke of.”

      “Well,” I said, “usually in a castle, the crypt is located—”

      “It’s this way,” Elyse said, interrupting me and striding confidently to the right.

      “How the hell do you know it’s that way?” I yelled after her. “Have you been here before?”

      “It’s an artifact of Light,” she shouted back. “I can sense its presence. Trust me on this. Follow me, quickly!”
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      I figured we’d better go along with Elyse. After all, she was connected to the Lord of Light through her Fate Thread, so it stood to reason that she could sense artifacts of Light nearby, particularly if they happened to possess very strong powers, which I assumed this item did if it could destroy the Temple of Blood.

      Elyse led us into a large chamber that was mostly demolished, and we followed her as she picked her way through the rubble, tracing the source of the Light magic.

      “It’s this way,” she murmured, talking mostly to herself. “No, this way… Yes, here, the magic is stronger in this direction. Ah, yes, and from this way, I’m really feeling the pull.” She turned and looked at me. “I think the entrance is under the rubble here, Vance. I need some strong hands.”

      Drok and I set to hauling and tossing rocks around. Drok was in his element.

      “Drok like throw rocks!” he yelled, grinning like a madman.

      “You keep throwing those boulders,” I grunted, tossing aside one the size of a large hog. “Throw them fast and throw them far! We need to locate the entrance to the crypt! Hurry!”

      We soon uncovered a doorway. The hinges of the door had buckled under the weight of the rubble, and it was pretty much jammed shut, but with my strength and Drok’s combined, we were able to rip it out of its hinges and expose the entrance to the passage. It was pitch dark down there, but before I could call for torches, Elyse pulled out her mace, the flanged head glowing with a bright white light.

      “We are in the presence of a tremendously powerful artifact of Light, Vance,” she said, a smile on her face and a gleam of liquid power radiating from her eyes. “I can harness and channel its magic. We do not need fire for light, not with this object so close to me.”

      We followed Elyse down into the crypt as she held her glowing mace out before her, illuminating the dark space and banishing shadows. I had no fear of traps down here; Lucielle wouldn’t have sent us here if there had been anything that could harm us.

      “The Charm Goddess said the item we’re looking for would be ‘buried under beauty,’” I said. “Whatever that means.”

      We headed down two flights of stairs, right into the bowels of the crypt, Elyse drawn onward by the pulsing power of the mystery artifact. I couldn’t sense anything, and a sidelong glance at my fellow deity Rami-Xayon—who responded to this questioning look with a shrug and a subtle shake of her head—indicated that she couldn’t sense anything magical down here either. I figured that only followers of the Lord of Light would be able to detect whatever this thing was.

      We reached the deepest part of the crypt, a huge chamber that looked like it had been an ancient temple of some sort, on top of which this whole castle had been built. There were statues of many old gods and goddesses between huge stylized pillars that supported the weight of the stone ceiling and the floors above it. Rami-Xayon rushed over to one of the statues, a young woman with a huge mass of curly hair. She gasped, staring with wide eyes at the lifelike sculpture.

      “It’s… me,” she murmured, her eyes locked on the stone face in front of hers. “How I used to be.”

      I walked over to the statue and stared at it for a while. So this was what Xayon had looked like. She was somewhat bland-looking and dumpy, to be honest, and her nose especially had a weird shape. Her new face and body were a huge improvement,but I figured I’d better not say as much. I saw that Isu had also found a statue of herself, a remarkably accurate replica of her in marble. She was studying it with a contemplative expression. I looked at the statue’s hands and saw it was holding a stone replica of Grave Oath. A shudder ran through me, but it passed as quickly as it had arrived. Isu had told me she had become tired of being a goddess and that I was already a far better God of Death than she had ever been.

      Elyse, however, was looking confused. I walked over to her and asked her what was wrong.

      “It’s too strong down here,” she murmured, shaking her head and looking crestfallen. “The power of the object is filling this whole chamber with its presence. I’m overwhelmed. There’s no way I can pinpoint where it is.”

      “Think about the clue Lucielle gave us,” I said. “She said that—”

      “I know exactly where it is,” Isu said sourly, interrupting me. “It’s obvious. That tart said it was under beauty, correct? Look over there. It’s under that statue, I guarantee it.”

      I followed the direction of her finger and saw a statue of a very beautiful young woman, with thick locks of wavy hair, big pert tits, and seductively curved hips. Her face was a masterpiece, and if it was a truly lifelike replica, I definitely would have liked to meet that goddess.

      “Lucielle, isn’t it?” I asked, even though the answer was clear.

      “Who else?” Isu folded her arms across her busty chest. “The empress of vanity herself. She considers herself to be the epitome of beauty, so that’s your clue right there. Get that smelly oaf to topple her statue, and I’m certain you’ll find what you’re looking for.”

      It seemed a shame to destroy a statue of such exquisite beauty, but we didn’t have time to remove it carefully. If all went well, we’d be saving the real-life version of this archetypal beauty, which would be worth infinitely more than one stone replica, however well crafted.

      Drok, always eager to participate in any sort of destruction, almost jumped for joy when I nodded my affirmation. He bounded over to the statue of Lucielle, grabbed it by its marble arms, and grunted. With one powerful twist of his hips and shoulders, he ripped the whole thing out of the ground and flung it to the side, where it shattered.

      “Not so beautiful now, are you, Lucielle?” Isu stared at a split-off section of the Charm Goddess’s face.

      Where the statue had just stood, I found a small hollow in the floor. Inside it was a leather pouch. I pulled it out and opened it, and as soon as I did, a pure and almost blinding light blazed out of the bag.

      “Shit,” I grunted, turning my face away from it. “That felt like it was about to melt my fucking eyeballs. What the hell is this thing?”

      Elyse hurried over and took the pouch. Keeping her eyes turned away from the intense spears of light shooting out of the pouch, she reached into it and closed her hands around whatever was inside. As soon as she touched it, she nodded and smiled knowingly.

      “This,” she said, taking her hand out of the pouch and pulling the drawstring shut to block off the powerful light from within, “is a Tear of the Lord of Light. It is one of the most powerful artifacts of Light in the world. I always thought that there was only one in all of existence, but now I know that there are two.”

      I’d heard of the Tear of the Lord of Light, way back when I’d been an ignorant youth who wanted to become a Consecrated Knight. It was indeed one of the most powerful artifacts of Light in existence, and I too had thought there was only one. That was what the Church of Light told people anyway.

      “And where is the other one?” Isu asked.

      “The vaults of Luminescent Spires, of course,” Elyse answered. “Of all the valuable objects, treasures, and artifacts kept there, the Tear of the Lord of Light is considered one of the most valuable.”

      “Well, now we know where to go if we need another of these,” Friya commented.

      I chuckled humorlessly and shook my head. “Maybe we can grab it while we’re fetching an embalmed dragon heart? Hopefully, we won’t ever need either of them. Right now, we have what we need to destroy the Temple of Blood.”

      With that, we raced out of the crypt and returned to our mounts.

      “We need to take the trail northwest of here,” Rami-Xayon said. 

      “I’m sending Talon on ahead to check the trail before we go down it.”

      “We can move while the harpy is flying though,” Elyse said. “We cannot delay, Vance. Every second that we allow to slip through our fingers is another second that brings us closer to catastrophe.”

      “Okay, let’s ride,” I said. “But don’t interrupt me; I’m going to be scouting.”

      We took off, galloping out of the destroyed fortress and following the northwestern trail that led toward the distant mountains. Once again, I put my trust in Fang to carry me safely onward as I shot my spirit and senses into the body of the harpy, who was flying a few hundred yards above the ground.

      I flapped the undead creature’s wings urgently, propelling it onward at maximum speed, that ineffable worry making me push even harder even at this speed. I used the currents of air to my advantage, swooping and diving and rising with them; I was becoming quite the expert flyer.

      The sharp mountain peaks, shaped like dragons’ teeth, loomed ever closer. I kept the only passage through these harsh mountains beneath me like a strand of thread that would guide me through a labyrinth. As the trail started to wind upward into the peaks, I swooped down lower to get a closer look at the terrain. The trail cut like the bed of a long-dried-up stream through the mountains. On either side of it, sheer walls started to rise, getting higher and higher until they reached a mile in height at one point.

      And then I saw a sight that almost made me forget to flap Talon’s wings. Here, right here by the unsurpassable cliffs, an avalanche had occurred. Debris and rocks were piled hundreds of yards high, blocking off the trail completely. We would eventually be able to climb over it, of course, but that would add a number of hours to a journey that was already cutting things extremely close.

      This avalanche could not have been a natural occurrence. My uncle and the Blood God had been behind this. And it had been a good move; this would surely delay us beyond dawn. The sacrifice would go ahead, Lucielle would be killed, and the Demogorgon would take permanent physical form in the world.

      With despair hitting me like a Frost Giant’s club in the gut, I yanked my spirit and consciousness out of the harpy and pulled it back into my own body. I reined in Fang as I called a halt to the party’s gallop.

      “What’s going on, Vance?” Elyse asked.

      “It’s over,” I muttered, hanging my head. “Rodrick and the Blood God have won.”

      “Why?” Rami-Xayon asked. “Has the sacrifice been completed? What did you see?”

      “There’s an obstacle in the passage through the mountains. It will add hours to our journey. We’ll arrive well after dawn. The sacrifice will have been carried out.”

