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STOP THE EMPEROR, CLEANSE the darkness.

Kyr's efforts to rebuild his territories have attracted all the wrong kinds of attention. Refugees are pouring into his conquered kingdoms, while his enemies have gathered their forces to strike at the very heart of his power. All Kyr wants is to heal the world, but he's discovered there's a lot more to being a king than killing his rivals and saving witches.

As the Midnight Emperor marches toward a final confrontation, Kyr must race to gather an army before he and his people are annihilated. But to get the troops he needs, Kyr must contend with a feral shapeshifter's deadly pack, a wily King, and the cult of a rogue goddess. To save everything he holds dear, Kyr must risk everthing on one desperate gamble after another.

Because, if he fails, the Midnight Emperor will enslave Kyr, his witches, and everyone who depends on them.

Featuring dazzling new allies, horrifying enemies, and powerful cultivation, this third volume of the Witch King saga brings Kyr face to face with his most powerful enemy. Don't miss this exciting best-selling story.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Black Forge Books Mailing List

[image: image]


Want to keep up with all of our great books? Then visit Black Forge Books and subscribe to our mailing list!

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 1
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IT HAD BEEN LESS THAN a month since we’d freed the Lapis Scarab from her prison, and already Amankala looked a lot less like ruins and a lot more like the sprouting seed of a kick-ass new kingdom.

The view was especially inspiring from the awesome throne Ryasina and Vilisia had created for me from the still-living wood of a starwood tree. The witches had formed springy greenwood boughs into a wide, comfortable seat. Their magic had encouraged new branches to grow into imposing armrests that looked for all the world like a pair of crouching grizzly bears ready to bite the heads off anyone who annoyed me. They’d used streams of shio to bend older, thicker branches into an arched, cavernous back that loomed over my seat of power like the wide-open jaws of a cobra in mid-strike. The massive seat was perched high above the center of the fledgling town to give me a bird’s-eye vantage of the whole place.

And I almost never sat in the damned thing. My place was on the ground, shoulder to shoulder with my people. Since we’d started to rebuild Amankala, I’d dug latrines, tilled fields, patrolled with the soldiers, hunted deer and rabbits with the scouts, and did anything and everything I could think of to pretend I wasn’t in charge of this show. I’d never set out to become a ruler of anything, and now I spent far too much of my time dodging the crowns everyone wanted to put on my head.

But, as more folks showed up looking for a home, it was getting harder to avoid responsibility for them.

And the number of people in this little kingdom increased by the day. Jaga’s confederates among the sampan pilots had spread the word far and wide through the Moonsilver Bat and White Tiger Kingdoms: If you were willing to work and bend the knee to the new king, you’d have food, shelter, and protection. And you’d never have to deal with that cocksucking rain again.

The invitation had brought a trickle of lone travelers wandering into our camp at first. We worked hard to make sure they all had what they needed, and, more importantly, we gave them a purpose. Some of them became hunters, others scouts, still others were picked up by Marku and became part of the unit he now commanded, the Moonsilver Guardians.

As days passed, the number of isolated wanderers who stumbled into Amankala dwindled, and couples and small families began to arrive. My heart swelled with pride to see people leaving behind their scattered villages to join our growing settlement. They hadn’t come here only for the free food or protection from the world’s many dangers.

They’d come to be part of a community.

It was fucking awesome.

It was also dangerous.

“There you are.” Ryasina frowned down at me. “It’s time for our daily meeting. We’d really prefer not to have it at the edge of that ditch you’re digging.”

“It’s a latrine, and it takes me a third as long to dig one as anyone else.” I shrugged. “Work’s gotta get done.”

“Your work waits on your throne.” Vilisia crossed her arms from the other lip of the long, deep channel I’d hacked into the earth. “There are issues that must be decided, King Kyr.”

My hands tightened around the oversized pickaxe I’d had our village’s only blacksmith make for me. The tool felt solid and right in my hands. I swung it, earth and rocks crumbled, and the pit got deeper. Simple.

The throne, on the other hand, was a tricky tool that threatened to strangle me every time I sat on it. The more time I spent up there, at the top of the starwood tree, the less time I had to do anything else. Every hour on the throne sprouted a dozen problems that everyone looked to me to solve.

It was exhausting.

The disapproving frowns of the witches reminded me that it was also my responsibility. With a sigh, I tossed the pickaxe onto the ground above my trench and hopped out.

“I guess that’ll do for now.” I brushed a layer of mud from my calloused hands and gestured toward the tree. “Lead the way.”

The witches took turns watching me over their shoulders the whole way back to the tree as if they were afraid I’d run off to play hooky if they didn’t keep an eye on me. They didn’t say anything during the little trek, but their eyes told me they were disappointed I hadn’t wholeheartedly embraced my new role as ruler of two territories.

I chewed on that thought every step up the spiral staircase that led to the throne at the top of the starwood. There had to be words to explain why I didn’t want to be fucking king; I just didn’t know how to say them. When we reached the top of the tree, I was still no closer to figuring out that puzzle than I had been the first day in Amankala.

In addition to the kick-ass throne, the Wave Serpent and Lapis Scarab had also created a wide audience platform in front of the massive chair, and a walkway that led from our elevated perch over to the tallest tower still standing in Amankala. The witches stopped on that platform and waited for me to climb up the gnarled wooden steps to take my seat on the enormous throne. Once I’d safely settled into what they saw as my rightful position, Ryasina and Vilisia approached the throne to stand near its arms.

“First order of business, then.” I leaned back in my chair and fiddled with my Claive’s hilt. “It’s time to find another nexus. The longer I sit on my ass in this fancy chair, the more time the Midnight Emperor has to make his move.”

“My king,” Ryasina crossed her arms and let out a faint sigh, “you know my counsel is to consolidate your power and bolster your defenses before you risk another cleansing.”

“You know she is right.” Vilisia stepped in front of the throne and looked up at me with her big, dark eyes. The crystals that jutted from her skin glimmered with threads of deep blue light. “The number of people under your banner grows with every passing day. We can rebuild Amankala as your base of power. Once established...”

I’d heard all of this before, and it never got any easier to swallow. While we planted crops and excavated ruins, corruption gnawed at the roots of the Earth. My people enjoyed clear skies and the sun’s warmth. The rest of the world was soaked in oily rain and toiled under the heels of the Midnight Emperor’s slave drivers.

That knowledge didn’t just irritate me. It actually hurt.

Taking the second nexus had awakened a new awareness of the world in me. A shadow of the world’s suffering was echoed in my core. The phantom pain was a constant reminder that the world still needed my touch to heal it. While I sat on my fancy fucking throne with the fading sunlight slanting through the starwood’s branches to paint me with bloody stripes, the world was dying.

And so was Mielyssi.

My hands clenched the hilt of the Claive of Amankala, and I leaned forward in my seat to rest on its ponderous blade. The crown of the Moonsilver Bat Kingdom tilted precariously on my brow as I stood. My muscles were coiled, tense with the need for action. I wanted to burst off my throne and march for the closest nexus. The rage of the crimson bear burned in my blood and twisted my face into a savage snarl.

“Let’s hear it,” I said at last. I breathed in deeply, let it out, and focused my thoughts on what had to be done, not what I wanted to do. “What else do we have to accomplish before we can go back to saving the world?”

“First,” Ryasina said as she approached my throne, her tone soft and placating, “how are you feeling?”

Not this again.

The core of Amankala had changed me to save my life. The only way I’d been able to resist the whirlpool of corrupted senjin to rescue the Lapis Scarab had been to master the use of pure senjin. That had required a node transplant, and I was still dealing with its results. My feelings were stronger now, wilder. The witches had picked up on it almost immediately, and they didn’t like what they saw.

“I’m fine,” I insisted. “I’m adjusting. There’ve been a lot of changes in the past few weeks.”

“If we could just return to my temple for a few days,” Ryasina started.

“Even if we had the time, which we don’t,” I interrupted, “what would it accomplish? The new nodes saved my life. They’ve made me stronger than I ever was before, and we need every edge we can get in this fight.”

“I wouldn’t remove them,” Ryasina assured me. “I want to help you master them. Raw power does you no good if it endangers you.”

The Wave Serpent was right. These new powers made me more impetuous and far more aggressive. I had to constantly remind myself that my claws weren’t the bloody answer to every problem in my daily life. Walking the tightrope between primal anger and rational thought had taken a toll on me.

Not that I would have changed anything. The raw senjin strengthened me far beyond what my rin had offered. I sensed techniques, just beyond my understanding, that would open new doors to me once I’d mastered them.

And I would master them. It was only a matter of time.

“Ry, it’s not happening,” I said. I gestured for her to come closer and held out my hand. “I value your advice, and you know I trust your judgment, but this is my call. Let’s focus on making ourselves stronger here. The rest of it will have to wait.”

The witch took my hand and interlaced her cool fingers with mine. She pursed her lips and fixed me with an appraising stare, then blew out an exasperated sigh.

“This is not the course I would’ve chosen for you, but I will not speak of it,” she agreed. “If you wish to discuss strength, though, then the spirits have sent me with a request for you.”

“I’m all ears,” I said.

Ayo and Aja had been disgruntled since we’d returned from our adventure in the lost city. They wouldn’t talk to me about what was bothering them, but they both had bees up their asses. They spent more and more of their days wandering together and more of their nights isolated from the rest of us. If they’d finally decided to break their silence about what troubled them, I was ready to listen.

“They wish to explore the subterranean ruins,” Ryasina said flatly. She held my eyes with her cool gaze, her fingers still wrapped in mine. She was careful to keep her face neutral, betraying nothing of her feelings on the subject.

I weighed the request. On the one hand, the ruins beneath the surface were incredibly dangerous. We had no idea whether the tunnels we’d found were stable or on the verge of collapse. There were definitely traps down there, too, not to mention whatever creatures might have taken up residence. Letting the spirits poke around in such hazardous terrain might be a recipe for disaster.

On the other hand, there were almost certainly treasures to be had down there. Amankala had once been the most powerful city in the Sevenfold Empire. Its magi had been without peer when it came to the study and creation of scripted items. Even if years of neglect had caused most of the items down there to decay into uselessness, there was no telling what goodies the spirits might find.

“It’s risky,” I said. “But any scripted items they find could be a serious help to our efforts. How do you feel about it?”

Ryasina chewed her lip for a moment and flipped the tip of her tail left to right and then back again. Her fingers squeezed mine, and she shrugged.

“I don’t like it,” she said. “And not just because I’m worried for their safety. As you get stronger, the spirits worry that you need them less. Your new senjin nodes can purify the corruption without their help. They’re worried you’ll leave them behind.”

“And if they find scripted items, they could use them to advance their own cores,” I said. “That may not be the worst idea, you know.”

“You sneaky twats started the meeting a little early, didn’t you?” Marku marched across the walkway between the tower and my throne. “I thought this shit wasn’t supposed to happen until sundown.”

“The king asked us a question, and we were answering him,” Vilisia said with a scowl for the mercenary captain. “We’ll get to your report when we’ve finished.”

The Lapis Scarab didn’t have a lot of patience for Marku, and the former mercenary captain didn’t like being talked down to. It truly was a match made in hell.

“Go right ahead, princess,” Marku said. “I’m not stopping you.”

I’d kept my promise to the mercenaries and made Marku and the other four survivors nobles in my new kingdom. Unfortunately, I didn’t have any castles or keeps to hand out, or enough people to work them. The best I’d been able to do was make Marku the captain of the Moonsilver Guardians, which was mostly composed of the mercenaries he’d led before all this went down.

Still, he’d been happy with the promotion and had taken every opportunity to make sure everyone else knew about his authority. I wouldn’t say he’d become an insufferable prick, but a lot of other people did.

“Let them go,” I said to Ryasina. “They’re not happy up here, and we could use their recon down there.”

“It may be wiser to put them to another use,” Vilisia offered. “There are more entrances to the subterranean ruins than we found. If the spirits scout them out, we could put guards on them to keep our citizens from stumbling into danger.”

“Where are those guards going to come from, sweet thing?” Marku asked. “I don’t have any boys or girls to spare. All the people under my command have been run ragged just trying to maintain a watch around this place. I sure as fuck will not let them waste their time guarding holes in the ground from idiots who might fall into them.”

“What about the new recruits?” I asked the mercenary captain. “We’ve got people coming in every day. Turn some of them into soldiers and put them on hole guard.”

“We’re working on it,” Marku said. “But you can’t just shove a spear into someone’s hands and put them to work. We have to train the greenies, figure out which ones are good at soldiering and which ones suck donkey balls. We also need to keep an eye out for possible traitors. I’m not putting anyone on watch or in any other position to fuck us until I know we can trust them.”

“Point taken,” I said.

There was another dangling thread I needed to snip at some point. While I’d stolen the White Tiger Kingdom’s power for my own, its former leader and those loyal to him were still out there. Rumors said he’d left his castle with the last of his army after I’d seized Amankala. The fact that the kingdom’s old capital had been on the opposite side of the territory didn’t make the former king any less of a threat. I needed to kill him before he did something stupid.

Jaga was out there looking for that asshole with her hand-picked crew of scouts borrowed from Marku’s former mercenaries. It was a dangerous, important job, and Jaga had volunteered for it without hesitation. Since she’d taken on Iolyra’s spirit, the pilot had been eager to prove herself to me.