      “No!” Drok yelled. But in his gravelly voice, there was hope, not despair. He had his usual idiot’s grin on his face.

      “Drok, what the hell’s gotten into you?” I asked. “Do you not understand what I’ve just told you?”

      “Drok understand! But Drok know way get to Rodrick before dawn. Obstacle in trail no matter.”

      “How?”

      “Remember we fight Rollar? You use baby bag for harpy carry Elyse. Harpy can fly over obstacle! Harpy can only carry you, but you strong. You God of Death! You defeat Rodrick! You go alone. Harpy take you. You kill Rodrick. Easy. We come later, help you later. But you go first, with harpy, and stop sacrifice. Easy, easy, we win!”

      The deep frown on my face turned into a smile. The crazy bastard was actually making perfect sense. This was the only way to stop the sacrifice before dawn. Hell, if I was sneaky enough, I could even kill a couple of my uncle’s troops and use them as zombies before first light so that I wasn’t completely alone against my uncle and his minions.

      “It’s a crazy fucking plan, Drok,” I said, “but fuck it—it’s our only hope. I’m gonna do it. I’m gonna take on my uncle and his forces alone.”

      Everyone murmured their agreement, but their eyes were clouded with worry. We all knew our chances of success were slimmer with this crazy plan than they would have been without the obstacle, but slim chances were better than no chances.

      “Wish me luck, everyone,” I said as I called Talon down from the sky. “That shady fuckbrain Rodrick won’t know what hit him.”

      The harpy dug its claws into my armor, plucked me off Fang’s back, and surged upward, carrying me into the darkening sky. I waved to my party one last time as they watched me from below, before the harpy and I disappeared into the clouds. 

      From this point on, I was on my own.
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      I watched as my companions were swallowed up by the ocean of clouds beneath me. The air was cold down there, but up above the clouds it was fucking freezing. To take my mind off the icy cold and the somewhat unnerving fact that I was about to go into battle against my uncle and his forces on my own, I closed my eyes, trusting the harpy to take me where I needed to go, and traveled to the black plane. I figured that after the battle with Elgroth’s Jotunn, I’d have gained enough new souls to give me a new skill, maybe even two. A Frost Giant’s soul had to be worth a good few regular human warriors’ souls, right?

      I opened my eyes and found myself on the black plane, where there was no more cold, no frigid wind rushing against my body with the speed of the flight, no ever-present sensation of the ground hungrily sucking me toward it. No, up here everything was calm. There was no wind, and it was neither hot nor cold. Come to think of it, there probably wasn’t even any air here—not the kind of air my body was breathing in and out on the mortal plane, at any rate.

      I jogged across the glassy black surface, which stretched out beyond me farther than I could see in all directions, and kept my gaze fixed on the upper branches of the tree. I ran with bated breath, hoping, almost catching myself praying, as I’d been brought up to do. I sure as hell could use something new in my arsenal to take on an army on my own.

      A grin spread across my face as I approached the tree; two new skills hung like ripe fruit from the upper branches of the gray tree, glowing brightly with the promise of fresh, potent power.

      I clambered up the tree with my eyes locked on the prize. The lower of the two showed an image of a warrior imprisoned in a cage made of bones. It looked like a huge ribcage had burst out of the ground beneath him, and closed around him like a giant set of teeth.

      “Bone Prison,” I muttered as I reached it, grinning. “This will definitely come in handy.”

      A jolt ripped through my body as I grabbed the fruit and this new ability became part of my magical skillset. I was itching to try it out, but first I had to grab the other skill, which was a branch or two above this one.

      This one looked as if it would be perfect for taking on multiple opponents; the image was a vividly lifelike picture of me, holding a crossbow made entirely of bones, which shot sharp shards of bone. Being a magical weapon, the bow didn’t have a string, and it didn’t need to be cocked or reloaded. The image showed bone shards coming up out of the ground and flying straight into the weapon; it seemed that my supply of ammunition would be limited only by the amount of corpses in the dirt beneath me.

      This skill—Bone Bow—I guessed I would be able to try out while still flying in the harpy’s claws. There were a good few more skills in the heights of the tree above, obscured by fog, so I wasn’t nearly as strong as I could be…but that didn’t matter. Not much at all mattered right now, really, aside from doing everything in my power to prevent my uncle from sacrificing Lucielle at dawn.

      Part of me was quite tempted to just stay on this plane; it was peaceful here, and there was no Blood God, no Demogorgon, no horde of enemies waiting to tear my guts out. I could just lean back against the smooth trunk of the enormous gray tree and not worry about a damn thing.

      But where was the fun in that? I’d been waiting to tear my uncle’s head off his shoulders for years now, and this time I was going to make sure he didn’t escape through one of his portals again. This time he and I would fight, and there would be no quarter asked, and none given. Only one of us would walk away from the encounter alive, and I fully intended that to be me.

      Feeling a surge of fresh confidence rushing through me, I jumped out of the gray tree, and before I even hit the black, glossy ground below I was back in my body, back in the real world, rushing through the air at speed, gripped by the claws of an undead harpy—and I was ready to kick some ass on an epic scale.

      We were currently flying through dense clouds, which made it pointless to try out the new bone bow for the moment. As soon as the clouds began to break down into wispy rips and semi-translucent lumps, and I could see the ground again, I closed my eyes and pictured the Bone Bow I’d seen in the skill tree.

      Instantly I felt a weight in my hands, and I looked down and marveled at the sight. It was a thing of magic, of course, and could materialize or dematerialize in the blink of an eye, but when it was here in physical form it felt as solid and heavy as any earthly crossbow.

      The entire weapon was constructed of bones of various shapes and sizes—all of them human—and while it had the shape and dimensions of any regular crossbow, the bones gave it a very unique look. One visual touch I especially appreciated was the human skull with a wide open jaw at the front of the weapon. When the bone shards were fired off, they would pass down the rail of the crossbow and through the jaws of the skull, as if they were being spit out of the skull’s wide-open jaws.

      “All right,” I said, chuckling eagerly, “let’s give this motherfucker a few test shots, shall we?”

      I wasn’t quite sure how to load the Bone Bow, but, as had turned out to be the case for many of the magic skills I’d acquired since becoming the God of Death, the process was pretty much automatic; all I had to do was think about what I wanted to happen, and it would happen.

      In my mind’s eye I pictured loading the weapon, and I saw a flash of white coming from the ground far below. I almost flinched, because it looked as if the projectile—which was hurtling upwards at an incredible speed, like an arrow loosed at me from a powerful war-bow on the ground—was going to impale me. But then, with a barely perceptible shudder, the bone shard loaded itself into the rail of the crossbow, and that was it. It was ready to go.

      Beneath me, I saw nothing but jagged, steep mountain peaks, which didn’t look like they supported any form of life. So, I picked a particularly vividly colored rock. If I’d been shooting a regular bow, I would have had to take the angle, distance, and wind into account, but I had a feeling that this weapon would not shoot like any ordinary crossbow.

      There was a crack in the skull’s cranium that served as the Bone Bow’s sights, and I used this to aim at the colored rock. When I was directly on target, I squeezed the crossbow’s trigger—and the bone shard was just gone. I didn’t see it in flight, the way I would have seen an arrow or crossbow bolt; there’s wasn’t even a blur of color or a streak in the air. Basically the moment I squeezed the trigger, a puff of dirt and stone shards simply erupted from the brightly colored rock.

      I’d used plenty of bows and crossbows over the years, but none compared in power to the Bone Bow, not even the most powerful war-bow I’d ever shot. And as for aim, no bow in existence came near; there was virtually no drop in the projectile’s trajectory, at least from this distance, and wind had almost no effect on it either; all I had to do was line up the skull sights, take aim, and squeeze the trigger.

      And the best thing about this crossbow, I discovered very quickly, was that it reloaded itself instantly. Before I even thought about reloading, another bone shard had jumped out of the earth far below and loaded itself into the rail of my crossbow. With this thing, I was like the equivalent of an entire division of crossbowmen and archers. My only limit was the number of skeletons in the ground from which I could extract ammunition. Since the Temple of Blood had been the site of plenty of sacrifices in days long past, I figured there’d be more than enough corpses under the ground there.

      I now knew what the Bone Bow was capable of, so I closed my eyes, thought about the fact that I didn’t need it for the time being, and that was that: it vanished from my hands as quickly as it had materialized.

      I was itching to test it out on an enemy, but that would come soon enough. What I had to make use of now were my old assassin skills of stealth and surprise. It was tempting, of course, to charge in there and just start shooting shit up with my Bone Bow while calling up Bone Prisons to trap enemy soldiers, but I didn’t know what kind of magic my uncle was capable of wielding now, or what kind of dangerous minions he had backing him up. I would need to take at least a couple of  them out assassin-style, after which I could resurrect them as zombies, or use their bodies to generate corpse explosions. If I could get into the place unnoticed and start picking people off while coming up with some sort of strategy on how to do maximum damage in minimum time, I’d have a chance of stopping the sacrifice. And I might even survive this crazy mission too.

      Night fell, and it was moonless and black. Flying with the harpy soon became almost disorienting; there was nothing around me but darkness—above, below, beneath, everywhere. I couldn’t even see the sharp spires of the mountain peaks. However, the harpy—when it had been alive, at least—had possessed some sort of navigation instinct, I guess because they prefer to hunt their prey at dusk or dawn, in semi-darkness. Something of that instinct remained in the undead creature, and I was able to tap into it to prevent myself from crashing into a mountain side, which would have been a rather anticlimactic end to our whole endeavor.

      As for the direction of the Temple of Blood, I knew that it was due northwest from Lucielle’s fortress, and the fact that it was a moonless night at least helped with navigation; I could see the stars perfectly and make sure I was headed in the right direction. I covered the distance between Lucielle’s fortress and the Temple of Blood in half, maybe even a third of the time it would have taken me riding Fang at full speed, and so when I finally saw a blood-red light glowing on the horizon, it was only just past midnight. I would have plenty of time to plan and launch my attack before the sacrifice happened at dawn.

      The Temple was far larger than I’d thought. Whoever had designed it must have been a fan of sabers; there were tall, curved spikes dozens of yards high, like giant canine teeth, extending out in all directions, threatening anyone who dared approach this evil place. The red light emanating from it was not just from the fires that burned around it and on the many curved spikes that rose from the walls; something inside the main structure—which was a huge, pointed dome made of stone—was glowing brightly. There were no battlements, walls, or fences around the temple itself, but that was made up right now by the army camping in the open ground that surrounded the temple.

      The army was smaller than mine—but that didn’t exactly make a difference, since my own army was hundreds of miles away, and it was just me against, well, everyone. Of course, I wasn’t just an assassin anymore; I was the God of Death, and that made one-on-thousands combat very different that it would have been for a regular fighter. I didn’t have to kill all of these guys alone either; I only needed to kill some of  them, and then turn them into my own troops. If I made a proper plan, I could kill and turn about a third, maybe even half of these troops before I gave it to the rest of them. Essentially, my uncle’s army would self-destruct—with a bit of assistance on my part, of course.

      I ordered the harpy to set me down a hundred yards or so from the outskirts of the army camp, on the slopes of a huge mountain that towered over the Temple of Blood, a good vantage point from which to strategize.

      My uncle, as much of an asshole as he was, was a half-decent strategist himself, and he had posted sentries all around the perimeter of the camp. There were also a great number of bonfires inside and outside the camp, improving the sentries’ range of vision. The sentries were all armed with bows and, knowing my uncle, I imagined they were good shots too. Of course, that was fact well suited to my purpose; zombie archers were the perfect candidates to kick off my quick-kill count.

      I’d hoped to find a weak spot in the defenses to exploit,that I’d be able to slip through my uncle’s army, get into the temple, and face only him and his oblates. Then I’d have the element of surprise on my side, and get to fight an unprepared archenemy. The futility of that hope was now driven home; I’d have to take out his army, a process that would certainly alert him to my presence and allow him and his oblates to get ready for a fight. At least I wasn’t dealing with a hostage situation; he wouldn’t kill Lucielle, not before the blood dawn, so all the only choice for both of us would be battle..

      I moved quietly around the slope as I observed the army camp from different angles.I would have to move incredibly fast pick my targets well. If I maintained some covered I’d be safe from the archers; they were in a well-lit area, so as long as I didn’t step into the light, I’d be pretty much invisible to them. There were a few nice and big rocks here, perfect for taking cover, and from each I could get in a few good shots with my Bone Bow, take out a dozen or so archers, even those at the other side of the camp with this awesome magical weapon. Then, my zombie archers would already be perfectly positioned, encircling the camp, so they could pour in arrows from every section of the perimeter. All I had to do was kill and turn them fast enough.

      It took me an hour or two to pick out my targets and mentally draw out an action plan and trajectory for after I’d turned my zombie archers. I still had a few hours before first light, but the dawn was approaching and I couldn’t afford to wait any longer.
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      I closed my eyes and blasted my spirit down into the cold earth beneath me, and I was pleased to find that there were many thousands of corpses buried here; I wouldn’t be running out of ammunition for my Bone Bow, or for Bone Prisons, and of course this meant there was also the power of old Death that I could draw on for my Plague Fists, or that I could channel through any other weapon.

      Most, if not all of these corpses were victims of the Blood God, sacrificed to him over hundreds, perhaps thousands of years. It was high time these long-dead corpses had their revenge. These innocent victims were being given the opportunity to mete out justice, a kind of justice only I could allow them to be a part of. 

      “All right, assholes,” I whispered as I stared down at the camp. “It’s time for you cum-stains to meet the God of Death.”

      I called up the Bone Bow and felt the weapon buzz slightly in my hands as it loaded itself with a shard of jagged bone, and then I took aim at an archer on the far side of the camp. I was going to shoot the ones far away from me first, because they were harder targets to hit; they looked almost like insects from up here. After I’d taken out a few of the ones at the other side, I’d start shooting sentries closer by.

      I breathed in, lined up the distant archer’s torso in the sights of the weapon, and then, exhaling slowly and keeping my muscles perfectly steady, I squeezed the trigger. As soon as I did, two spurts of blood sprayed out of his torso—one erupted from the front of his chest, and the other sprayed out of his back; the bone shard had smashed straight through him. His leather armor hadn’t stood a chance, not against my Bone Bow’s magical speed.

      Before his dead body had even hit the ground, I shot a bone shard through another archer, and then swung my sights onto another as that one fell. Now that the archers were falling, shouts of surprise started to resound across the camp. I didn’t stop to observe what the soldiers were doing, though; I simply kept on picking off targets, dropping them second after second, firing my Bone Bow again and again, my focus razor sharp as I swung the sights from target to target.

      Now that I’d killed about a dozen archers on the far side of the camp, soldiers there were running around shouting out orders and grabbing their weapons, in preparation for the wrong threat: they thought that the attack was coming from that side of the camp, and that there were multiple opponents. I chuckled at the confusion I was causing down there—and it was about to get far worse for those sons of bitches.

      I lowered the bow for a second and focused on the archers I’d just killed, and then I raised them from the dead, feeling a jolt pass through me with every zombie I raised. It was a routine job by now. I hurled my spirit into their collective consciousness, and commanded them to shoot every single person in the camp.

      Now the shouts from the camp turned to screams of terror as the dead archers started to rise from the ground, their dead eyes shining with a yellow-green glow in the firelight. Chaos reigned as the archers started shooting volleys of arrows into their comrades.

      I chuckled again, and left my zombie archers to their business, now turning my attention to the middle-distance perimeters. I repeated the same pattern, shooting a series of archers with the Bone Bow before I raised them from the dead. Finally, after I had ordered these new zombies to pour arrows into their own camp, I went for the archers just below me. They saw the chaos that was unfolding everywhere, but beyond that were clearly incapable of understanding the first part of what was going on. These motherfuckers were about to find out firsthand.

      I picked a target close to me and blasted a bone shard at his head, which exploded like an overripe melon. It’s fair to say that the other archers looked utterly gobsmacked when they saw their buddy’s head popping like a pimple. They didn’t have the time to draw their bowstrings—nor would they have known where to aim them—before I blew fist-sized holes in their chests with a couple of well-placed shots, and turned them on their other buddies as zombies.

      Finally, as anarchy was unfolding in every corner of the camp, I saw him: my uncle came running out of the main entrance of the Temple of Blood, dressed in gleaming red plate armor, without a helmet.

      I could have killed him right there and then; all it would have taken was one shot, and his head would have popped like a rotten egg thrown against a wall. I raised my Bone Bow and lined up his furious, crimson face in my sights. One squeeze of the trigger and he’d be history.

      But I couldn’t do it. I guess I was just too selfish; I wanted to see the look on his face from close by when he died. Not only that; I wanted him to look into my eyes as I killed him and sucked his soul out into Gave Oath. I wanted him to know, in the final, agonizing moments of his life, that I was the one who had brought about his doom.

      “Vance, you little shit, I know you’re out there!” he roared, gripping his triple-headed flail in his hands. “Hiding in the dark like a coward, are you?”

      His eyes were solid red, like those of a Blood Demon, and they oozed blood that ran down his cheeks. I remembered just how potent the red lightning he could shoot from his flail had been even before his recent surge in power, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to give him the advantage of distance by revealing myself now; I needed to get in close and engage him in hand-to-hand combat. I remained silent, hidden behind the rock as he peered through the darkness and tried to pinpoint my position.

      “You idiot,” he roared, his voice his own and the Blood God’s combined, making it sound as if a hundred soldiers were all shouting at once. “You think you can stop us? You think the darkness is your ally? Now, you pathetic little deity of nothing, we will show you our true strength!”

      He began to chant something in a language I did not recognize, as he whirled the flail around above his head. The morning star heads started to glow red as they spun faster and faster in whipping arcs, and soon they were crackling with lightning. I glanced up, and noticed that the stars in the sky above me were disappearing—they were being covered by thick storm clouds that seemed to be appearing out of nowhere. The clouds were not tinged with a blueish purple, though, as storm clouds often are—instead, these clouds were tinged with red. Thunder started to rumble from the growing clouds, and soon it was booming and pealing in earsplitting cracks, while Rodrick’s chanting increased in volume and intensity to the point at which it sounded as if he and the Blood God were screaming.

      “Fuck this,” I muttered to myself.