Blood God, I missed her. 

“We can send more recruiters,” the Lapis Scarab suggested. “Some of our people came from larger settlements. If we send them back, they can show the others how well we’re doing.”

“And how will we feed all these hungry little birdies?” Marku snorted. “A third of my people are pulling double duty as guards and hunters. The foraging teams have to go farther afield every day, and more of my people go out to keep them safe. I’m not trying to be a wet blanket here, but this shit is getting pretty fucked up from where I’m sitting.

A lightning flash of red-hot anger bolted through my thoughts. I ground my teeth in frustration and gripped the hilt of the Claive until my knuckles cracked. My hopes of getting things under control here quickly so I could claim another nexus were buried under a pile of new worries.

I needed to do something. Anything.

“Enough,” I said. All eyes were already on me, and I took a moment to compose myself before I continued. I had to at least pretend I was under control. “Let’s head down to the camp. I want to see what we’re dealing with.”

The witches glanced at one another uneasily, and Marku nodded in my direction approvingly. I’d been cooped up here for too long, spent too much time isolated and brooding on my throne. It was time for a change.

Time to be a king.
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Chapter 2
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THE RUINS OF AMANKALA were enormous, and my camp took up only a fraction of the sacred city’s remains. Marku’s soldiers occupied a circle of makeshift tents around the base of the starwood tree. There weren’t nearly as many of those tents as I would’ve liked.

“I’ve still got forty of my original crew,” Marku explained as if reading my thoughts. “That includes the four who survived our little adventure, and I’ve made those fuckers into my sergeants. The assholes who stayed behind to guard the boats are divided into squads of nine, and they report to their new bosses.”

“How’d Vyria take that?” I asked. Marku’s second-in-command had lost her nerve outside Amankala. Rather than push into the city with the rest of us, she’d taken most of the sellswords back to the camp to guard our boats.

“Couldn’t tell you,” Marku said. “She packed her shit and left not long after I made the organizational changes. Fucking sucks. You never know who you can trust anymore.”

“Is she going to be a problem?” I asked.

“She better fucking not be,” he said. “My guess is that she’s gone back to our old stomping grounds in the Moonsilver Bat Kingdom. If she stirs up any shit, I’ll personally put her in the ground.”

Flickers of anger lit up my thoughts. I wanted to find Vyria and kill her myself. There were few things more dangerous to a new king than traitors. She knew where our camp was, and she knew more about our defenses than any of our enemies. If she was captured by the White Tigers or, worse, hunted down the old king to sell us out, we’d be in a world of fucking hurt.

“Distract me with some good news,” I said to Marku. “Let’s see the new guys.”

“Right this way,” Marku said. “Don’t get your hopes too high.”

Marku had enforced an empty perimeter beyond the ring of tents where his soldiers slept. The yards-wide swath of empty ground offered a clear view of anyone trying to reach my throne, and it gave the soldiers a nice open area to play with their toys. That space was currently in use by a group of men and women firing a mixture of banged-up crossbows and short bows into burlap sacks stuffed with dirt.

It wasn’t an inspiring sight.

“Captain.” A grizzled mercenary with skin like weathered leather snapped a lazy salute at Marku’s approach. His eyes widened when he caught sight of me, and his heels clicked together as he pulled himself to attention. He bowed deeply at the waist. “King Kyr, I didn’t expect you down here.”

“Relax, sergeant,” I said. “I’m just out for a stroll. How are the new recruits coming?”

The man glanced at Marku, and the captain shrugged.

“Okay,” he said, scratching at his beard. “As of yesterday, we’ve got about a hundred new bodies in training. Half of them are either younger or older than we’d like. We’re training those as best we can. They’ll probably be ready to take guard shifts in a week or two. The other half are the right age, and they’ve got the right attitude. We’re beating the shit out of them in training, so we’ll know soon enough who’s going to wash out. These recruits with the bows didn’t have enough strength or stamina to make it on the front line. I’ll turn these fuckers into archers if it kills them.”

The trainees shifted their gazes from their sergeant to his boss and finally to me as the man spoke. They offered me bows that seemed a lot more sincere than they were graceful. I nodded back to them, uncomfortable with both the way they looked at me with awe and the raw need in their eyes. I wasn’t sure what to do with all this, and it made me fidgety.

“Good work, Baskar.” Marku slapped the sergeant on the shoulder. “Don’t kill too many of them.”

Baskar went back to shouting at his recruits in a voice that even made me flinch. Those archers would have nightmares about every mistake they made.

Hopefully, that would keep them alive on the battlefield.

“Over here,” Marku pointed at the next group of soldiers, “Vail is working with some new recruits on spears and shields. Nothing fancy, just enough to hold the flank against a charge. Gotta start somewhere.”

We didn’t stop to talk to that sergeant, or the next. Her name was Niers, and she had the unenviable task of turning green villagers into frontline warriors. From the looks of their sword work practice, they might be ready for a serious fight in another month or two. Finally, we waved at the last sergeant, Soer, who’d been stuck with the least promising recruits of all.

“Just between you and me,” Marku whispered in my ear, “these guys are dog food. When the shit hits the fan, they’ll die real fucking hard. The ones that survive their first attack, though, will toughen up. If they survive enough scrapes, they’ll be the best we’ve got.”

That was a mighty big if. I didn’t have a lot of experience with military maneuvers or organizations, and even I knew that Marku had marked these bastards for death. It wasn’t hard to see why, either. Most of them were fucked up in one way or another. Just at a glance, I spotted a missing eye, a mangled hand, and a painful limp.

Seeing those unfortunate fuckholes shambling around the practice field told me just how desperate they’d been to join us. Half lame and weak, they’d still crossed my territory to raise arms in the hopes of carving out a better life for themselves and their families. Their drive was impressive.

I hoped it didn’t get them all killed.

“And here we have our noncombatants,” Vilisia said.

On the other side of the military training grounds, the rest of our residents were laboring through the long, arduous process of settling into their new home. There were fewer tents in this part of the camp, and no one snapped to attention when they saw us coming. These people watched us with sullen, nervous eyes, as if worried we’d come to take what meager belongings they’d managed to bring with them.

“The hunters—” Vilisia started, only to be interrupted by Marku.

“Who should be part of the military,” the captain said.

“—and the foragers,” Vilisia continued with a frown, “won’t be able to feed many more. Most of the nonessential personnel are on half rations at the moment, and will be until the crops come in.”

“We’ll be down to a quarter rations before long,” Marku chimed in. “Hunting is getting sparse, and there’s not much left to forage within walking distance.”

As we walked through the camp, the eyes of my people weighed on me. These people had come here because I’d promised them a better life, and, while they were safe, no one was living high on the hog. Children with sunken eyes and stick-thin arms jutting from their crude clothes stared at us as we walked past. Their parents shied away from Marku and me, obviously nervous in the presence of men with weapons. These people had seen some bad shit and clearly hoped they wouldn’t see any more.

“We need to put them to work,” Marku said. “And not just in the fields planting crops they’ll starve before they get a chance to eat.”

“And what would you have them do, Marku?” Vilisia asked, her words dripping acid. “You want the little boys and girls pressed into service for you? Maybe they could carry arrows for your archers or learn to sharpen swords for your killers. Pack enough of them in front of your soldiers, and they’d make good enough fodder, I suppose.”

“I’ve had just about enough out of you,” Marku growled.

The arguing voices of my allies wore on my nerves. We’d all been so much happier in the ruins of the sacred city, fighting for our lives. We weren’t built for peace.

“They need you,” Ryasina whispered. “You’re their king, Kyr.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Marku and the Lapis Scarab were still at it, oblivious to my conversation with the Wave Serpent. “I can’t force them to get along.”

“I know,” the witch said, her cool fingers closing around my bicep. “A good king doesn’t demand obedience. You have to lead them.”

“To where?” I looked at the refugees with their wide, accusing eyes, at the soldiers who struggled to train clumsy peasants to fight. “We’re the destination. I don’t know what else to do.”

“Show them the way,” Ryasina pressed the issue. “You’re a powerful warrior and a gifted shaman, Kyr, but that’s not enough. Your people need a leader, and that will take more than just strength.”

I was struggling to respond to that when a scout staggered toward us, blood streaming from a wound across her forehead. Her left eye was hidden behind the red curtain, and an ugly injury to her leg had left her limping. A pair of Marku’s guards walked beside her. One of them tried to take her arm when she stumbled, and she slapped his hand away.

“What happened?” I asked, eager for any distraction. It was something concrete for me to latch on to, and I snatched it up like a dog with a bone.

“She’s one of mine,” Marku said, one hand on my arm. “This is Piper. She was out hunting.”

“Dogs,” Piper said, her words slurred. I wasn’t sure if it was blood loss or shock.

“Easy,” I said. I didn’t have my medicine bag with me, but that was all right. I was still a shaman, and healing was my business.

I reached out and took Piper’s left hand in mine. I coaxed a thin thread of senjin from my transplanted nodes and wove the silver energy into the hunter’s core. It was delicate work, and I never would’ve been able to overcome Piper’s natural defenses if I hadn’t been so much more powerful than she was.

“You’re going to be fine,” I assured the hunter. “Just relax and let me do my work.”

The human body is a miracle of biology and mysticism. The heart is the physical center of every man, woman, and child. The core is their spiritual center. And, as veins and arteries carry blood to and from a human’s heart, mystic channels carry senjin to and from their cores. Those channels were visible to my spirit sight, and I focused on them to trace the easiest path between Piper’s core and her wounds.

When I found the path I needed to take, I guided the sacred energy through Piper’s channels to the injury on her leg. I directed my power to the ugly gash and focused all my attention on forcing it to stitch up the wound. Satisfied my work would hold, I took care of the other cuts and scrapes.

A minute later, the hunter was good as new.

“How?” she asked.

“Shaman shit,” I explained. “It’s not important. What were you saying about dogs?”

“There was a big pack of the fuckers.” Piper shivered at the memory of her attackers. “We’ve seen them on and off since we set up camp, but they never bothered us before.”

I remembered the dogs who’d watched our boats as we passed into this territory on our way to Amankala. They’d been a damned sight bigger than your average dog, with heavier jaws and more powerful bodies covered in mangy fur. I’d assumed the curs would’ve fled for gloomier climes when I brought the sun back to the White Tiger Kingdom.

Looks like I’d been sorely fucking mistaken.

“Can you take me to where it happened?” I asked the scout. “I know you just returned, but it may be best to deal with them now before they grow any bolder.”

“Kyr,” Ry interjected, “there are so many other things that need your attention.”

“They’ll keep,” I said.

The truth was, I didn’t want to deal with being king just then. I didn’t have the experience for it, and I wasn’t nearly as wise as the witches seemed to believe. The responsibility for all these lives was too much. I couldn’t bear it.

But a pack of wild dogs?

That was a problem I could kick the everloving fuck out of and solve with my Claive.

“I can show you,” Piper said. “But we’ll need more people. There’re a lot of dogs, and they’re led by a bitch bigger than any I’ve ever seen.”

A slow smile spread across my features.

“Show me,” I said. “I’ll take care of it.”
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Chapter 3
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PIPER KEPT EYEBALLING me when she didn’t think I was looking at her.

“What’s on your mind?” I asked an hour from Amankala.

“What?” she asked. “Nothing.”

I shrugged, she shrugged, and we kept walking. Piper led us along the banks of a small, swift stream that cut through the countryside. The sun was still high in the sky, and there were no threats in sight. I let myself relax and enjoy the walk.

“It’s just,” Piper finally muttered, “you’re so, you know, big.”

It was hard not to chuckle at her words, even if they did make me a bit uncomfortable. During my last core advancement, a lot more than my capacity to harness sacred energy had increased. I’d grown, a little at first, then more every day, until I gained nearly a foot of height and a solid fifty pounds of muscle mass. I’d always been tall. Now, I was dangerously close to freakishly fucking tall.

“Comes with the territory,” I said with a shrug. “I’ve been telling Marku if he’d do a little meditation and focus on his core instead of just his sword skills, he might not be such a runty little fuck.”

Piper laughed at that, a full-throated sound that sent birds leaping into the sky from the branches of the forest ahead of us.

“If you keep that up,” Yata croaked as it dropped out of the sky and landed on my shoulder, “you’re going to have a lot more than just dogs to worry about.”

“And where have you been?” I asked.

“Keeping an eye on your territory and watching out for spies,” Yata croaked and shifted its position on my shoulder.

“Oh, really?” I asked. “How many spies have you caught?”

“Not to brag, but five so far.” Yata preened and gave my shoulder a squeeze with its talons. The razor-sharp claws were no danger to my hardened skin, though they would’ve easily punched through even boiled leather armor. “Grauss imps, mostly, and one greasy little Eyedragger.”

“There are fairies out here?” Piper asked, suddenly nervous.

“Not anymore,” Yata croaked. “Because I pounced on them, tore their eyeballs out with my beak, and then snapped their necks with my claws. They were godsdamned delicious.”

A long, quavering howl burst through the air as we reached the edge of the forest. Piper froze, and Yata’s wings fluttered behind my head as the three-legged raven prepared to take flight.

“What the fuck was that?” my familiar asked.