      I would have to sacrifice my personal satisfaction at watching the life fade from Rodrick’s eyes as I sucked his soul into Grave Oath; if he unleashed whatever he was brewing up, I probably wouldn’t get the satisfaction of killing him in any way whatsoever, as I might be dead myself.

      I took aim with the Bone Bow, lining up my uncle’s face in its sights, and then, with a growl of disappointment, giving up that dream of delicious vengeance I’d had for so long, I squeezed the trigger.

      Instead of seeing his head explode, though, I saw a red flash in front of his face, and a shower of bone fragments. His head stayed right where it was, and he was left unscathed, while my bone projectile exploded into dust.

      “Shit!” I yelled.

      He had some sort of invisible shield around him. Hoping that my first shot might have weakened it, I fired another few shots in rapid succession, but each one simply exploded in a shower of bone chips when they hit whatever magical shield he had around him.

      As soon as I realized my current plan was going to fail, it started to rain—but these weren’t drops of water; they were drops of blood.

      “Goodbye, nephew,” Rodrick yelled after he stopped whirling his flail and chanting. “You have lost, and we have won. We will drink Lucielle’s blood tonight, and our Demogorgons will walk the earth.” He then turned and strode briskly back into the Temple of Blood.

      “Wait, did he just say Demogorgons?” I yelled. “There are more than one of those fucking things?! Shit!”

      Down below, the soldiers were now fighting back against my zombie archers, and through the weight of their numbers they were starting to overwhelm them, despite the high number of casualties my archers had inflicted on them. I needed to kill more of them and raise more zombies—but before I could do that, I had another thing to focus on: my own survival.

      The ground around me was heating up, and it was almost like there was a sizzle of power in the air. Instantly, and out of nowhere, instinct told me to dive. I hurled myself to the left just as a massive streak of red lighting blasted out of the clouds above and smashed a crater into the ground where I’d just been standing. The explosion covered me in dirt, but I was safe. Not for long, though—these were no random lightning strikes. They were seeking me out. The only way I’d avoid getting fried by lightning was by getting out of this storm, and into the temple.

      “Goddamn, shit just got a little more difficult.” I scrambled to my feet as the promise of another strike crackled in the air.

      I sprinted down the slope, and just behind me yet another streak of lightning smashed into the ground, blowing out a crater and showering me with dirt and rocks. I didn’t panic as I ran through the storm of blood, though; instead, I shot soldiers as I ran, taking them out and raising them as zombies in the space of seconds, turning them against their comrades in the unfolding battle.

      The storm became worse the closer I came to the Temple of Blood, and the wind howled like a live, giant animal, and the blood gushed down in torrents. The red lightning strikes became more intense, and more frequent, and it was getting harder to dodge them; soon the strikes were missing me by feet instead of yards, which was close enough to hurl me through the air. Sooner or later one would hit me; it was almost as if the lightning strikes were improving their aim every time they struck the ground and missed me. Like they were studying how I dodged them and started to personalize their electric shots. At least I was warned before they struck; when the intensity of the charge in the air around me increased, I knew to veer to the side or jump or dive. Even so, it was clear that there was no way I’d be able to keep evading them.

      An idea then popped into my head. I couldn’t conjure up an invisible shield like my uncle, but I sure as hell could improvise a shield of my own, one that might protect me from the blood lightning long enough for me to get to the temple. As I ran, I began to call zombies over to me, resurrecting every one of my uncle’s soldiers who fell. They surrounded me, packing their bodies in close, all running in sync as I arranged them around me. Then more zombies clambered onto the backs of those who had surrounded me, and even more, locking their arms together and forming an undead, moving dome around me. Once a first layer had been formed, zombies kept coming, thickening the wall of bodies. I heard arrows thudding into the running dome of zombies and my uncle’s soldiers were shouting out with rage, confusion and fright, staring at the grotesque spectacle of this crawling, writhing hill of moving, knitted bodies.

      I felt like a Frost Giant; the zombies left a gap in front for me to see through, but aside from that the dome was a solid object, which must have weighed even more than a Jotunn, even with the scant flesh the undead carried on their frames. If any soldiers tried to get to us, we simply steamrolled on, bowling them over and trampling them beneath our feet. Spear thrusts, axe cuts, sword slashes—nothing could get through the wall of bodies.

      Now my makeshift protection had successfully resisted some hits, I felt like I had taken the upper hand. A streak of blood lighting slammed into the pile of zombies, and I was showered with viscera, blood, and torn-up body parts as those directly above me exploded—but I laughed and called up more zombies to patch the hole. I hadn’t even been caused a minor discomfort by the blood storm’s latest attack.

      “That’s right, Blood God,” I yelled from within the safety of my dome, “I’m laughing at you, you little prick! Your blood storm can’t do shit against the power of Death!”

      Another strike of blood lightning smashed into my dome, blowing up more zombies, but again I was unhurt, and again I called in more zombies to patch up the wall. The entrance to the temple was now only fifty yards ahead. More of my uncle’s soldiers were racing in to try to stop us from getting there, but with the momentum we’d built up, I blasted through all of them, trampling them with my running zombie dome.

      One last lightning strike hit the dome, blowing a few zombies to pieces, but this time I didn’t patch up the hole; I was almost there. I commanded the zombie dome to open up more space at the front, before I ducked out of the dome and raced through the doors. As soon as I was in, I disbanded the dome and formed it into a solid wall of bodies now, preventing any of my uncle’s soldiers getting into the temple. They understood right away; they were getting the hang of playing the role of building material.

      I paused to catch my breath before entering the inner sanctum of the temple. The temple appeared to be arranged in a series of concentric circles, with only one entrance to each next circle. The first door I came to wasn’t guarded, so I slipped inside, my kusarigama in one hand and my Bone Bow in the other.

      I ran around the curved passage, seeking out the next door, when two of my uncle’s robed oblates sprang out from behind a pillar, their hands charged with red lightning. Neither had a chance to even raise their hands; less than a second after they’d jumped out, both were toppling to the ground with huge holes ripped through their torsos, courtesy of my Bone Bow.

      I skidded to a halt before going through the next door as another idea popped into my head. These oblates were able to channel powerful Blood magic when they were alive—so why wouldn’t they be able to channel equally powerful Death magic when they were undead?

      “Fuck you, Rodrick,” I growled. “You trained these servile fuckers to use their Blood magic to take me down—but now I’m gonna use your own little buttlickers against you. You and your living oblates are about to suck on some Death magic!”
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      I raised the dead oblates as zombies, projected my mind into them, and immediately felt the potential for channeling power within each of them. Keeping each oblate’s undead mind linked to mine, I blasted myself down through the soil below the temple, seeking out the Death magic of this place; as expected, there was plenty of it. But there was more; there was a lingering rage, a furious desire for vengeance against those who had murdered them, which made the adjacent Death magic tremendously powerful. It was festering in the bones of the dead, and I linked it to the cold, black potency of the Death magic, then hauled that magic up and projected it into the undead bodies of my zombie oblates. They raised their hands, but the energy crackling around them was no longer red—it was black.

      I rubbed my hands with pride and glee. I couldn’t wait to see the look on my uncle’s face when his own oblates came at him, blasting out Death lightning. I knew that there would be more oblates waiting to attack near the next door, so I kept my undead oblates in front of me as I ran around the curved passageway, searching for the next door.

      Sure enough, more oblates jumped out from behind pillars—only this time there were four of them instead of two. I pumped two full of holes with my Bone Bow before they could launch their blood lightning strikes at me; as for the others, I let my undead oblates deal with them. I watched, fascinated, as black lightning—so dark that it seemed to suck in all of the light around it—blasted out from my zombie oblates’ hands, meeting the red lightning that the living oblates blasted back. The red lightning streaks crashed into the black ones with a boom that shook the walls of the temple and rained down dust on our heads. The living oblates’ faces were twisted grimaces, their jaws clenched with effort—but as hard as they tried, they could not push my zombies’ black lightning back, and the black lighting surged closer and closer to them, burning away the red lightning; the power of Death was winning. I remembered what Friya had said, about Blood magic being particularly susceptible to both Death magic and Cold magic. I might not have been wearing my Cold-enchanted plate armor, but I had plenty of Death magic to use.

      Finally, my uncle’s oblates couldn’t hold off the black lighting any longer. Streaks started whipping into them, flinging them through the air and smashing them against the wall behind them; the impact killed them on the spot. I raised the four fresh corpses right away. Now I had six undead oblates, all able to channel the power of Death from the ground beneath this temple.

      As I progressed, killing and turning oblates on the way, I noticed each level of the concentric circles seemed lower than the previous one. I also began to detect an incredibly foul smell that grew more pungent with every level we descended. When it had moved beyond overpowering and had become positively unbearable, I started to hear chanting. The sound was quite clear, so I was getting close to the center of this foul place. Which meant, of course, that I was getting closer to the final showdown with my uncle. I could only hope that he hadn’t sacrificed Lucielle yet.

      I took out one more set of oblates on this level, but when I reached the door they were guarding I quickly saw that it was not like the other doors. This one was large and had a wide set of stone steps leading down into a huge chamber—and at the bottom of the chamber was the reason that this place was shaped like it was: a huge pool of blood, almost a pond of blood, a lake.

      I stood in the door opening and looked around. Hundreds of corpses hung from the ceiling, which was almost a hundred yards above the blood pool below. The corpses hung by their feet, they were naked, and they had had their throats slit. They were in various stages of decomposition; this, and the blood lake, was causing the stench.

      But there were living people too—hundreds of them, all tied up and gagged in cages around the perimeter of the vast chamber. This was beyond sick; they had to breathe in the blood of the previous victims as they waited to be sacrificed.

      At the far end of the pool—tied to a stake and dressed in a white robe like the ones Bishop Nabu had used to dress his sacrificial victims in—was Lucielle. I recognized her right away from the sculpture I’d seen. My uncle was standing on her right, and another man, his face obscured by the hood of his robe, was standing on her left. Both of them held curved daggers.

      Standing around the pool were creatures the likes of which I had never seen. They were the size of cave trolls—smaller than Frost Giants, but three or four times bigger than even the largest northern barbarian—but were grotesque-looking things. Their skin was red, bubbly, and lumpy all over, and their limbs were disproportionate and distorted—one arm might be huge and muscular, while the other would be withered, one leg jiggly and fat and the other wrinkly and lame. Their faces were like those of men, but were similarly distorted. In short, they were the ugliest fucking things I’d ever seen, and I guessed they were dangerous. Very dangerous.

      Oh, and there were Blood Demons too, a handful of them, all holding red daggers.

      Everyone stopped and turned to look at me when I stepped into the chamber with my zombie oblates.

      “The beggar,” the hooded figure hissed, his voice vaguely familiar. “Destroy him, Rodrick.”

      I saw a portal like the one my uncle had used to escape Brakith behind him. I sure as fuck wasn’t going to let him get away again, not this time—so I sent out a silent command to my oblates to destroy it. The hooded man, however, seemed to sense what I was about to do, and he screamed and dived through the portal just before the zombie oblates’ black lightning crashed into it, destroying it.

      “There won’t be any escaping the fight this time, Rodrick,” I growled. “This is the time we finish this once and for all. One of us walks away alive, the other…not alive.”

      “You may be stupid, Vance,” my uncle snarled, tucking his dagger into his belt and picking up his triple-headed flail, “but you’re one stubborn little shit, aren’t you? I guess those qualities often go together. No matter—we will drink your blood tonight and grow more powerful than ever. Come, fool, and meet your doom!”

      With a roar, the Blood Demons all turned to charge at me—but I was ready for them. Knowing how long it took to kill one of those fuckers, I knew that facing multiple demons was a sure way to get myself killed. Of course, I wouldn’t have to do that, because this was the perfect time to use my Bone Prison spell. I looked at each Blood Demon, marking them as targets, and then I reached deep into the earth and called up Bone Prisons. Huge bones, jagged and sharp, burst through the floor around each of the Blood Demons, closing shut around them like the jaws of some massive carnivorous plant. The demons howled with frustration, grabbing the bone bars and shaking them furiously, but the Death magic was strong here, and they could not break free.

      The huge Blood Ogres—that was the only way I could describe the red, bulgy abominations—now turned and charged. One of them picked up a man-sized chunk of stone as if it were nothing but a twig, and hurled it at me. I only just managed to dodge it as it whooshed through the air mere inches from me, and smashed a hole through the stone wall behind me. In response, I blasted a couple of bone shards through the beast with my Bone Bow—but they did nothing to it. They passed straight through it, leaving a hole in its body through which I could actually see the wall behind it for a moment, before the hole just closed up again. The creature seemed to be made entirely of congealed blood.

      “Okay,” I muttered as the dozen or so Blood Ogres bore down on me. “These fuckers are pretty damn strong, and pretty hard to hurt. Time for a plan.”

      My kusarigama’s wind magic could come in handy here, and as the Blood Ogres came at me, I called up some of my tornadoes. I knew my magic was strong enough to pick up one of these fuckers, so I hurled a spinning tornado at the closest one, and used the tornado’s power to lift it up off the ground. I then directed the tornado to hurl the Blood Ogre into a wall, which it did. The Blood Ogre exploded in a shower of blood, bursting into nothing and raining buckets of coagulated blood down on the floor.

      “Found your weakness, assholes,” I muttered.

      Another human-sized rock came flying through the air at speed, though, and I had to dive to the ground to avoid being flattened like a fucking crepe with extra-red berry sauce. This time the rock was so close to hitting me that it grazed the top of my head. On the other side of the blood pool, my uncle was whirling his flail around his head, calling up some lightning to blast at me. I could deal with that, or I could deal with the stone-chucking Blood Ogres, but not with both at once. Still, the former was clearly the greater threat, so I focused on that for a moment.

      My uncle was nigh-on invulnerable with the invisible shield of magic around him—but since it was a Blood magic shield, I figured I knew how to take it down. I commanded all of my undead oblates to attack him simultaneously; with all of their Death magic focused on him, the shield would surely disintegrate. If it didn’t do that, at least the attack would distract him from me.

      “You have your Blood Ogres, Rodrick,” I yelled. “But I have zombie oblates, you diarrhea-drinking fuckstick! Suck on some Death lightning, piece of troll shit!”

      With that, all of my undead oblates blasted Rodrick simultaneously, and he was hurled back against the wall with the force of their combined lightning streaks. He started firing blasts of red lightning at them from his flail, and each streak of red lightning that hit an oblate blew the undead creature to smithereens—but each blast of their Death lightning knocked him off his feet and—judging from the look of worry and fear that was slowly taking hold on his face—weakened his shield too.

      I left the zombie oblates to their work, and turned my attention to the advancing Blood Ogres. Another rock from one of the grotesque monsters came hurtling through the air at me, and it was only thanks to my perfected speed and acrobatics that I was able to dodge it. I flung a howling tornado at the Blood Ogre responsible though, and picked the fucker up with the tornado, before I splattered him into a bloody mess against a huge stone pillar.

      I flung another tornado out of my kusarigama and picked up another of the Blood Ogres, but this time I figured I’d try something different, since they were closing in on me. I hurled the Blood Ogre I’d picked up into another. This idea totally backfired; when they collided, the hurled body was simply absorbed into the other, making a new Blood Ogre that was twice the size.

      “Shouldn’t have done that,” I said.

      I tried to pick the now-gigantic ogre up with another tornado, but it was simply too heavy; I’d have to find another way of dealing with this new monstrosity. I flung another against a wall, making a splash of red juice like a rotten tomato, and just managed to sidestep another huge boulder that was hurled at me. The double-sized Blood Ogre was almost on me now. I used a tornado to fling the last regular-sized one against a wall, leaving me only the massive one to deal with.

      I glanced across at my uncle, and saw that he had killed a number of my undead oblates, but he was looking haggard and exhausted. His formerly gleaming red armor was dented all over, while pieces of it had been destroyed and blasted off his body. He was taking some serious damage from the Death lightning, and I suspected that his invisible shield had been destroyed. I couldn’t focus on him just yet, though—I had one last Blood Ogre to deal with.

      The huge monster ripped a stone pillar out of the wall and swung it at me like a club. I ducked under the clumsy but powerful blow, and darted forward, slashing through the Blood Demon’s leading leg with the razor-sharp blade of the kusarigama. The thick leg parted as the blade severed it completely, but in a second it simply joined back again, and there was no sign that it had ever been cut. The Blood Ogre swung the pillar at me again, this time crashing the makeshift club toward the ground.

      I dodged the blow, ran up the pillar before he could lift it for another swing, cut his head off with the kusarigama, and finally backflipped away from the creature. The head flew up into the air, but then dropped back onto the creature’s neck and simply joined back to the body, as if nothing had happened.

      “You just won’t fucking die, will you?” I roared.

      The only reply I got was a vicious swing of the pillar that almost turned me into mincemeat; I took that as a no. I barely dodged the attack, and the wind from the passing massive object almost bowled me over. That was when a plan popped into my head. The section of the stone ceiling from which the Blood Ogre had snatched the pillar now looked like it might collapse.

      “Come on, fucker,” I growled, moving around and drawing the Blood Ogre forward. “Come on, hit me, I dare you!”

      He took another swing at me, and I ducked under the attack, moved subtly back again.

      “What’s wrong? Come on, kill me, you asshole, do it!”

      The creature staggered forward on its huge, grotesque limbs and tried to smash me again with the pillar. Again I dodged the blow, but only just. One of these strikes would be enough, it would be all over. I jumped back and goaded the Blood Demon into coming forward for another attack—and when it did, it was finally in the position I wanted it to be in. Only one of my undead oblates was still alive by now; he’d survived long enough to serve one final purpose. He’d have to shift his attention from one target to another one, though. Instead of launching his strike of black lightning at my uncle—who was on his knees now, most of his armor lying in broken pieces around him—I directed the oblate’s black lightning at the ceiling above the gigantic Blood Ogre. It struck the ceiling immediately, and the whole thing came crashing down in an avalanche of stones and dust, all over the Blood Ogre. The creature was flattened beneath a few dozen tons of broken rock. Like all its pals, it had been splattered—perhaps not the most honorable of deaths, but if they left me no choice but to splotch them to death, splotch them to death was what I would do.

      I stepped back and glared across the pool of blood at my uncle.

      “Now it’s just you and me, fucker,” I snarled. “Let’s finish this!” 
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      “I knew I should have just killed you when you were a boy,” Rodrick growled.