“The dogs,” Piper said, her voice barely above a whisper. “They know we’re here.”

“Everybody relax,” I assured my companions. “I can handle a few dogs.”

“You haven’t seen any like these,” the scout replied. “There’s something wrong with them.”

“Whatever it is, I’ll deal with it,” I said confidently. “Help us find them, Yata.”

“As long as you don’t expect me to fight,” the raven said.

“Get out of here, you big baby,” I said.

“I’m a lover not a fighter,” Yata crowed as it launched into the air.

It didn’t take long for the raven to disappear into the thick forest, leaving me alone with Piper again. She’d moved closer to me, her shoulder brushing against my arm as she peered into the forest’s gloom.

“Their leader is the one you’ve got to be worried about,” she said. “She’s smart, and they follow her orders.”

I didn’t like the sound of that at all. Dogs had a hierarchy in their packs, sure. But they didn’t give and take orders. They were animals.

Unless these weren’t dogs at all. I kept that nasty little thought to myself. Piper had been through enough. I didn’t see any reason to freak her out.

“How many did you see?” I asked.

“A dozen,” Piper said. “There were a lot more than that, though. I heard them out there, howling.”

After fighting giant tentacle monkeys and undead magi, dealing with twelve dogs seemed like a walk in the park. Hell, even twice that many didn’t worry me much. If they were something other than dogs, though, it was best to be cautious.

As we walked deeper into the forest, I took careful note of my surroundings. Since I’d cleansed the Lapis Scarab’s nexus and expanded my territory, I’d grown closer to the land. The purified dream meridians that crisscrossed my twin kingdoms were as clear to me as the sun in the sky. Ryasina had shown me these weren’t merely sources of power. They were the arteries that carried the Earth’s lifeblood, and they were connected to a wide network of smaller channels that were bound to every living thing upon the Earth.

And if I connected myself to those channels with a thin thread of senjin stretched from one of my nodes, I became a part of that network. I’d used the trick to search for the White Tiger King without much success. Hopefully, the dogs didn’t have the same mystic resources to hide themselves that the asshole did.

“Hold up,” I said to Piper. “Watch my back.”

My connection to the nearest dream meridian fell into place with a sizzling snap that echoed through my core. A rush of details crashed into my thoughts in the same instant.

The sensation of wind blowing across the grass.

The soothing stretch of young trees bending in the breeze.

The subtle ache of branches creaking as the tallest trees stretched toward the sunlight.

The clean, crisp smell of a brook tumbling through the countryside.

The songs of birds calling to one another as they flitted from branch to branch.

The quiet padding of clawed feet stalking through the underbrush.

“There you are,” I whispered.

“Who are you talking to?” Piper asked in a low, uneasy voice.

“The dogs,” I said. “This way.”

It was difficult to explain my connection to my kingdoms to anyone else. I didn’t have a perfect map of the terrain and everything in it. It was more like a memory of where things were supposed to be. Once I’d found the dogs through my connection to the meridians, I’d be able to find them no matter where they went in my lands.

“Hang on. Let me light a torch.” Piper dug around in her pack and squinted into the darkness.

The forest’s dense canopy had transformed the late afternoon daylight into shadowy gloom. The low light wasn’t a problem for me, but Piper didn’t share my advantages. She’d be blind as a bat once the sun sank a little lower.

“Let me take care of that for you.” I wrapped a tendril of senjin from my core around the Claive of Amankala, hoisted it over our heads, and fed it a trickle of sacred energy. Silver-white light blazed from the weapon’s length and pushed the shadows back a dozen yards.

That made it easier for the scout to see, and we pushed on into the forest. Unfortunately, it all but obliterated my night sight, and the forest outside the globe of silver light vanished into impenetrable blackness.

My ears, though, had no problem picking out troubling sounds from just beyond what I could see. Paws shuffled through the underbrush, and ragged growls seemed to come from all around us.

“I don’t like this,” Piper breathed. “That doesn’t sound like dogs.”

The scout’s voice was tight with fear. She was probably right. The corruption had covered this forest for decades. All sorts of monstrosities could have settled in the forest during that time.

And I’d have bet my crown those evil fucks were not happy about all the sunshine and happiness I’d brought to their territory.

“Stick close.” I wrapped my arm around Piper’s trembling shoulders. She was one of my people, and I would keep her safe.

That was my job.

“They’re close.” Yata landed on a branch above my head. The enormous bird was surprisingly quiet when it wanted to be. “And they know you’re here.”

“No shit,” I said.

The light from my Claive was like a beacon in the darkness. No matter how quiet my footsteps were, it was a dead giveaway. There was no way for me to be stealthy with that miniature sun floating above my head.

“Keep an eye on her,” I said to Yata.

“Where are you going?” Piper asked nervously.

“To kick these dogs’ asses,” I said. “I won’t be gone long.”

“The light,” Piper said with a glance toward the Claive.

“It’s better if you stay in the dark,” I said. “The dogs will be focused on me. They won’t come looking for you unless we give them a reason.”

The scout nodded, though her pursed lips and furrowed brow told me she didn’t like the idea of being left alone in the dark woods with only my familiar to protect her.

“Be careful,” Yata said. “People are depending on you now.”

“Don’t remind me,” I grumbled. This little quest was supposed to distract me from those responsibilities. “Going dark.”

I killed the flow of sacred energy to the Claive, lowered the weapon into my hands, and banished the senjin tentacle that held it. I’d gotten used to those sacred energy appendages in a surprisingly short time. I created and discarded them almost without thought and used them with the same strength and dexterity as my own arms. There was something decidedly alien about them, though, and it made me wonder whether the tentacles were a result of my most recent advancement or some side effect of the transplanted nodes.

A glimpse of a lean, roach-backed hound gliding through the trees ahead of me focused my thoughts on a more immediate threat. The beast’s black coat glistened wetly, as if it were fresh from the rain. It held its head low to the ground, snuffling for prey.

It froze, turned its head in my direction, and let out a low, rumbling growl.

The threatening sound was echoed from hounds on my right and left. It sounded like there were at least a dozen dogs out there already, and they were closing in fast.

I felt a twinge of regret about the coming fight. The hounds’ jaws and claws wouldn’t be able to tear through my hardened flesh, and they had no defenses against my sacred arts or the keen blade of the Claive. If these were bandits, Jade Seekers, or other servants of the Midnight Emperor, I’d have carved them up without hesitation.

Animals, though, were a different story. I was a shaman. Murdering a bunch of wild animals didn’t sit well with me.

“Come to me,” I commanded the dogs. “There’s no reason for us to fight.”

Uneasy growls rumbled through the trees around me. Clawed feet shuffled on fallen leaves as, one by one, the dogs approached me. They kept their heads lowered as they emerged from the shadows, eyes averted. The bravest among them lowered itself to his belly and crawled across the ground. He stopped in front of me, rested his muzzle on the ground, and closed his eyes.

Well, that was a hell of a lot easier than I’d worried.

I crouched down in front of the dog and ruffled the stiff fur on top of its head with my fingers. The poor thing shuddered, then relaxed and went still.

“See?” I said. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

The rest of the hounds, twenty in all, lay prone in a wide circle around me. They, too, kept their muzzles in the dirt, and their eyes never met mine. They recognized a superior power when they sensed it. They had no interest in battling me if I didn’t pose a threat to them.

“You’re free to roam these forests,” I told the hounds. The crimson bear had explained to me that while animals couldn’t understand a shaman’s language, they did comprehend our intent. As long as I kept the concepts simple, the dogs would have no problem grasping what I meant. “But you can’t attack the people who come here to hunt. Agreed?”

The dog in front of me whined and twisted its head from side to side. Its ears alternately perked up and fell flat against its skull, and its tail twitched uncertainly through the leaves that littered the ground.

I tried to pet the animal again, and it jerked its head away as if my fingers were scalding hot.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

Another, much larger dog emerged from the shadows ahead of me. It was five feet tall at the shoulder, its muzzle big enough to snap a man’s arm clean in two. Amber eyes glowed in the darkness, and a deep, thunderous growl rumbled in its chest.

“You’re a big fucker.” Obviously, the dog who’d prostrated itself in front of me was not the leader of this pack. I hefted my Claive onto my shoulder and nodded toward the oversized mastiff as it approached. “I guess you’re the one I should’ve been talking to.”

“You have no authority here.” A rough, rasping voice emerged from the monstrous dog. “These are mine. This forest is mine. Any creature that enters it is mine.”

“Going to have to disagree with you there,” I said. “Like I told your pals here, you’re free to stay as long as you behave.”

The dog stopped just out of reach and sat down. It yawned, a long, wet tongue the color of fresh blood slopping briefly from between jaws lined with dagger-like teeth. The rest of the hounds backed away from the light, heads twisted away from me as if ashamed of what they were about to do.

“I am Lycora,” the leader of the pack proclaimed. “I am the queen of this territory. I will do as I wish. There’s nothing you can say or do about it. The laws of man, the kings of men, mean nothing to my kind. You are meat, and you will be devoured.”

The sweet little puppies who’d wanted to be my friend a moment before transformed into a slavering pack of murder beasts in the blink of an eye. They scrambled to their feet and unleashed a raucous chorus of howls and barks and snarls. Their circle tightened around me and they bared their fangs. Slaver dripped from their muzzles, and they kept their eyes fixed on my throat.

“Don’t do this,” I warned Lycora. “We can work together. We—”

“Feast,” Lycora growled.

The command electrified the pack. The hounds hurled themselves at me, jaws wide, eyes rolling with bestial fury.

The crimson bear’s rage exploded from deep inside me. Amplified by my new senjin nodes, the fury pushed me toward a storm of violence. The law of the wild was clear. An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. The lives of every one of these fuckers were forfeit for attacking me.

Senjin tentacles exploded from my core and curled around the necks of the five dogs nearest to me. They squealed in surprise, and the unexpected attack hauled them into the air and dangled them above their snarling and snapping brothers and sisters. A handful of the other hounds lunged forward to bite my legs and splintered their teeth on my hardened skin. With their initial attack blunted, the pack backed away, alternately growling and whining as their survival instincts warred with their queen’s command.

“Enough,” I barked. The urge to destroy the dogs threatened to overwhelm me. I pushed it back, knowing that the pack wasn’t the problem. If I dealt with their leader, the rest of them would fall into line. “I am not negotiating with you, Lycora.” 

Frustrated that her pack had failed to bring me down, the massive dog reared onto her hind legs and charged. The beast screamed as she sprinted toward me. She shed thick hanks of hair as she charged. The bones in her legs popped and cracked between steps, the knees bending in opposite directions, the feet shifting into clawed paws as the sloped ankles straightened. By the time Lycora was in striking range, she was no longer an enormous dog.

Nor was she simply a woman, despite her delicate features and the full breasts that had swelled from her chest.

Lycora was something more than either of her forms.

And she was pissed.

To my spirit sight, her core glowed like a shooting star. She was also firebound, and the shio nodes within her blazed with azure light. Threads of the sacred energy erupted from the tips of her fingers, wrapping her hands and forearms in a deadly slashing technique. That was a surprise, and I took a step back and braced myself for her assault.

I pushed a node of rin into my Bear’s Mantle technique, and my skin stiffened into powerful armor. It was my best hope to turn aside her offensive technique, though there was no guarantee it would work. She was a more powerful enemy than I’d anticipated out here.

I released the hounds I’d snared with my tentacles, and they crouched down in the circle of their silent brothers and sisters, eyes fixed on me. They didn’t seem in any hurry to jump back into the fray.

Lycora, though, was out for blood.

Her assault was so much faster than I’d anticipated. The dog queen’s claws blurred in from either side of me, one high on my right, the other low on my left. Her mouth, full of straight, white teeth, gaped wide, ready to rend and tear.

I deflected the stroke from her left hand with my Claive, barely avoiding an attack that would have torn out my throat. There was no time to parry the slash from her right hand, though, and it ripped through my mantle to claw three furrows across my abdomen. Blood from the painful wound sprayed the leaf-littered ground with crimson droplets.

That scent drew the pack’s attention. The dogs scrambled to their feet, nostrils flared, and turned their baleful stares in my direction. Their queen had drawn first blood, and that was almost enough to stir them to action.

If I didn’t turn the tide of the melee in the next few seconds, they’d back her up. While they weren’t a threat on their own, their superior numbers could overwhelm me and give Lycora a better-than-even shot at bringing me down.

I fed a node of senjin into the Claive, igniting the runes inlaid down its length. The sacred energy burned with a light so intense it drove Lycora back a step. The blade looked ponderous, but in my hands it was as deft and quick as a rapier.

Before the changeling could recover from her surprise, I swung the Claive full force at her throat. The broad blade of Amankala streaked through the air, sacred energy following the weapon like a comet’s tail.

Lycora didn’t have a defensive technique. The Claive would tear her head off its shoulders if it connected.

My foe’s eyes widened as her end drew near. As fast as she was, there was no time for her to dodge away from the attack. With a desperate shout she flung both hands into the blade’s path. The blue light that surrounded them swirled like storm clouds and wrapped around my blade at the moment of impact.

The collision of sacred energies rang through the Claive with an ear-splitting crash. My weapon rebounded from Lycora’s hands, twisting me off-balance. Droplets of power rained down around both of us and sizzled against the earth before vanishing in wisps of silver smoke.

Lycora’s desperate block had saved her life. It also cost her dearly.

Her left hand hung limp at her side, blood drooling from the stumps of her thumb and index finger. Fur burst from the pores of her wounded hand, then vanished, only to reappear again.

The pack was again wary, their eyes shifting from me to their queen and then back again.

“You’ll die for that,” Lycora said.

“There’s no reason for this,” I told the changeling. “We can be allies as easily as enemies. You’ll be free to roam the forest with your pack. All I ask is that you leave my people alone.”

Despite her threats and attack on Piper, I had no desire to kill the feral queen. I needed allies, not more enemies. If Lycora agreed to work with me, she could be an invaluable scout and strike force. With her pack at her side, she’d make the forest virtually impossible for my enemies to travel through.

“I am the queen of this wood.” Lycora straightened her shoulders and raised her chin. The light of the Claive highlighted her savage beauty and the fierce defiance that glinted in her eyes. “I will never serve a man.”

She blurred into a stunningly fast attack. Her wounded hand slashed my face, blood from the stumps of her fingers splashing my eyes. The full set of claws on her right hand tore through my mantle again, though this time I twisted aside before she spilled more of my blood. Her talons skidded off my skin, a hair away from tearing my gut open.

With stinging, half-blind eyes, I activated the Crimson Claws and unleashed a wild slash that Lycora slipped away from with mere inches to spare. I followed up with a cross-body chop from the Claive, and the wolf queen collapsed to the ground at my feet to avoid the attack that would’ve hacked her in half.

She was so fucking fast it seemed as if she’d predicted my attacks before I’d even unleashed them. I raised a foot to stomp her flat, and she rolled between my legs and sprang to her feet behind me. Her claws ripped a hunk from my back before I could turn to face her.

Lycora shoveled the gobbet of meat into her mouth with a feral snarl and somersaulted backward to avoid a strike from the Claive.

Blood ran down my back and splattered onto the ground behind me. The hounds, sensing the advantage had slipped back to their queen, tightened their circle around us. 

“Your flesh is sweet, weakling,” Lycora taunted. “My hounds will grow strong from the meat. Your heart will fill me with power. After we’ve picked your bones clean, we’ll head to your little village and feast on those that remain. Do you think they’ll know it was your power that killed them?”

Lycora’s insult infuriated me. It brought back memories of my time with the crimson bear and reminded me that while I’d wasted time on this fight, Mielyssi suffered.

There was no way I could kill the dog queen like this. She was too fast, her claws too sharp. The hounds that surrounded me were eager to join the fight now, and their dogpile would give her the advantage she needed to finish me.

The only way to win this fight was to take away her edge, somehow.

Lycora launched herself at my throat. Her remaining claws were a flashing blue blur that highlighted the ruby-red stream of blood from her wounded fingers. The claws on her left hand found their way past my Claive to rake bloody streaks down my chest. Her right hand ripped narrow gashes in my thigh, covering my leg with blood.

Her dogs attacked at their queen’s unspoken command. Though their fangs couldn’t penetrate my skin, they grabbed hold of my boots and belt. A brave mastiff with gray streaks along its muzzle clamped its jaws down on my left wrist, while its partner grabbed my right. The dogs weren’t strong enough to immobilize me. They were, however, plenty strong enough to slow me down.

“Now it ends,” Lycora howled.

While she’d attacked and her hounds had latched onto me, I’d gathered my inner strength. She was a creature of immense power; there was no denying that. Her dogs, though, were creatures of the forest driven by base needs and instincts.

And I was a shaman. Their natural master.

Threads of senjin wound their way from my core into the hounds nearest me. They whined in confusion, unsure what was happening to them. While my core could only manage a limited number of connections to spirits or other creatures of power, Ryasina had insisted there was no such limit when it came to simpler beasts.

It turned out she was right.

My trick wasn’t fast enough to stop Lycora, and her claws tore at my skin, shredded my mantle, and opened new wounds across my chest and shoulders. Blood spurted from those injuries, painting her naked breasts and sleek stomach crimson.

The pain was a distraction, and I willed myself to ignore it as I connected to the last members of the pack. The flurry of connections strained my core, and something twisted inside me. The simple canine spirits I’d connected to shuddered and tried to resist my power. I bore down on them and felt my control snap around their cores like leashes. A deeper understanding of my shaman abilities blossomed in my thoughts in the same instant.

The Wild Hunter technique was mine to command.

“Take her,” I shouted.

The pack instantly shifted their attacks from me to their former mistress.

Lycora dodged one dog, then another, and a third, before they surrounded her.

“How dare you?” she howled.

“I gave you a chance,” I told the dog queen. “You should’ve taken it.”

The hounds under my control took a beating from their former queen. She kicked and slashed at the animals, driving some of them back. The attack took her attention off me, just for a moment, and I swept the Claive toward the changeling’s exposed back.

She sensed the attack too late to avoid it, though she was still fast enough to twist her body away from the killing edge. She took the Claive’s guard square in the back and screamed in pain.

The blow drove Lycora off her feet. The stunning shot to her spine left her legs temporarily useless, and she clawed her way across the ground in a painful wriggle. The dog queen knew she couldn’t defeat me without her speed.

“You had a chance,” I said sadly. Despite everything, I didn’t want to kill the dog queen. She’d given me no choice.

I raised my Claive, ready to split her clean in half. The crimson bear’s rage stirred inside me, and the blade fell with a screaming hiss.

“This isn’t over,” Lycora growled.

Her body shifted and blurred with impossible speed, and Lycora vanished into the trees.

My Claive’s blade buried itself in the rich earth. The hounds stared at me, curious about what the fuck had just happened.

“Blood God’s balls,” I muttered.

Something told me I’d be seeing that bitch again, at the worst possible time.
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Chapter 4
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I SEARCHED FOR LYCORA through my connection to the land and found that she’d wisely hightailed it the fuck away from me. At the rate she was moving, the dog queen would be out of my territory sometime in the next few days. While I was confident she was far from through with me, I was equally confident she wasn’t looking forward to a rematch any more than I was. It would take her time to heal from the wounds I’d given her, and longer than that to gather another pack.

Because the collection of dogs she’d had were mine now. They looked up at me with expectant eyes, eager and willing to follow any orders I gave them. While having a small mob of hounds ready to do my bidding was cool, I didn’t really need them at the moment.

“You,” I said to the biggest, ugliest dog of the bunch, “are in charge. Keep an eye out for any trouble. If you see any other humans, or Lycora comes back, find me.”

I gave the hounds a clear mental picture of our base and directions to reach it. One by one, the dogs bobbed their heads in my direction and followed their leader out of the clearing. Their dark eyes were surprisingly intelligent, and I had no doubt they knew exactly what I’d told them. I considered the wounds I’d suffered a good trade for the loyal pack of scouts I’d gathered. They’d do a great job of keeping bad guys from surprising me.

While I walked back to where I’d left Yata and Piper, my wounds began to heal, and worries began to gnaw at my nerves.

Lycora had been in my territory since I’d conquered it, and I hadn’t even known she was there until she’d nearly killed one of my people. Other monsters could be lurking out there, and I’d never know until it was too late. Having the power to search my lands didn’t do me much good if I didn’t know what to search for.

I needed to come up with a way to identify threats before they were chewing my balls off. Maybe the witches would know a way to use the dream meridians to do that. I made a mental note to ask them when we had a free minute.

“All right, kids,” I said as I neared the tree where I’d left my companions. “Don’t freak out, it’s just me.”

Silence answered me.

“I’m not in the mood for hide-and-seek,” I said when I reached the tree. “Come on out. It’s getting dark, and we need to get home.”

Still no answer.

“Frozen Hells,” I grumbled. “Yata, get your ass out here.”

A growing thread of unease unspooled from inside me when that didn’t get an answer. The three-legged raven was a pain in the ass, but it wasn’t stupid. If Yata was close enough to hear me, I’d have known by now.

I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and reached out for my familiar. The connection between our cores had grown stronger since I’d advanced, and it took no more than a moment for me to reach into the bird’s thoughts.

At least it shouldn’t have.

The connection was still there, a strong and vibrant red thread that wound away from my core. Yata, however, didn’t seem to be on its other end.

“What the fuck?” I whispered to myself.

I didn’t think it was possible for my familiar to hide itself from me like that. Which meant someone, or something, else was involved.

Before I’d become a shaman, I’d spent countless hours in the forest outside Floating Village. I’d gone out with hunters and trappers to watch them ply their trade. Those men and women had taught me how to track animals and read the signs left behind by forest creatures. What I saw by the light of my Claive was not comforting.

Something, or someone, had torn up the undergrowth and snapped small limbs on the nearby saplings. They’d left small bald patches on the ground that could have been caused by a bootheel or a hoof. The way the grass around the bare patches was twisted brought to mind someone digging in their heels to resist being pushed or pulled.

Piper had been wearing boots.

I closed my eyes and reached out through my connection to the land to find my familiar and the scout. My thoughts raced through the dream meridian and the capillaries that carried senjin through the forest. It took only seconds to scan for miles around.

I found no trace of either of them.

“Guess we’re doing this the hard way,” I grumbled.

I knelt down and put my forest craft to use. It didn’t take me long to find a spotty trail through the undergrowth. A trampled patch of grass here, a broken branch there, flattened grass just ahead. Oddly, I found only one set of tracks. If they belonged to Piper and she’d been taken against her will, there should have been more sign.

What the fuck was going on here?

I dimmed the light from my Claive and pushed a note of senjin through the channels that surrounded my eyes. My vision sharpened and my pupils widened to soak in all the ambient light from the growing darkness. In a few seconds, the gloomy dusk became as bright as noonday sun to me. With any luck, I’d spot the intruders in my domain long before they saw me coming.

If they’d harmed my familiar or Piper, they’d be dead before they knew it.

Piper’s trail grew more obvious the farther it wound its way into the forest. There were more boot marks, and I even found a few strands of her hair tangled in the low-hanging branches of smaller trees. She’d fought harder the farther her captors had taken her into the forest. Piper hadn’t been able to free herself, but she’d left me a clear trail to follow.

“Smart lady,” I whispered.

A half hour later, that trail led me to a strange camp surrounded by small bone stakes driven into the rich earth. Tiny gemstones capped each of the grisly markers and shed oily purple radiance for several feet in every direction around the site. The unnatural light stung my eyes if I looked directly at the gemstones. It was almost as unpleasant as the ripe, rotting stench that tortured my nostrils.

My spirit sight showed me the purple light was a combination of rin and shio that somehow did not meld into senjin. It was a perverse, unnatural fusion of masculine and feminine energy that twisted both into dark mockeries of the natural order. I’d never seen anything like it and hadn’t even known such a thing was possible. I also had no idea what fucking purpose it served.

Best to just avoid it.

From my position outside the camp’s perimeter, I spied a pile of bones at its center. More of the squirming purple light surrounded that pile and showed me what I was looking for.

Yata lay on its side next to the fire, a red bag over its head and its three legs bound together by blue cord. Piper knelt next to the raven, her hands tied behind her back with the same type of cord, and her bowed head covered by a similar sack. Neither of them were moving, and it was impossible to tell whether they were even conscious.

Their captors, on the other hand, were plenty active.

Six of the bizarre creatures floated counterclockwise around their captives. The creatures’ bodies were the same color as the fire that illuminated their unnatural bodies. The monsters’ tall heads narrowed to rounded points, and each of their three sides held a single featureless black eye. Though they had no mouths, a strange whispering emanated from the clearing, tickling my ears with gibberish syllables.

Those almost triangular heads were perched atop barrel-shaped bodies, which dwindled to narrow twists of purple skin that reminded me of pigs’ tails. Vertical rows of pale sphinctered openings ran down the lengths of their bodies, gaping wide and clenching shut in erratic rhythms.

While the creatures had no shoulders, they did have arms. A trio of spindly limbs with too many joints emerged from the thick upper ends of their bodies just beneath their heads. The appendages ended in long, bony spikes that brushed against the creatures’ captives as they moved around them.

I’d never seen or heard of anything like these creatures. My spirit sight told me they were living things, though their cores were simple structures better suited to inanimate objects than people or animals. Stranger still, those cores held no nodes.

Jiro Kos had a core like that.

These mutants had to be more of the Midnight Emperor’s twisted creations.

The crimson bear’s rage reared up inside me. It took an enormous amount of willpower to put aside the urge to rush into the clearing and hack these creatures apart with the Claive. As satisfying as that move would be, it was a bad call. My bound familiar and Piper would be defenseless, and the creatures would surely slaughter them the instant they spotted me.

I needed a distraction.

Fortunately, I had one nearby. I spent a node of senjin to activate the Wild Hunter technique and gave my pack their marching orders. 

The leader of the dogs showed up a few minutes later. It sat down beside me with its eyes fixed on the clearing ahead of us. Its pack mates weren’t far behind it, and soon the entire camp was surrounded by hounds. The dogs’ dislike of the ugly fuckers in the clearing was palpable. They liked the Emperor’s toys less than I did. The pack’s leader glanced at me, then tilted its head toward the monsters as if asking for permission to rip those assholes limb from twisted limb.

But if I let the dogs attack, they’d trip whatever trap the purple light held. Getting the pack killed wouldn’t do me any good. I had a better idea.