      Weirdly enough, it was just him speaking now; his voice didn’t sound like a hundred warriors chanting together. Also, his eyes were no longer solid red; they had returned to their usual color. Had my zombie oblates managed to blast his connection to the Blood God out of his body? Was he now just a man, severed from his merger with the evil deity? If so, that would make this fight a cinch for me.

      “I knew you would be trouble down the line,” he continued, “but even so, you’re not strong enough to stop me, not now.”

      I started approaching Rodrick, who was still on the opposite side of the pool of blood. I took my time; I felt confident that I could beat my uncle anyway, and beating a frustrated uncle would be even easier—and more fun. I, slowly swung my kusarigama chain around as I connected it to the power of the zombies outside. They were still packed tight in the door of the temple, fighting off Rodrick’s army, who were struggling to force their way inside. I began to walk toward Rodrick, who was on the opposite side of the pool of blood. 

      “It’s strange that you should talk about me not being strong enough. Yeah, you lying, cowardly sack of shit—I noticed that you’re no longer referring to yourself as a ‘we’. Where’s your buddy the Blood God now? It seems to me that you’re nothing but a man again, Rodrick—a weak, broken old man who doesn’t stand a fucking chance against a god. I’m gonna rip you limb from limb, you sack of rancid jizz, and I’m gonna tear your—”

       Instead of cowering, however, my uncle threw his head back and laughed. Again, it was the weak, reedy laughter of a mere man; gone was the thunderous roar of the Blood God’s voice.

      “What are you laughing about, you little bitch?” I roared, quickening my strides as I neared him, eager to unleash my vengeance. “I’ve won, you’ve lost. You’re about to die very, very painfully and very, very slowly. I’m about to wipe that fucking grin off your face—”

      “Your undead creatures almost killed me, Vance—almost. You’ve forgotten one very important detail. Time waits for neither men nor gods…and you’ve just run out of it.”

      I followed his gaze, which was focused on a window high up near the domed ceiling, and through it, I saw the first sliver of the rising sun cresting the jagged peaks of the mountains. The sun was red…blood red.

      “Oh, shit,” I gasped, willing the Bone Bow into my hands.

      As quickly as I moved, however, my uncle moved faster. I was still too far off. He dived through the air in a desperate leap, his curved dagger in his hand, and buried it hilt-deep between Lucielle’s ribs. The goddess’s eyes bulged with shock and pain as the long blade sliced through her innards, and she staggered and swayed on rapidly weakening legs, before she flopped forward onto the ground. The gag burst out of her mouth, and with it a gush of blood…blood that started trickling toward the pool. I knew that if the blood made it into that red lake, all hell would break loose.

      I fired two quick shots with the Bone Bow at Rodrick, to immobilize him before he could do anything else. One blew off his left shin, the other took off all his right forearm. He screamed and collapsed, the stumps of his severed limbs spurting blood, but even as he howled in agony, he managed to laugh, his crazed eyes locked on the sight of the goddess’s blood running toward the pool.

      “No!” I roared, sprinting as fast as I could around the rim of the pool as the trail of blood from Lucielle crept inexorably closer to the edge.

      I saw the blood running closer and closer as I ran, and I finally launched myself into a flying dive at full speed, hitting the ground and then sliding on my belly, my hand outstretched.

      But I was too late. My hand slid through the trail of blood, blocking it…but not fast enough to stop one drop from rolling over the edge and dropping into the pool. The moment that single drop hit the rest of the pool, the entire Temple of Blood started to shake with furious violence, as if a gigantic earthquake had suddenly started. The force of it lifted me up off the ground and hurled me against a wall.

      Half-stunned, I struggled to my feet, and saw the entire pool of blood boiling and bubbling madly. Rodrick was staring at the frothing blood with a look of gleeful insanity in his eyes, despite how badly he was wounded, and how much pain he was no doubt in. And then, from the boiling blood, two enormous red hands, covered in scales and spikes, started to emerge. Each hand made a Frost Giant look small; the Demogorgon was an absolute titan. It wouldn’t even have to do anything to demolish this entire temple and kill everyone in it; all it would have to do to achieve that was materialize fully. The eyes of the gagged slaves in cages, which had already been wide with terror, were now bulging with even greater fear.

      If this thing materialized fully, there was no way I’d be able to stop it. So how was I going to stop it? I remembered how I’d done that before, back in Brakith, by blowing up the cauldron, but this pool was too big for such a tactic.

      I only had one hope; if Fate was on my side, I would have garnered enough new souls from this evening’s intensive fighting to give me a new skill—one with which I could halt the nightmare that was unfolding in front of me.

      “This better fucking work,” I growled as I closed my eyes and transported myself to the black plane.

      I sprinted across the smooth black ground, my eyes fixed on the tree. Everything was silent and peaceful here, but I was all too aware that back in the physical realm, shit was getting real very rapidly.

      “Come on, fucking be there!” I yelled, my eyes scanning the fog that surrounded the top of the tree.

      And there it was, shining out a promise of survival, at least for a few minutes more: a new skill, glowing brightly, hanging from one of the branches high up. I had never scaled this tree as quickly as I did now, jumping up from branch to branch, pulling myself up at a crazed speed. I shuffled closer to the skill and grinned, despite everything, when I saw what it was: multiple corpse explosions. Just what I needed. When I made it there, I snatched it off the branch and dived straight off, hurtling toward the ground. I was back in my body on the physical plane long before I hit the glassy black surface.

      By now, the upper half of the Demogorgon’s body had materialized, and I could behold the creature in all of its horrifying glory. Its body was like that of an immensely muscular man in structure, but atop its bull-neck sat a head that was something like a cross between a toad’s and a viper’s, but with long fangs in its mouth, and huge, curved ram’s horns, as well as multiple other horns on the side of its head. All the protrusions were as blood red as the rest of the foul creature.

      And as for its size—this thing made even the biggest Frost Giant look like a rat. Even now, when it had half-materialized, its head was almost touching the many corpses hanging from the ceiling.

      Hundreds of corpses…hundreds of corpses that would make for a gargantuan explosion when detonated all at once.

      “Come into being, my beautiful creature!” my uncle screamed, his face deathly pale from blood loss, but his eyes bright and crazed.

      The Demogorgon’s eyes, however, were still closed—for now. I didn’t want this thing to see me—not yet, at least—so I scooped up Lucielle, who was still breathing, albeit weakly, and rushed over to a large pillar and ducked behind it before the creature could see me. That was when it opened its eyes. As if it had just bathed in blood—right, it had—it seemed to have to blink its eyes shut a few times before it could properly open them. And then I saw them: the solid red eyes that immediately found my buttlicker of an uncle.

      “Finally!” he cried, “I have brought you into existence! My beauty, my wonderful, amazing beauty! Together, we will conquer the entirety of the world for our master, and—”

      The Demogorgon could not leave the pool of blood, seen as its legs had not yet materialized, but it could reach my uncle. It swiveled its waist and picked him up with the thumb and forefinger of its left hand. It held him up in front of its face, studying him like a curious boy might study a grasshopper he had just caught…and then it ripped one of his arms off, as casually as that boy would pull off the grasshopper’s leg. The look of crazed excitement on my uncle’s face quickly became a grimace of agony, and he howled in pain. This was all before his arm was ripped off, and then his whole body was torn in half, laterally. The Demogorgon had started the rip by his collar bone, and torn down through his chest and torso, turning the screams into grotesque songs of ecstatic pain. When it tore through my still-alive, rat-like uncle’s midsection, his intestines and stomach spilled out.

      “Oh no you don’t, you ugly red fuck!” I roared, jumping out from behind the pillar. “That asshole’s soul is mine!”

      Already, though, the light of life was fading from my uncle’s eyes. I had to take his soul, no matter what. Not even the fucking Demogorgon was going to take that away from me. I whipped Grave Oath out and flung it with unfaltering precision. It spun through the air at speed, and the blade slammed into Rodrick’s eyeball, capturing his soul just before it could have left his body of its own accord.

      The Demogorgon tossed my uncle’s torn-up, shriveling corpse aside, and turned to study me. For a few moments we stared at each other, and then I felt it—a sensation similar to what I’d felt before the blood lightning had blasted down from the storm Rodrick had called up. Whatever was coming next, though, I knew would be far stronger than any lightning strike. I remembered mining the memories of the people who had died in Kroth when the Demogorgon had attacked there; they had shown me one bright flash that had somehow killed everyone there.

      There would be no point in hiding; whatever the Demogorgon was going to do would fill this space with unimaginably destructive energy, energy that no stone or wall could protect you from. I had to use a magical shield and hope that the power of Death was strong enough to resist it.

      The only hope I had of surviving was to draw on the Death power of the many thousands of corpses buried under this temple; hopefully their lingering rage at having been murdered in the name of the Blood God would provide me with enough strength to survive what was coming.

      I launched my spirit down into the soil, gathering every ounce of Death energy that was packed into the many layers of earth, going deep, all the way down to crumbling skeletons that were tens of thousands of years old, and others that were even older, ones whose bones had turned to stone. I gathered it all around me, spinning it around my spirit and whirling it up into a gigantic tornado, which I sucked up into my physical body. There was so much power in me that I thought I was going to explode, quite literally: blood was oozing out of my pores, and my veins were bulging like satiated earthworms through my skin. I was barely able to stay conscious, but I knew that I had to maintain my grip on the Death magic; using it was the only way I could survive. I needed a physical shield to channel it through, though, and I quickly realized exactly what I needed to do.