“Growl,” I commanded.

The dog next to me lowered its head, and its hackles rose. A threatening snarl rumbled in its chest and leaked through its bared teeth. Its pack mates echoed the sound, and soon the camp was surrounded by a wall of unnerving sound.

The Emperor’s creatures froze in their tracks. They rose higher into the air, and their twisted tails twitched and writhed with agitation. Their three-eyed heads twisted and turned as they sought the source of the sound, then froze when they realized it came from all around them.

The creatures split up and moved to the edges of their camp, their wide, unblinking eyes searching the darkness. For the moment, they weren’t within striking range of their captives. That was the opening I needed.

I pushed rin into my legs, and the sacred energy gave me the strength to explode out of my hiding place. My augmented muscles launched me into the air far above the purple barrier and its creators. I sailed over my enemies and fashioned two fistfuls of formation pylons. The instant I landed next to the bone fire, I tossed the pylons onto the ground around Yata and Piper.

I activated the technique, and walls of red light exploded into life with a crackling hiss. The barrier would stop any sacred energy that tried to pass it from the outside. From what I could see, the Emperor’s creatures were made almost entirely of corrupted senjin. They’d die long before they reached my friends.

“Hang tight,” I said. “I’ll be back to cut you loose as soon as I kill these fuckers.”

Neither of my allies responded, and another spark of rage threatened to explode into a conflagration. If these assholes had hurt them...

Well, I was already going to kill them.

The Emperor’s minions knew they’d been tricked and were on the move in my direction. My boosted legs carried me to the first of the creatures in the blink of an eye, and it didn’t even have time to cry out before I hacked it in half from the top of its pointed head down through the coils of its squiggly, squirming fucking tail.

The two halves of the creature’s body separated with a sticky squelch. Rather than falling to the ground, the severed chunks floated into the air with trails of purple sparks and streams of milky blood trailing behind them.

I cut a second spirit down almost as quickly. This one got off a quick squeal of terror before its corpse drifted into the night sky. The other creatures unleashed a string of garbled syllables.

They vanished.

Only to reappear all around me, spinning like crazy tops.

The claws at the ends of their arms would’ve sliced me to ribbons if it hadn’t been for my firebound core. My strengthened skin turned aside their blows, though, and I didn’t die shredded like a smoked pork butt. Instead, the attacks left behind stinging welts and red stripes across my chest and back.

“Get the fuck out of my forest,” I snarled, and slashed my Claive through the nearest creature.

Its body sprayed fluids and sparks everywhere as it spun into the air and floated off like a grotesque hot-air balloon.

The remaining fuckstrosities vanished, then popped back into existence a few yards beyond my Claive’s reach. Their segmented arms contorted themselves, and blobs of rin and shio energy appeared at the tips of their claws. In the blink of an eye, the creatures wove those blobs into complex webs.

The woven patterns of sacred energy shot across the clearing toward me from three different directions. Even my spirit sight couldn’t tell me exactly what those nets of power were supposed to do. My guess was that it wasn’t anything nice.

Knowing that my Claive was useless against those constructs and that I didn’t have time to prepare a more elaborate defense of my own, I pushed another node of rin energy into my legs and vaulted into the air.

Two of the webs of deadly sacred energy collided in the space I’d just exited. Their threads snarled together and unleashed bolts of purple energy that spun into the air around me. As quickly as they’d been created, the patterns fell apart and vanished.

The last web, though, corrected its course and shot into the air to chase me. When I landed near the base’s perimeter, it was hot on my heels. I threw myself prone before it could wrap itself around my head, and it sped through the air inches above me. The construct twisted in the air and swooped back around for another attack run.

There was no time for me to kick back up to my feet. The web plummeted out of the sky, growing larger as it streaked toward me. Rolling away was out of the question. The pattern would correct its course and still hit me.

That only left me with one option.

I thrust my left hand toward the attacking pattern and unleashed a spear of pure senjin into its center. My head filled with the sound of metal scraping against metal. The pattern’s descent had slowed, but it was still bearing down on me.

With a grunt, I pushed another node of senjin into my attack. It was harder than it should have been, as if the woven construct’s creator was still connected to it and was fighting me. I crammed my power down the thing’s gullet, pushing so hard my core felt strained.

The pattern tried to absorb the sacred energy. Its threads thickened and hummed with ferocious intensity as it transformed my defense into an even stronger offense. If I’d miscalculated, my own energy was about to shred me into bite-sized nuggets of fried shaman meat.

At the last second, the senjin I’d pumped into my attacker’s construct proved too much for it. Inches from contact, the threads buckled and popped apart. The deadly assault transformed instantly into a harmless cloud of sacred energy that drifted away with no more force than a gentle spring breeze.

“That’s about enough of that shit,” I shouted and leapt back onto my feet.

Two of the three remaining creatures retreated and furiously worked to create more patterns to launch at me. These were larger and more complex, with threads thick enough to soak up any senjin I’d send their way. The monsters learned fast.

But not as fast as a thrown Claive.

I whipped my weapon toward the farthest weaver, splitting its head down to its shoulders. As the two halves flopped apart, its tentacles spasmed and flung the half-finished pattern into the sky. The threads of power snarled and tangled into a useless knot of energy that dissipated like the feeble explosion of a defective firework.

A thread of senjin from my right hand rocketed toward the other pattern maker, scattering its web before it could fully form. The backlash of sacred energy stunned the creature, and it tumbled clumsily through the air. It wailed its displeasure and squeezed its gaping eye closed tight.

The last of the Midnight Emperor’s minions opted for a simpler plan. It wrapped its talons in red rin and threw itself at me in a cyclone of gleaming death.

I ducked below the whistling blades and grabbed the fucker by its squirmy tail. I jerked my head back from a wild slash from my captive foe, then raised it over my head and slammed it into the ground.

Before the ugly piece of shit could recover, I planted my boots on two of its arms. 

Trapped and helpless, the creature mewled piteously and stared up at me with its single, gaping eye.

“Who sent you?” I growled.

The creature unleashed a string of unintelligible burbling syllables that irritated me to no end. It twisted and wrenched its arms in a desperate attempt to free itself. Unfortunately, the creature was no match for my strength, and it only managed to wound itself with its struggles. The skin along its arms tore to reveal thin bones the color of dead grass. Milky blood splashed from the new wounds onto the ground where it sizzled like drops of water in a hot pan.

Then shit got really weird.

The creature’s head unfolded into three even pieces. The fleshy triangles curled back like the petals of a flower opening to the morning sun. A maggot the size of my fist wriggled from the opening and landed on the ground with a wet plop.

“What the fuck?” I flung the creature’s limp body away. I made a mad grab for the thing that had popped out of its head. My fingers latched around its revoltingly malleable body. For a moment, it was firmly in my grasp, then slippery fluids erupted from its pores and it slopped out of my hands.

The maggot wriggled away from me with surprising speed and raced toward the edge of the campsite. It left a trail of slime behind it as slick as a wet bar of soap, and I nearly stumbled on the mess.

When I caught up with it again, inches away from the purple barrier, the slippery little asshole changed tactics and burrowed its pale, tapered snout into the dirt. Before I could stop it, the thing vanished into the ground.

I shoved my fist into the slippery hole it had created. The thing’s tail slipped across my fingers, then it was gone.

“Fuck!” I shouted.

I used my connection to the land to find the thing again and cursed even more violently. The little bastard had covered a hundred yards in the span of a few seconds. It burrowed through the ground in a beeline for one of the dream meridians that ran through the forest. I was helpless to stop the maggot as it plunged into that stream of pure senjin. An instant later, the currents of power carried the creature out of my territory at incredible speed.

With a final enraged shout, I returned to the center of the camp. The sweep of a senjin tendril scattered the pile of bones at its center. The blackened remains tumbled away from my companions, and the purple flames died. The barrier died with them, leaving the forest dark and foreboding. Before turning my attention to my companions, I retrieved my Claive, jammed its tip into the earth, and reignited its light.

“About fucking time,” Yata shrieked as I pulled the sack from its head. “Shit, how long were we here?”

“Not long,” I said. “A little more than an hour. How do you feel?”

“That fucking bag,” the three-legged raven cawed and hopped away from the red sack I’d tossed to the ground. “It put my lights right out. I was sure I was dead.”

As soon as I’d removed the bag, my connection to Yata had sprung back to life. That was different.

“Cut my legs loose?” the bird asked. “I’ve got a wicked cramp.”

The cords they’d used to tie my familiar were surprisingly tough, and even the razor-sharp tip of my scripted Claive had some trouble carving through them. Finally, the bonds came apart and the raven’s legs were free.

“Better?” I asked.

“Yeah, that’s a shit ton better,” it croaked. “What the fuck were those?”

“I was hoping you’d know,” I said.

I cut the cords around Piper’s wrists and ankles. She wobbled for a moment but didn’t fall over. Whatever techniques were in the bag over her head, they kept her locked into this kneeling position. I put an arm around her shoulders to keep her from falling over, then lifted the sack away.

“I’ll fucking kill you,” she snarled. Her hand shot to the scabbard at her waist and her eyes went wide when she found it empty.

“Easy,” I said. “It’s me. The bad guys are gone.”

“Those cocksuckers got the drop on us,” she said. “We were all alone, and then, poof, they were all around us. I fought like hell until they finally dragged me into the woods and slapped the bag over my head. That’s the last thing I remember.”

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Piper said, letting out a long, deep sigh. “I’ll be all right. Who were those fuckers?”

“Some of the Midnight Emperor’s pets.” I helped Piper get back to her feet and kept an arm around her waist until I was sure she had her legs under her.

“Then he knows where to find us.” Piper’s words were little more than a whisper.

“If he didn’t, he does now.” That’s where I knew the maggot had headed.

Back to its master.

We’d just run out of time.
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Chapter 5
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WE FOUND PIPER’S GEAR under a bush at the edge of the clearing. The creatures had taken nothing from her pack, though her weapon’s blade was smeared with something sticky.

“I’m not touching that.” She wrinkled her nose with disgust. “There’s no telling where it’s been.”

“I’ll tell Marku to find you a new blade,” I said.

“What about me?” Yata croaked. “What do I get?”

“A kick in the ass if you keep it up,” I said. “You were supposed to watch out. What the fuck happened?”

“Monsters happened,” Yata said. “They just appeared out of thin air. That’s hardly my fault.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I said with a dismissive wave of my hand. “Jaga’s on the border between my territory and the Red Phoenix Kingdom. I need you to get to her.”

“I’ll have to fly all night to get that far,” the bird protested.

“Then you better get going,” I said.

“Can you give me better directions than a few hundred miles of border?” The bird fluttered its wings.

I closed my eyes and stretched my senses out to find Jaga. She burned like a bright star in my thoughts, a fierce and loyal ally who loved me as deeply and fully as I did her. The strength of our emotions made it easier to find the former riverboat pilot.

She was on top of a small hill nestled between two branches of a river that marked the boundaries between the White Tiger and Red Phoenix Kingdoms. She’d been down that way with a small team of scouts for the past few weeks, watching for signs of trouble and gauging the strength of our nearest enemies. I really hoped she’d found the information I needed for what was coming next.

“There.” I pushed the location through my connection to Yata. 

The bird bobbed its head up and down once, then again.

“I got it,” it said. “I’ll reach out when I find her.”

“Thanks,” I said.

Yata stretched its wings wide, then leapt from the ground and flapped into the air.

“That’s a big fucking crow,” Piper said.

“It’s not a crow,” I corrected. “That’s a three-legged raven. My familiar.”

“Oh,” Piper said with a shrug. “No idea what any of that shit means. Can we get the fuck out of here?”

I chuckled and guided the scout out of the forest and back home. The walk took longer than I would’ve liked because I paused every so often to check our surroundings for potential enemies. I didn’t know how the Midnight Emperor had gotten his agents so deep into my lands, and I didn’t want to stumble across any more of them because I wasn’t paying attention. We finally saw the fires of Amankala a couple of hours before midnight.

“Thanks,” Piper said. “Let’s not do that again.”

“No promises,” I chuckled.

A pair of guards met us a hundred yards outside the ruins with their crossbows at the ready. I held my Claive overhead to show them who they were dealing with, and they bowed low before escorting us back to the relative safety of my new headquarters.

“Find Marku,” I told one of the guards when we reached Amankala’s gate. She was tall and thin, with hair the color of ripe wheat. “Tell him to meet me in the tree.”

“Yes, sire.” She bowed low.

Her partner did the same, then backed away from me and returned to her post.

I was never going to get used to that shit.

Ryasina and Vilisia waited for me at the bottom of the starwood tree, their arms crossed over their chests and identical scowls stamped into their features.

“You were gone an awfully long time,” Ryasina said.

“Too long for a pack of dogs,” Vilisia finished.

“You know how it is.” They followed me onto the spiral staircase that wound itself around the tree’s trunk. “Sometimes shit gets complicated.”

“What happened?” Ryasina said, her words tinged with concern. 

“Are you hurt?” Vilisia countered.

“A little.” I gestured toward the remnants of the wounds that Lycora had opened in my side. My firebound core had healed me as I walked home, and the ugly gashes had faded to little more than pale red stripes against my suntanned skin. “I got better.”

“Then why are you so angry?” Vilisia said with a frown. “We’ve been able to feel your rage for the past several hours.” 

“We were about to make Marku take us to find you.” Ryasina glowered at me.

“I’ll explain it all when Marku gets here,” I said.

“You did at least deal with the dogs, yes?” Vilisia asked.

“More or less,” I said. “Their changeling boss got away before I could chop off her head.”

“That is not good news.” Ryasina scowled.

“You can say that again.” My temper threatened to flare again, and I clenched my jaw to tamp it out. “The trick you showed me for searching my territory is good, but it needs to be better. How can I find my enemies before they show themselves?”

“That isn’t a new technique,” Vilisia offered. “It’s just a refinement of your spiritual senses.”

“Teach me,” I said. “Soon.”

“As you wish,” the witches said in unison.

They murmured between themselves as we climbed the rest of the way to my throne. As soon as I’d taken my seat on the fancy chair, they began to offer opinions about how I should proceed with mastering my abilities. As I’d feared, most of it boiled down to spending lots of time meditating and thinking about shit.

I definitely didn’t have time for that after the Emperor’s maggoty spy clued him in on where I’d holed up. The witches insisted I should make time.

I was relieved when Marku showed up, his brow furrowed. He’d rescue me from this mess.

And then he started talking and just added more bullshit to the pile of irritation on my shoulders.

“What the fuck did you do to Piper?” the captain asked. “She asked for guard duty for the next month. Didn’t even care if it was nights. Said she couldn’t go back out to scout the woods.”

“Now that everyone’s here,” I said pointedly, “I need your opinions.”

As powerful as I was, the three people before me knew a lot more about the world than I did. Ryasina and Vilisia knew more about magic than I’d learn if I lived to be a thousand, and Marku had been down here living in the shit while I was tucked away on Mount Shiki. I needed their insight.

I started by outlining what I’d seen Lycora do and say. When I reached the end of my little story, all three of them wore deep frowns.

“That wasn’t a changeling,” Vilisia said. “What level was its core?”

“Firebound,” I said. “What difference does that make?”

“Changelings top out around skybound,” Ryasina explained. “I’d wager what you found was a werewolf.”

“Great,” I said. “That shit’s contagious, right?”

“Under the right conditions,” Vilisia agreed. “I suggest you find and kill it as soon as possible.”

“I probably don’t have time to deal with that yet,” I said. “We have a bigger problem on our hands.”

My advisors listened to the rest of my story, their eyes growing wider by the second. When I’d finished, all three of them looked ready to jump out of their skins.

“Soulwyrd?” Ryasina asked Vilisia.

“I’m afraid so,” the Lapis Scarab agreed. “You said there were six of them?”

“Yes,” I said. “What the fuck is a soulwyrd?”

The witches exchanged nervous glances. Ryasina spelled it out for me.

“The Midnight Emperor is looking for you,” the Wave Serpent explained. “After what you did to his Jade Seekers and the soldiers of the White Tiger Kingdom, he must be loath to send more of his living resources after you.”

“So, what? He magicked up some shitty monsters and sent them after me?” I snorted. “Didn’t do much good. I kicked the fuck out of those bastards.”

“You didn’t kill it,” Vilisia corrected. “You simply dispersed it for the time being. It will need time to reform. And then it will come looking for you again.”

“When they do, I’ll kill them again.” I frowned at the witches. “I’m not sure why you’re so freaked out about this. He sent some monsters; I killed them. That’s kind of how we expect things to work.”

“The soulwyrd isn’t a monster, my king,” Ryasina said carefully. “It’s a design. A wrinkle in the weave of fate. It’s connected to you. Every time you face it, it will grow stronger. Every time you destroy it, it will tell the Midnight Emperor more about you.”

“Now he knows where we are?” I asked.

“At the least,” Vilisia nodded. “You should know, the soulwyrd isn’t only connected to you. It is also connected its creator.”

“You keep saying ‘it,’ but there were six of them,” I said.

“They aren’t separate entities; they’re part of the same creature,” Ryasina said. “Next time, I wager it will have more incarnations.”

“How long do I have before it turns up again?”

“Tradition says you have one moon cycle before it returns,” Vilisia explained. “I wouldn’t bet on that, though. Since the rise of the Midnight Emperor, the world is a very different place than it used to be. It’s possible the wyrd could return much more quickly.”

“Great,” I said. “You two, figure out some way to kill the wyrd for real. Marku, it’s your turn in the hot seat. Based on what you know, how quickly could the Midnight Emperor march an army to Amankala?”

The captain of the Moonsilver Guardians scratched the stubble of his beard, rocked back on his heels, and blew a sigh toward the stars wheeling overhead. He considered my question for long moments, then gave me an uncertain smile.

“Honestly?” He shrugged. “He’s holding all the cards. He has to come through the Red Phoenix Kingdom to reach us, but for all we know he’s already camped on its border. In that case, he’s still a good hundred and fifty miles away as the raven flies. The terrain’s rough, so his men won’t be able to make much more than fifteen miles a day. That’s the worst case.”

“That’s what I’m going with.” It seemed wiser to prepare for the Emperor’s attack sooner rather than later. Sure, it might take his forces more than ten days to reach me, but I didn’t really want to gamble on that. “How many men do you think he’ll have?”

“He sure as hell won’t have the White Tigers if what you told me is true,” Marku chuckled. “He could draft the Red Phoenix Kingdom’s army, though. Word is they might have as many as a thousand soldiers. It’s a big kingdom, and they weathered the war a lot better than the rest of the territories.”

“Fuck.” My temper flared, and I had to bite back on it to keep from shouting the word. “What else do you think he’s got?”

“Probably some Jade Seekers,” Marku said. “Assuming he’s coming from the capital, he’ll have time to have rallied other troops, too. Even without the Red Phoenix Army, he’ll have a solid thousand swords on the ground.”

“And how many soldiers can we get in ten days?” I already knew the answer, but I wanted to hear Marku confirm just how badly we were fucked.

“Word’s spreading,” Marku said. “But it’s a hell of a hike for people to reach Amankala. If we get another two hundred on top of what we already have, we’re still going to be real fucking short. And most of those won’t be ready for the battlefield when they arrive.”

I mulled over my options. They were all shit, and we knew it.

“We could wage a guerrilla war against the Emperor,” Ryasina said. “With our combined magic and Marku’s men, it would slow his advance. With luck on our side, we could fragment his forces, incite desertions, perhaps even stir a mutiny amongst his troops.”

“That would take a lot of luck.” Even if I could convince the hounds to fight with us, it just wasn’t enough. “Any ideas, Marku?”

“Find the White Tiger’s former king and kill him,” Marku said. “He might have another couple hundred soldiers with him. Once he’s out of the picture, they’ll fall in line behind you.”

“Any leads on where that piece of shit’s hiding?”

My connection to the land hadn’t led me to the previous king of this territory, no matter how hard I’d tried to find him. The witches believed he had techniques to hide himself, and until we unraveled those it was pointless to try to track him down. So far, the asshole had kept to himself.

Maybe he was afraid I’d kick his ass if he showed his face again.

Or, maybe, he was gathering all his forces to fuck me in the ass when I least expected it.

“That’s what I thought,” I said with a sigh. “Any other suggestions?”

“What if there was a way to whittle away the Midnight Emperor’s troops and add to your own forces at the same time?” Ryasina’s tail twitched with nervous energy.

“I’m listening,” I said cautiously.

“The largest standing army between us and the Midnight Emperor is a hundred and fifty miles to the west.” Ryasina held my gaze. “If you convinced them to help us, we could beat the Emperor.”

“Are you insane?” Marku spat. “You want our king to march into the heart of enemy territory and ask them for help?”

“You’re talking about the Red Phoenix Army,” I said. “If their king’s got a thousand men, they’ll gut me before I’ve finished my first sentence.”

“It’s risky,” Vilisia agreed. “You’d have to admit to a potential enemy that you lack the forces to protect you.”

“I think the Red Phoenix King is more than a potential enemy,” I said. “He doesn’t have any reason to side with me against his current boss. In fact, once I tell him how weak we are, he’ll have every incentive to kill me himself to earn points with the big man.”

“You are a king,” Ryasina said. “You have destroyed one of his rivals. He doesn’t see you as weak, or there would already be an army at your doorstep.”

“I don’t like it,” Marku grumbled.

“You don’t have to like it, because it’s our only real option,” Ryasina snapped. “Our only chance is to convince the Red Phoenix King to ally with us and turn his army against the emperor. That will deplete our enemy’s forces while strengthening our hand. You know I’m right Marku.”

“I’m tired.” Physically, I could have gone without rest for another couple of days, thanks to my firebound core. Mentally, though, I was tapped out. “Let’s get some rest and take this up again tomorrow. At the moment, I’m with Marku, but my mind’s not made up. Maybe a night’s sleep will shake a good idea loose.”

“Perhaps we can help with that.” Vilisia clambered up the steps to the throne and melted into my lap.

“I’ll see myself out,” Marku muttered. “Try not to wake up the whole camp.”

As it turned out, I didn’t get nearly as much rest as I would have liked, despite the witches’ best efforts.

Yata returned in the early morning hours, not long after I’d drifted off to sleep, with insane news from Jaga.
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Chapter 6
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THE WITCHES WERE NOT happy with the decision I announced over breakfast.

“This is a huge gamble, and you don’t even know the odds.” Vilisia frowned as she mopped up the last of her over-easy egg with a thick slice of ham. “What if she’s wrong?”

“What if she’s not?” I shot back. “I trust that Jaga knows what she’s looking for, and that she found it. We need allies, and as far as I can tell this is our only shot at seeing some friendly faces before the Midnight Emperor kicks our dicks into the dirt.”

“What if it’s a trap?” Marku munched on one of our dwindling supply of bacon strips. “You march down there, he slips a noose around your neck, and we’re all fucked. Not to mention that if we bring our military on the road, we’ll be wide open to an ambush by a larger force.”

“We’re not bringing the military,” I said. “You and the rest of your people are staying here. I need you to keep this place running and defend it if I fuck up and have to run home with my tail between my legs.”

“That’s fucking stupid,” Marku shot back. “You may be king, but you’re not a god. You go down there by yourself, and someone will tear your nuts off and feed them to you.”

“Only if they know it’s me,” I said. “We’ll go in disguise.”

“My king,” Vilisia said with a slow, calm voice. “You are nearly eight feet tall. Your firebound core is vanishingly rare in this day. You will be hard to hide.”

“There are two witches at my table, and this whole idea was Ryasina’s.” I hid a frown behind my mug of tea, took a deep drink, and willed myself to calm down. My anger got worse when I was anxious, and I found myself teetering on the edge of tipping over into a blind rage. I had to get a grip on it. “Figure out how to hide us from our enemies.”

“If we had a few days,” Ryasina started.

“We have one hour,” I said. “After we finish our breakfast, of course. Need a full belly for a full day on the road.”

“It will take more than one day to reach Jaga,” Ryasina said.

“No, it won’t,” I said. “You, Vilisia, Yata, Ayo, and Aja are coming with me. That’s it. The six of us can move fast. We’ll be at the border by sundown.”

“And what the fuck am I supposed to do?” Marku shouted and banged his fist on the table so hard his plate jumped a half-inch into the air. “Jerk off into the wind while you’re risking your neck?”

“People are still coming into the camp,” I said. “Recruit as many as you can into the military, and give the others something to do. You know what our priorities are. See that they get done.”

The former mercenary captain scowled at me and fumed in silence. He understood he’d been given a direct order, and he wasn’t about to rebel against that.

“I’ll do it,” he said. “You know you can count on me, even if this is the stupidest, most fucked-up decision you’ve ever made.”

“Thank you for your frankness.” I bit back an angry retort that wouldn’t have done either of us any good. “I appreciate your help, my friend. Especially in these trying times.”

“Fuck your diplomacy,” Marku snorted. He couldn’t hide the grin that spread across his features. “Maybe it’ll be good for me to run the show. By the time you get back, you won’t recognize this place.”

“I still think this is a terrible idea,” Vilisia said. “We’ll be in grave danger—”

“I know,” I said. “But what Jaga’s found is our only lifeline here.”

The rest of breakfast passed in a tense blur of logistics and plans. I’d laid in a stock of herbal medicines and elixirs while we’d been camped out in Amankala. That would help us cover the distance to the border by sundown. The witches, for all their protests, figured out a way to disguise me—and Ryasina’s tail—from our enemies. As long as we didn’t run into any sacred artists with skills greater than the witches, we’d be all right.

I wasn’t a huge fan of dragging the witches along on this adventure. Anything that put all three of us at risk could have world-ending consequences. Unfortunately, I needed their skills with me if there was any chance of success here. They knew more about magic than I did, and the two of them were wise enough to give Mielyssi a run for her money.

We split up after breakfast and gathered what supplies we thought we’d need and could easily carry, and then reconvened at the base of the starwood tree that housed my throne.

“What’s wrong with you two?” Yata asked the clearly agitated spirits. “Pick up a case of crotch rot digging around in the ruins?”

“That would at least have been something,” Aja said with a rueful chuckle. “We haven’t found anything in the ruins.”

“I thought you two had only been down there for a day?” I said. “No one asked my permission to dig around in dangerous ruins until yesterday.”