      With a wordless shout I called up Bone Prisons, and immediately the huge ribs blasted out of the soil and closed like teeth around the slaves who were still alive. It wasn’t to trap them, though; it was to protect them. I called up one last Bone Prison around myself and Lucielle—who was still breathing, somehow—and then I channeled the immensity of the Death magic I had been holding in through the Bone Prisons, fortifying the ribs with this massive power.

      At that moment, the Demogorgon was ready too, and without delay it unleashed its magic. Through the gaps between the ribs of my Bone Prison I saw a blinding bright light, tinged with red, and felt a tremendous force press against the Bone Prison from all sides, as if the weight of an entire planet had been dumped on top of it. The bones started to crack and splinter, but the Death magic that was fortifying them held fast against the brutal force. I could feel the Death magic being depleted, second by second, as the brightness of the red glow outside the Bone Prison increased in intensity. I was reeling on my feet now, weakening steadily, and knew that if the Demogorgon kept up its assault for just a few more seconds it would all be over.

      But then, just when I thought I might actually pass out, and all my Bone Prisons would explode, the Demogorgon’s assault stopped. I didn’t know how or why—maybe the asshole had run out of power, maybe he thought I was dead—but it stopped, thank whomever, it stopped. Less of the Death magic was left in the earth below than I had used; one more of these assaults and we’d all be history. I had to take this motherfucker out right now.

      I retracted the Bone Prison, but as soon as I saw what was outside I had to stop and stare. Everything behind me and around me was just gone. Thick pillars of stone had melted into lumps, as if they’d been wax candles. Walls had been liquefied, blown away like paper. The better part of the temple had been blown away, and there was a trail of rubble extending outward into the mountains going back a mile. Shit, I didn’t need the Lord of Light’s tear to destroy this place completely; the Demogorgon would do that on its own. It hardly needed a Temple of Blood anymore if it was about to take over the world… 

      Of course, in achieving my objective of destroying the temple, it would kill all of us too, and pretty much everything else in Prand, eventually. It was now three-quarters materialized, with its huge red legs formed down to its knees. Just its calves, ankles, and feet remained—and then it would be in this world for ever.

      The ceiling, with all the hanging corpses, was still intact. However hopeless things seemed, I still had fuel. Using what strength still remained in me, I resurrected half of the hanging corpses as zombies. Yeah, this was desecrating innocent dead, but there was a greater need here, and I couldn’t afford to give much of a fuck about dignity right now. As I felt the Demogorgon summoning up power for another strike, I directed each zombie to grab a corpse with one hand, and then to rip both themselves and the corpses out of the meathooks from which they were suspended. They all did this, dropping from the ceiling in pairs. Those who could land on the Demogorgon did so, grabbing the creature’s scales with their free hand, and holding on with their zombie strength, while other pairs of zombies and corpses splashed into the boiling blood. These I directed to swim over to the materializing Demogorgon and climb up its legs.

      The titanic creature roared and writhed as my corpse-trailing zombies covered it like swarming termites, but it did not try to swat them off; its mind was focused on delivering another smite of immense power, which I could feel was about to be unleashed. I couldn’t wait a second longer—I had to strike now, before the Demogorgon did.

      I called up protective Bone Prisons again, and filled them with the last of the Death magic from the earth. Only, this time they would not be protecting me and the slaves from the Demogorgon’s magic; they would be protecting the living from what I was about to unleash.

      I called up my new spell, multiple corpse explosion, and instantly felt hundreds of threads all be connected to my fingertips—triggers for explosions that would all be detonated simultaneously. Then, with the last of my energy, I sent out the charge that would set it all off.

      A shock wave ripped through the ground below me and blasted an incredible force against the Bone Prison inside which I and Lucielle were sheltering. Hundreds of corpses, all of which were stuck like ticks to the Demogorgon, detonated at once. Absorbing the force of the blast depleted all of the remaining Death magic, and after the explosion had torn through the temple, the Bone Prisons crumbled away.

      Everything was a mess outside; more of the temple had been blown away, but so had the Demogorgon. The blood pool was no longer boiling, and the ancient demon was gone. It had been obliterated, splattered into chunks that were sprayed all over what pillars and walls had been left standing. The roof of the temple had been blown clean off, and daylight was now streaming into this foul place. The Blood Demons and the Bone Prisons in which they had been imprisoned had also been blown to smithereens.

      I stared grimly at the pool of blood where the Demogorgon had just been standing.

      “Fuck you, you piece of shit demon,” I growled, my fists clenched. “That’s what happens when you fuck with the God of Death.”
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      I looked down at my body, and it took me a while to register that I was actually still alive, as were the slaves and Lucielle. Lucielle, though, was only barely clinging to life. Her face was deathly pale, and her white dress was clinging to her body, saturated with blood. Now that the walls and roof had been blown off the Temple of Blood, I could hear the sounds of battle raging outside. But it wasn’t just my zombies fighting Rodrick’s troops now: I could hear my party fighting. They had finally arrived, and, from the sound of it, they were winning. Since I had nothing to worry about from the soldiers, I focused on Lucielle.

      “You…did it,” she gasped weakly. “You stopped…Rodrick.”

      “And I killed that fucking Demogorgon—or blew its ugly ass back to whatever pit it crawled out of.”

      “Unfortunately for me, Vance…it’s too late,” she murmured, her voice barely audible. “Rodrick’s knife—the wound is mortal.”

      “I’m sorry, Lucielle,” I said, cradling the goddess in my arms as she bled out. “I tried to get here as fast as I could. But I guess…I was too late.”

      “You did everything…you could have done…but now…I must…”

      She closed her eyes and breathed her last, and her body slumped in my arms.

      Before I could do or say anything else, Rollar and Elyse came rushing in. Rollar’s Thunder Hammer was dripping with the blood of Rodrick’s troops, as was Elyse’s mace.

      “Lord Vance!” Rollar shouted, racing through the rubble to get to me, followed closely by Elyse, who had a look of deep concern etched on her beautiful face. “Are you injured?”

      “Tell me you’re safe Vance!” Elyse cried. “Please tell me you’re safe!” 

      I stood up, holding the dead goddess in my arms. “I’m fine,” I called out grimly, “but Lucielle…she didn’t make it.”

      “What of your uncle, Lord Vance?” Rollar asked. “Did you kill him? And the Demogorgon? If the sacrifice went ahead at dawn…”

      “It went ahead,” I said calmly, “and shit got a little crazy for a while…but I took care of things. You don’t need to worry about the Demogorgon, trust me. As for my jerkoff uncle, his shriveled head’s around here somewhere, with Grave Oath stuck in one of his eyeballs. The rest of him is mixed in with the rest of the minced meat splattered all over the walls.”

      When Elyse caught up, she threw her arms around me, hugging my right side tight and planting kisses on my neck and cheeks.

      “Thank the Lord you’re unharmed,” she said, tears of relief streaming down her cheeks. “When we saw the explosions from afar—”

      “You saw both of them?”

      “Yes. The first one was like a great explosion of blood-red light. We felt it from miles away, and the shockwave it sent through the ground and air was enough to throw us all from our mounts, even at that distance. We thought you had to have…had to have…died. The second was still incredibly powerful, but nothing like the first one. It reminded me of one of your corpse explosion spells, so when I saw that, hope bloomed anew. I hoped that, against all odds, this meant you were still alive.”

      “Sadly, the Charm Goddess wasn’t as lucky as I was,” I muttered. “If I’d just moved a little faster, I could have saved her. Just a fraction of a second faster…”

      “Lord Vance, you defeated both your uncle and a demon of the ancient world,” Rollar said. “That in itself is beyond what any man—even god—could have achieved. It is a tragedy that the Charm Goddess has passed, but you did the impossible: you stopped the Demogorgon from materializing fully after the ritual was started. Her death will not have been in vain.”

      “Her death might not even be that final, Rollar,” I said, grinning. “Hell, she’s barely been dead for a few minutes—Xayon had been dead for way longer. And I did bring the Wind Goddess back, quite easily. So all I need is a willing body and I’ll be able to bring the Charm Goddess back too. And I think I have the perfect body in mind…First, though, we need to find Grave Oath. Help me look through the rubble and find it. How are the others doing?”

      “Everyone is fine, Lord Vance,” Rollar answered. “They’re just mopping up the last of Rodrick’s troops outside. The battle is won.”

      “Who are those people in the cages?” Elyse said as we started searching through the gore-spattered rubble for Rodrick’s head and Grave Oath.

      “They were going to be sacrificed, like the ones hanging from the ceiling—oh, wait, yeah, the ceiling’s gone. Don’t worry, I’ll free  them once I’ve found my uncle’s ugly head.”

      “Your uncle looks a lot like you, you know,” she said with a cheeky grin.

      “You know what I mean.”

      Rollar found my uncle’s shriveled head about a hundred yards outside the temple.

      “Lord Vance!” he roared. “Catch!”