“Um, yeah,” Ayo said quietly. “About that...”

“Take these. I’ll paddle your asses later.” I dug a handful of small vials out of my satchel and gave one to each of the witches and the spirits. I even popped the top of one of them and let Yata drink from the vial. “Let me know when they kick in.”

I downed an elixir of my own. The herbal mixture was infused with pure senjin that packed a serious wallop. The medicine was warm on my tongue, and warmer in my belly. Seconds after I’d gulped it down its powers suffused my muscles with impressive reserves of strength and stamina.

“Whoa,” Aja said. “That’s something else.”

Even the witches seemed surprised by the elixir’s potency.

“You’re getting better at brewing medicines,” Vilisia complimented me. “How long will it last?”

“Twelve hours or so,” I said. “Long enough for us to reach Jaga.”

“I’m all tingly,” Ryasina said. “It’s nice.”

“Wait until you see how it makes you feel on the move,” I promised.

The power coursing through my body’s senjin channels made it a struggle to maintain a normal walking pace until we were outside of Amankala. I’d have sprinted for the gate if I hadn’t been worried about running over a civilian. Once beyond the ruins, though, we were free to cut loose.

And we did.

The elixir let us cover twenty miles an hour without strain. What felt like a leisurely stroll to us must’ve looked like a small parade of the world’s fastest runners to anyone else. Thanks to my connection to the land, we never had to worry about getting lost, and Yata didn’t even need to fly very often. It clung to my shoulder as we made our way through forests, clambered over hills, and leapt streams and small rivers with no effort at all.

“If a whole army had these,” Ryasina mused while we ate our late lunch of dried meat and hard cheese, “your enemies wouldn’t stand a chance.”

“There’s two problems with that,” I said. “First, I don’t have an army. Second, these aren’t easy to make. It takes about a day to put a batch of a dozen together, and most of those fail somewhere along the process. If we had more shamans...”

That was a long-standing disagreement between the three of us. I wanted the witches to train my successor, and they insisted there was no need. I suspected they didn’t want to deal with another shaman because it reminded them that my neck was on the line every day.

“Time to get back on the road,” Aja said, interrupting the brewing argument before it could get up a head of steam. “Jaga won’t be happy if we keep her waiting any longer than necessary.”

“That’s the truth,” I said. We finished up our rations and took off again.

I sensed the darkness ahead of us an hour before we reached Jaga. The land across the border of my territory was in pain. The Midnight Emperor’s corruption was deeply rooted there, and something else lurked in the ground, too. A foul, chemical taint had turned good, wholesome soil into a toxic slurry. 

I tried to shake the greasy, fucked-up feeling but couldn’t get it out of my head. The land on the other side of the border wasn’t just corrupted, it was sick. The urge to find whoever was responsible for that mess kept me distracted until Jaga surprised us by slipping out of her hiding place near the river’s edge.

“About fucking time.” She scowled. “Did you see our watchers on the way in?”

“We’re moving a little quick for that,” I said. “But we didn’t see anyone.”

“Good,” Jaga said. “If you saw them, they weren’t doing their fucking jobs.”

“Come here, sourpuss.” I scooped the scoutmaster up into a crushing bear hug.

I’d expected her to struggle in protest and was surprised when Jaga threw her arms around my neck and squeezed me tight.

“We found it,” she whispered to me. “I can’t believe it, but we actually found the cocksucking thing.

I held her tight until she wriggled free of my arms and gestured for us to follow her into the camp she’d set up. Four of the six scouts I’d sent with her were already seated around a campfire, their faces hidden in the deep hoods of cloaks. Their gear had been forest green when they left Amankala but was now stained a dingy charcoal gray. The women stood and bowed as we gathered around their meager fire, then dropped back into cross-legged positions on the ground.

“The river over there is the edge of your kingdom,” Jaga explained. “The Red Phoenix King runs the show on the other side.”

“What’s wrong with the land over there?” I asked.

“Mining,” Jaga explained. “It’s a real cocksucker of a mess, but it’s made the kingdom so rich they don’t care if half their people drink poisoned water and eat rancid food. All that money bought them an army even the Midnight Emperor would be jealous to command.”

“What are they mining?” Ryasina wrinkled her nose as if she could feel the damage done to the land, too.

“Celestial cinnabar.” The scout who’d answered fished a chunk of scarlet rock out of a pouch on her belt. Light flickered in the gemstone’s depths, growing brighter when Vilisia took it from the woman’s hand. “The rock itself isn’t dangerous. When they refine it into red mercury, though, it’s a different story.”

“It’s real?” I asked. “I thought red mercury was just a myth.”

“Oh, it’s real, all right,” Jaga said. “And as enlightening as all this bullshittery is, we need to make our plans. When do we move?”

“You’ve been here longer than the rest of us,” I said. “You tell us the plan.”

“Trigawa City is a couple of hours from here. Before you took over the White Tiger Kingdom, it was an important trade hub.” Jaga sketched a crude map in the dirt next to the fire. “The patrols around the city are heavy and looking for trouble. Fighting our way through them is a bad idea. I hope you two have a way to disguise yourselves.”

Jaga gave Ryasina and me a stern look. When the witch nodded, she continued.

“Okay, good. Our goal is on the east side of the city.” Jaga looked at me with curious eyes. “They’ve been looking for you, Kyr. A long, long time.”

The witches exchanged nervous glances at that. If they had anything to say they kept it to themselves.

“We’ll leave at first light,” I said.

“Sure,” Jaga said. “Though you may want to wait until closer to noon. The people we’re meeting aren’t early risers.”

“What’s that mean?” Vilisia asked.

“You’ll see,” Jaga said with a wicked grin. “Let’s get you all settled in.”

The scout captain had done an admirable job establishing a comfortable base camp so close to enemy territory. She and her team had constructed cozy and well-camouflaged tents from deer hides and tree limbs. They’d even thrown together a few for us.

“This is you.” Jaga pointed to Ryasina and then to a long, low-slung tent. She pointed at the tent next to it. “And you, Vilisia. The spirits can settle in down there at the end of the row.”

“And where am sleeping?” I asked.

“Let me show you.” Jaga took my hand and led me away from the fire’s light.
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Chapter 7
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THE SMALL STRIP OF forest on the island Jaga had claimed as her own was dense enough to hide us from prying eyes. We were only a few minutes outside of camp, and already the fire was invisible. The thread of smoke that climbed from it into the dark sky was lost against the velvet blackness, and where it masked the stars it looked like nothing more than a wisp of wandering cloud. Any watchers on the far bank wouldn’t have seen a thing.

“Nice work,” I complimented Jaga. “Your camp is basically invisible, and you found—”

“I missed you.” Jaga’s voice was quiet, her words filled with intense emotion that stopped me dead in my tracks.

Her eyes glimmered wetly in the darkness, a vivid green glow spilling from her pupils, and her body trembled against mine. She put the fingers of one hand against my chest, as if unsure I was really with her again, and threw her arms around my waist. She clung to me, cheek pressed to my chest, shoulders shaking.

I stroked Jaga’s sleek black hair until her shoulders grew still. She looked up at me with tears streaking her face, eyes like twin fireflies.

“If you tell anyone I cried, I’ll cut your cock off,” she whispered.

“Liar,” I said, and scooped her up into my arms.

Our lips met in a soft, slow kiss that soon grew hungrier and more desperate. Jaga tangled her fingers in my hair, holding me tight as her tongue swirled around mine. Her breath was hot and wild, a panting that soon became breathless whimpers. Finally, she drew back from me, her glowing eyes searching mine.

“It’s me,” she promised, cupping my cheeks in her hands. “I swear it’s me.”

“I know,” I reassured her. “I know.”

The crooked trunk of a nearby tree made a perfect seat, and I settled into it with Jaga straddling me. I was surprised at the ways she’d changed since we’d last been together. Her hair was longer, and she’d abandoned the braid for a series of leather bands that held it out of her way. She’d replaced her brightly colored trader’s clothes with buckskin pants and a shirt dyed with gray camouflage patterns. Her body had grown harder and leaner from days stalking through enemy territory, and a subtle darkness had leached into her aura.

“You’re taller.” Her hands roamed over my chest, nails lightly dragging against my skin.

“Clean living.” I kissed her throat and squeezed the firm muscles of her backside.

“Blood God, Kyr,” she sighed, her breath hot against the side of my neck. “It’s been too long.”

“You’re the one who wanted to leave.” I pulled away from the scout and held her face between my hands.

“I was stupid,” she shrugged. “All this time out here with nothing but other women about drove me nuts.”

“I bet there were plenty of Red Phoenix soldiers around,” I teased, and toyed with the laces that held the front of her shirt closed. “You could have captured one of them and—”

“You talk too much,” she muttered, and leaned forward to kiss me.

There was no hesitation or gentleness in Jaga now. Her mouth was hot and eager against mine, and she slapped my hands away from her shirt’s laces to untangle the knots. The buckskin seemed to melt away, and she pulled my hands to her breasts.

I traced slow circles around her nipples with my thumbs until the pink buds jutted from her tanned skin. She moaned into my mouth as I gently squeezed the sensitive flesh between my fingers, then growled when I moved my hands away.

Before she could tell me to get back to work, I lifted Jaga off my lap with my hands under her thighs. My mouth closed around her left nipple, and she arched her back to force it deeper into my mouth. My tongue swirled around the sensitive bud, and she grabbed the back of my head and held on tight. By the time I’d moved my attention to her right breast, Jaga’s legs trembled in my hands and she was wet and slick where her groin rubbed against my chest.

I raised her higher still, kissing a wet line between her breasts, then along the smooth, taut skin of her belly. When my tongue traced the edges of her navel, Jaga curled her legs over my shoulders and crossed her ankles behind my neck. I kissed the lips of her sex, parting them with my tongue, tasting her sweetness.

Jaga shivered and leaned back, her fingers clutching my hair, her hips rocking against my mouth with increasing urgency. The muscles of her legs trembled against my shoulders, and her gasping breaths became hungry moans.

I moved one hand from beneath Jaga’s thigh to support her back. My other hand slid up between us to the tight wetness of her dripping center. Her muscles tightened around my index and middle fingers, pulling me deeper inside. My tongue and hand dragged Jaga deeper and deeper into the depths of our passion.

She moaned my name, over and over, a litany of sounds that lost all meaning as she surrendered to the waves of pleasure. Suddenly, Jaga’s muscles tightened around my fingers. She pushed herself away from my mouth and unhooked her legs from around my shoulders. She slid down my body and flung my loincloth aside.

Her fingers found the rigid length of my cock and closed around it, squeezing until a moan escaped me. She guided me into her body, and we groaned in unison.

The world disappeared, leaving us alone in a hungry, primal darkness. The stars shone down on our bodies as we thrust ourselves against and into one another, grinding our flesh to ignite sparks of delicious agony. Jaga bit my chest and clawed my back in a frenzy of lust that reduced us both to a desperate, urgent need.

She clung to me as I bucked my hips against hers, driving myself into her again and again. Jaga cried out a savage sound that tore loose from somewhere deep inside her. Her body tightened around me in a final, convulsive spasm that snapped the last of my self-control.

I emptied myself into Jaga with a bucking thrust. The incredible sensation left me gasping and shaking with pleasure, and we hung onto one another as if our lives depended on it. When the spasms of pleasure finally subsided, we were both as limp and weak as newborn fawns.

“Sleep,” Jaga whispered into my ear. “My people will watch over us. You’re safe here.”

I couldn’t have argued with her if I’d wanted to. I was exhausted from a day of senjin-boosted activity, and utterly wrung out by our reunion. My mind drifted, and I let my eyes slide shut. For once, someone else could worry about watching out for the bad guys.

The sun’s rays stabbed me in the eyes to wake me up the next morning, and I dragged my ass down to the river in my territory for a bath.

“You’re a big one,” a scout opined from her hiding spot near the river’s bank. “No wonder she made all that noise.”

“Thanks.” I strode into the chilly river water and forced myself to sink down until only my head remained in the air. I didn’t have anything to hide, but I did want to wash away the stickiness. “How long were you watching us?”

“Nobody spied on you, my king,” the scout smirked. “We were too busy keeping an eye out for any patrols that might have heard you two going at it like a pair of rabid weasels.”

“Thanks for that,” I said. “I’ll make sure you’re well-rewarded for what you’ve done.”

“You kicked the rain clouds the fuck out of my home,” she chuckled. “That’s reward enough, my king.”

I hadn’t been in the water for more than a few minutes before Ryasina slithered down the bank to join me, followed shortly by Visilia, Jaga, and the spirits. The women splashed into the water one after another, laughing and giggling like schoolgirls skipping class for a day of fun in the sun. It was good to see all of them together again after far too long apart, and I felt like a real asshole for calling an end to the shenanigans.

“It’s time to move out,” I said. “The sooner we get this over with, the sooner we can go back to goofing off.”

A chorus of pouty boos and a tidal wave of splashes answered me, and I spluttered and shook my shaggy mop of now-soaking hair as I headed for the shore.

“Fine, spoilsport,” Ryasina called after me. “And just when things were about to get really fun.”

“That’s why I called it.” I grinned at the women as they reluctaintly hauled themselves out of the river. “If that had started, we’d have been here all day.”