      I looked up and saw the head, with Grave Oath still embedded in the eyeball, spinning through the air toward me. I caught it by its beard and plucked the dagger out. My uncle’s face was twisted into a grimace of agony. He had died in extreme pain, and while I had been denied the pleasure of looking into his eyes as Grave Oath had sucked his soul out, I was okay with that. Justice had been served in a deliciously poetic fashion when he had been ripped apart like a chicken drumstick in a drunk barbarian’s hands, by the very demon he’d spent all these years trying to summon.

      “I’ll travel to the Sea of Souls, Rodrick,” I said, looking coldly into the dead eyes of the severed head. “There, I’ll find your soul and stuff it into a cockroach’s body. And then I’ll step on you and grind you into paste underneath my heel…and then I’ll repeat the process, over and over and over.”

      I tied the head to my belt, using the long beard to make a knot; I wasn’t quite finished with my uncle, not just yet. By this time, the rest of my party had started trickling into what was left of the inner sanctum of the Temple of Blood.

      “You have won a great victory!” Friya exclaimed, beaming. “It is as I foresaw in my dreams. You, Raiser of the Dead, were able to defeat the minions of the Blood God, and prevent the Demogorgon from permanently materializing in this world. We are safe! The world is safe!”

      I shook my head. “Not yet it isn’t. There’s another one of these motherfuckers out there, someone like my uncle. Someone even more powerful than him, someone who’s also working for the Blood God. He recognized me too—and I think I know who he might be.”

      I hadn’t gotten a look at his face, but the way he had addressed me had rung a bell. The beggar… 

      “What happened to him in the explosion?” Friya asked.

      “He escaped through a portal long before that,” I said. “We might have won this battle, but I don’t think the war is won yet—not by a long shot, actually. I have a feeling that big red fuck is going to be surfacing again, somewhere in Prand.”

      Elyse walked up to me with a look of fierce determination on her face. “Even if that’s the case, there’s one thing I’m sure of,” she said. “We can prevent that from ever happening here again. Use the Lord’s tear, Vance. Destroy this evil place forever.”

      “We have to get these captives out of here first,” I said. “No one among us is sure what the Lord’s tear will do.”

      My party and I freed the captives from the cages and we untied and ungagged them. They were all peasants, abducted by Rodrick and his army from the various villages they had sacked on the way here.

      “Who are you, my lord?” a young man asked when I pulled the gag out of his mouth. “You bloody saved all our lives, you did! We was going to be slaughtered like pigs, like the rest o‘  them!”

      “I’m Vance Chauzec, the God of Death,” I answered.

      The young man dropped to his knees and bowed his head. “I will worship you from now on, Lord of Death,” he said. “I ain’t going to bother with that useless Lord of Light no more! He didn’t do nothing for my village or the others when these bastards came, and he didn’t answer any of their prayers when they was strung up from the ceiling of this vile place and had their throats slit. Fuck him! You’re my god now—you’re the god of all of us. You actually saved us, unlike that soulless bastard! Isn’t that right, everyone?”

      The freed peasants let out a resounding cheer and dropped to their knees. “To Vance Chauzec, God of Death!” they roared in unison. 

      Getting a bunch of new followers was a welcome bonus after everything I’d done. Still, I wasn’t quite finished yet. There were two more things I needed to do, and the first of them came running up to me in the form of a slender, long-legged, dark-haired stunner. Her eyes were not on me, though, but on the corpse of the Charm Goddess on the ground.

      “No! Lucielle, no!” Anna cried, tears streaming down her cheeks as she collapsed into my arms. “I came all this way, Vance, I came all this way, and, and…and she died before, before…”

      “Before what, Anna?”

      “Before I could become Fated,” she whimpered. “That was all I wanted, to become Fated. I did all of this, and now that chance has been taken away from me forever.”

      I tilted her face up so that I could look into her eyes. She was surprised to see a broad smile on my face, I was sure.

      “Why are you smiling?” she asked.

      “Screw being Fated. How would like something way better than that?”

      “Better than being Fated? What do you mean?”

      “A goddess, Anna—being a living goddess. How does that sound?”

      Her eyes shone with fresh hope, and a certain greed, and her frown turned upside down, turning into a wide grin. “Yes! Yes, I’d do anything, I’d give anything for that! Anything!”

      “Are you sure about that? Absolutely anything?”

      “Anything. I swear it.”

      “All right. Be warned though, this will hurt a little. You’ll feel pretty great afterwards though.”

      “What?”

      The first time I’d resurrected a goddess, it had been very difficult. Now, though, I was a lot stronger than I was then, and Lucielle had died very recently. Her soul would still be very strong, even though her body was dead. Despite the fact that I had expended a lot of energy in this battle, I knew it would be easier this time around. This would be dead easy.

      “See you on the other side, Anna,” I said, smiling, and then I stabbed Grave Oath into her heart.

      Her eyes bulged in their sockets, and she let out a sharp gasp of both shock and pain, before her eyes closed, her head lolled on her neck, and her body became limp as she died in my arms. I was ready, though; before Grave Oath could suck out her soul, I had already plucked Lucielle’s soul from the Sea of Souls and grabbed some life essence from my heart. Like a master alchemist I combined these elements, forcing them all into Anna’s dead heart, which surged back to life, pumping fresh energy through her body.

      Her eyes flickered open, and I saw right away that she was no longer just Anna. There was someone else there too, in those gorgeous eyes, someone far, far older than Anna.

      “Welcome back, Lucielle,” I said.

      “You chose a perfect body for me, Vance,” she said. “For us, I mean. I’m still Anna, but I’m also…this is confusing, this is really weird. But I like it!”

      “I like it too, Anna-Lucielle. Anna, you’re a goddess now. And Lucielle, well, you’re Anna.”

      “I may be a deity now,” Anna-Lucielle purred, a seductive look glowing in her eyes, “but I still desire to worship you in any way you want me to, Vance.”

      “There’ll be plenty of time for that,” I said, “but first, there’s something I need to do. Who here knows how to use this Tear of Light to permanently demolish this shithole?”

      Rami-Xayon walked up to me. Before speaking to me, she gave Lucielle a nod, and an intense look passed between them. She then turned to me.

      “I do, Vance,” she said. “You must cast the Tear of Light into the heart of this evil place: the center of the pool of blood. The tear will be destroyed, but so will the Temple of Blood—forever.”

      “That’s good enough for me,” I said. “I’m tired of lugging this thing around anyway. Everyone, stand back! This place is about to blow!”

      My party took the freed captives to safety outside the temple, until only I remained, gripping the Tear of Light.

      “I win, Blood God,” I growled, staring at the foul pool of blood. “And this won’t be my first victory either. First I’m going to destroy every last one of your temples…and then I’m going to rip you apart, and crush you under my heel like the bug you are. Screw the technicalities for now. Even if it’s never been done before, even if it’s supposedly impossible—I vow I will transfer your soul into a bug’s body and crush you under my heel, nice and slow. Maybe I’ll play around with you a little first, too. Suck on this!”

      I tossed the Tear of Light into the center of the pool. It disappeared into the blood with a plop, and for a moment nothing happened. And then the ground started to shake. First there were tremors, but then the shaking turned into something like a full-blown earthquake, which became increasingly violent. The walls and pillars that had remained started to crumble and collapse, and a bright white light blazed out from the center of the pool. The blood began to bubble and boil, seething furiously, and red mist rose from the pool as the liquid hissed.

      There was a tremendous boom and everything was bathed in blinding white light. For a few seconds I was blinded, but when my vision returned, I saw something extraordinary: nothing; everything was gone. There was no pool, no pillars, no walls, just a crater where it had all stood, and rubble everywhere. And what was more, I could sense that no power, evil or otherwise, remained in this place. It was all gone—and good riddance.

      I walked away from the ruins and joined my party and my new worshipers.

      “My work here is done,” I said, dusting my hands off, “but there’s still a long road ahead. The Blood God doesn’t rest, and he doesn’t sleep—so I won’t either.”

      I glanced down at my uncle’s severed head, still tied by his beard to my belt. It was over between me and him now. I’d had my vengeance, and I needed to move on.

      I untied the head and dropped it to the ground. It could rot here, along with the rest of these vile ruins. Before I turned to leave, though, an idea for a final goodbye materialized.

      “Drok,” I said, “you don’t happen to have an urgent need to take a dump right now, do you?”

      Drok grinned and nodded. “Drok can shit!” he exclaimed with glee.

      I pointed at my uncle’s head. “Cover this ugly thing up, will you? Let us enjoy our victory with only beautiful things in sight.”

      As me, my party, and my new followers walked off into the rising sun, Drok the barbarian lifted his kilt, squatted over Rodrick’s severed head, and unleashed hell. 

      End of Book 3
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      You can  join my Facebook Reader Group and follow my Facebook Page. Or my email newsletter.

      

      Amazon is often slow to update readers on new releases, so the best way to get notified is by clicking this link and then clicking the Follow button.

      

      Have you read my martial arts fantasy story, Immortal Swordslinger? Check it out on Amazon.
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      Do you like Gamelit & LitRPG stories? Check out the Gamelit Society Facebook Group for recommendations and fun!

      

      Do you like stories where the main character has more than one love interest? Check out the Harem Lit Facebook group.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Dante King is an author of Men’s Adventure fiction in various flavors. His books involve strong male protagonists who know what they want and do what’s required to get it.

      

      You can connect with him at DanteKingAuthor.com

    

  

cover.jpeg
R
NN
) N

DANTE KING