“You need to prepare yourself,” Jaga warned me as she laced up her shirt. “Red Phoenix territory really fucking sucks.”

“Because of the rain?”

“That and the red mercury factories,” Jaga explained. “It’s not like anywhere you’ve ever been, Kyr. It’s no joke. Be ready.”

If anything, Jaga had understated the danger.

As soon as we crossed the river and stepped foot onto the bank of the Red Phoenix Kingdom, I was spectacularly and violently ill. I threw up everything I’d eaten for the last week, and my stomach still heaved for another fifteen minutes before it decided there wasn’t anything left inside.

“That’s what I warned you about.” Jaga helped me back to my feet and offered me a handkerchief to wipe my face. “It takes some getting used to.”

Judging by the looks on the faces of the witches and spirits, I wasn’t the only one who felt like hammered shit. I couldn’t imagine what it must be like to live here. The people of the Red Phoenix Kingdom must have been the sickliest motherfuckers in the whole world.

“This place needs to be cleansed,” I said. “Top to fucking bottom, side to godsdamned side.”

My anger grew as the sickness receded. The meridians were no less infested with corruption in this kingdom than they had been in the others I’d already cleansed. What pissed me off was that the worst of the damage had been done by choice. These assholes had wrecked their land to line their pockets with a few more coins.

“One task at a time,” Ryasina said with a deep sigh. “We have to be able to defend ourselves before we can pursue another nexus. That means soldiers.”

“I know,” I said through gritted teeth. Knowing, though, didn’t make it any easier to accept. Mielyssi was in constant torment because of bullshit like this. I had no idea how much longer she could last, or whether I was already too late to save her. Every delay was another nail in her coffin. “Before we go any farther, we need the disguises.”

The witches nodded. The pair of them retrieved vials and pills and powders from the depths of their backpacks and distributed them until all of our hands were filled.

“This is a bit cumbersome,” Vilisia said with a blush. “But it’s the best we could do on short notice. If we had more time...”

“I know,” I said. “There’s never enough of that for any of us. How does this work?”

The witches guided us through the lengthy process of washing a dozen pills down with foul-tasting elixirs. While I didn’t feel any different when I choked down the medicine, my companions certainly looked different.

Ryasina had ransformed from a serpent-tailed woman of extraordinary beauty to a warty-faced merchant astride a donkey who looked ready to keel over at any moment. Vilisia had grown nearly a foot and was cloaked head to toe in the ragged robes of a wandering pilgrim. The spirits had swapped their stunning good looks for bearded faces and potbellies. They wore the tin caps of traveling tinkers and even smelled like a pair of portly, middle-aged men who ate too much sausage and bathed far too infrequently.

Jaga, meanwhile, had stowed her disguise kit in her pack.

“I don’t need a disguise here,” she said. “The patrols have gotten used to seeing me. They think I’m a trader trying to worm my way into the red mercury business.”

“Nice,” I said, and frowned at the sound that came out of my mouth.

My voice was much higher pitched than I’d grown accustomed to and seemed to come from much lower down than my mouth.

“Oh, my,” Jaga said. “That’s not creepy at all.”

“What the fuck did you do to me?” I asked Ryasina.

“You really should look,” Ayo said. “Words don’t do it justice.”

I turned back to the river and crouched down on its bank to use the smooth water as a mirror. It was hard to reconcile my point of view with the face that I saw. Ryasina’s disguise had turned me into a very, very young man of exceptionally short stature. I looked all of eight years old.

“If anyone looks at my core, this disguise won’t hold up,” I said as I returned to the rest of my party. “A kid this age would never have a core this strong.”

“If we run into anyone who can investigate your core, the disguises are already useless,” Ryasina said. “They are only minor glamours. They affect our appearances, nothing else. If anyone touches us, or even gets too close, the illusion will fall apart.”

“Good to know,” I said.

“Let’s get moving,” Jaga said. “Patrols get heavier around midday. I want to be in Trigawa City before then.”

The scout took off at a brisk clip, and the rest of us hustled to catch up to her. I had to constantly remind myself to slow down because kid shouldn’t be able to run circles around a full-grown woman. Our motley crew pushed through the fringe of forest near the riverbank in short order. We found ourselves overlooking a broad plain strewn with bald, rolling hills.

My stomach clenched into a fist of anger at the terrain spread out before me. The ground was a soaked and muddy mess, saturated by the greasy rain that fell from the unbroken blanket of gray thunderheads that hid the sky. A wide cobbled path cut across the land like a twisted ribbon, winding its way between brackish pools of water surrounded by sulfurous crusts. Ugly towers rose on the horizon, chimneys belching red and yellow clouds of churning smoke into the air. The reek of brimstone clawed at my nostrils and made my breath hitch in my lungs.

“Frozen Hells,” Ryasina breathed. “This is madness.”

“You ain’t seen nothing yet,” Jaga said. “These cocksuckers have made a real mess of this fucking place.”

We followed the path, and the closer we got to the city, the more atrocities we saw. Children, their faces smudged with soot and wet with burst blisters, worked small furnaces in front of their ramshackle homes. The smoke from their operations matched the towers in the distance, and Jaga explained they were refining scraps of celestial cinnabar they’d recovered from the mines’ tailing piles.

The children’s bodies were beaten up, and their cores were even worse. Corruption had woven its way through every one of their nodes and into their flesh and bones. To my spirit sight, the pure, bright light of their young lives was dimmed by tangled webs of shadowy energy. It was disgusting, and it hurt my soul to see those horrors.

I made a silent vow to myself to come back here and help all these children, somehow. Once I’d cleansed this kingdom’s nexus, then...

“Halt,” a bored-sounding man’s voice called out when we reached the shadow of the city’s gates. “Permits, please.”

My blood froze. We didn’t have any permits.

“Come on, Rywa,” Jaga complained to one of the five guards who’d emerged from the stone gatehouse. “You’ve seen me a hundred times, and now you’re asking for permits?”

A short man with more braids on the shoulder of his filthy uniform than his companions walked over to Jaga. His eyes roamed over the rest of us with suspicion.

“Where’d you pick up these misfits?” he asked. “Usually it’s just you coming into the city.”

“Travelers.” Jaga shrugged. “They were lost, offered to pay me to guide them to the city. I could always use a few extra coins.”

“Yeah,” the guard snorted. “Who couldn’t?”

Jaga’s cheeks reddened, and for a moment I was sure she was about to punch the guard squarely in the dick. Then, she blew out an annoyed sigh and clawed a fistful of coins from her belt pouch.

“Fucking robbery as usual,” she snarled and dumped the money into the man’s outstretched hand. “That’s for all of us.”

“What do you care if we shake them down?” Rywa asked.

“Blood God, you fucking moron,” Jaga snapped. “I have a reputation. I promised to get these assholes into the city, not deliver them to your racket. I gave you more than enough to cover all of us, and you fucking know it.”

The guard turned back to his fellows for a moment, then shrugged.

“Behave yourselves in there, you worthless fucks,” he said to the rest of us. “If you cause any trouble, I’ll track you down and slit your fucking throats.”

The crimson bear’s anger flared within me. This piece of shit talking to me like that should have been his death sentence. Instead, I ground my teeth and stared at the ground. Killing him would feel good, no doubt about that. It would also be the end of our little trip.

“Angry little guy,” Rywa said as I passed him. He reached out for my shoulder, and I darted away before he could touch me and ruin the disguise. “Better watch that fucking attitude.”

My shoulders remained tense until we were well past the city gates. I kept expecting the guards to come after us for some imagined slight. I wasn’t used to all the sneaking around, and it was already wearing on me.

“It’s not far,” Jaga said as we made our way through the crowded city streets. It was a pain in the ass to avoid contact with so many people, and I was deeply worried someone would bump into us and ruin our disguises. “They’re going to lose their shit when they see you.”

The market stalls around the gates gave way to twisting streets lined with tall, narrow buildings. The lower floors were businesses of various types: herbalists, tailors, seamstresses, even a handful of bookbinders and a haberdashery. The upper floors had narrow, barred windows, through which I saw a few small, pale faces watching us. Those must’ve been the apartments for the business owners, their families cooped up there to keep them out of danger.

It wasn’t long before the narrow streets shrank to cramped walkways that wound between the backs of larger buildings. The muddy ground was strewn with garbage and night soil, and puddles of piss reeked next to the buildings.

After squeezing between a pair of cockeyed buildings, we found ourselves standing before a weatherbeaten three-story building encircled by a narrow thoroughfare. Yellow lanterns blazed above a splintered door, and golden light shimmered through slatted shutters. A tall wooden sign hung from a bracket above the front door, a yellow mug carved and painted into its battered surface.

“This is the place?” I asked. “A bar?”

One of the ground floor windows shattered, the shutters blasted into the street by a man who’d been hurled through them. He landed in the filthy street, mud staining his clothes and face.

“Oh, yeah,” Jaga said. “Welcome to the Yellow Chrysanthemum.”
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JAGA’S EXCITEMENT ABOUT the place was confusing. It was an oversized, rundown wreck, and if the man sprawled in the street was any indication, its patrons were the worst kind of drunks. It wouldn’t surprise me at all if someone tried to knife us in there.

“You have to be fucking kidding me,” I said to her. We were supposed to find allies here, not a pack of wasted idiots. This whole trip suddenly seemed like a huge waste of time. “This is why you wanted us to wait until afternoon? So we wouldn’t disturb all the drunks?”

“Don’t judge a book by its cover,” Jaga said. “Trust me, this is the place.”

She led the way through the bar’s curtained front door and into a room choked with dream smoke and the acrid stink of cheap whiskey. The room was so loud and so crowded with unwashed bodies that I wanted to turn right the fuck around and walk back out into the street. I wasn’t used to having to deal with so many people in one area, and it made me yearn for the peacefulness of the wilderness.

Jaga, on the other hand, seemed right at home. She motioned for me to follow her and pushed her way between the boisterous drunks crowded around narrow dice tables and stepped over the legs of passed-out fools sprawled in rickety chairs.

She guided us past the wide bar along the back wall. The bartenders on duty hustled to fill the rowdy patrons’ orders, sloshing hot sake into cracked ceramic cups, pouring shots of amber whiskey into glass vials, and slamming flagons of beer down on the scarred countertop. The noise and stink were so bad it was hard to gather my thoughts, and it was a blessed relief when Jaga pushed through a beaded curtain into a small, lamp-lit room.

We didn’t get far into the cozy chamber before we were stopped. A towering hulk of a man with a red nose and a spiderweb of broken capillaries across his cheeks jabbed a meaty finger into Jaga’s chest.

“Who the fuck is this?” He looked past the former riverboat pilot at those of us trailing her.

“This is the guy,” Jaga said, tilting her head in my direction. “We need to talk to Ryel.”

“You fucking kidding me?” the man said. “This little cocksucker—”

He’d chosen that moment to jab me in the forehead, which didn’t work out at all the way he’d planned.

Instead of touching a little kid’s skull bone, the burly fuck poked me squarely in the gut. His eyes widened in shock, and his words died on his tongue. The information from his finger didn’t match what his eyes showed him, and he didn’t know how to process that. The look on his face was almost worth having my disguise blown.

“I’m not little.” I seized the man’s hand in an iron grip and twisted it back and to the right so hard he was forced to his knees. “And I’m not a cocksucker.”

Two women and a man leapt up from a table off to my right and brandished bared swords in my direction. Their eyes flickered between me, who’d just transformed from a little kid into a giant of a man right in front of their eyes, and their buddy kneeling in front of me. He’d been the biggest guy in the room just a moment ago. Now he was a distant second to me.

“Everybody fucking relax,” Jaga shouted. “I’m telling you, this is the guy.”

“Xanxiel will be the judge of that,” a woman said as she pushed back from the farthest table from the door. She was short and wiry with the sharp, precise features of a bird of prey. Her long hair was golden blond with green ribbons laced through it in complex patterns. She wore battered leather armor over a drab shirt, and her belt supported a number of thin-handled daggers. “I pray to the Blood God’s balls you’re right, Jaga. Because if you’re not we’ll kill you all.”

“That seems unlikely,” I said and lifted my Claive from the harness across my back. “I mean, you’re welcome to try, but I’ll carve this big fucker’s throat out with my weapon, kill those three over there with my claws, and chew your face off for dessert.”

“I like you,” the woman said. “My name’s Ryel. The men hidden behind these walls with their crossbows trained on you would prefer it if you put your weapon away and have a drink with me.”

My eyes had adjusted to the gloom enough to pick out the series of ornate knots carved into the walls around us. The center of each of those knots was a narrow hole, just big enough for a crossbow bolt to pass through. The top half of the walls were woven from bamboo slats, which allowed someone behind them to see us without revealing themselves. I wasn’t sure Ryel was telling the truth, but it seemed like a bad bet to call her bluff.

“Sounds good,” I said. “Any bullshit, though, and you’ll all be very, very dead.”

I was pretty sure my firebound core had hardened my skin enough to protect me from a crossbow bolt. With the Bear’s Mantle active, I could probably even deflect five or six of them before I took a single wound. Without knowing how many men were back there waiting to shoot me, though, I didn’t like my odds. I also didn’t much care for the fact that the rest of my companions would almost certainly catch a bolt in the fray, and they weren’t nearly as resilient as I was.

“Behave,” I said to the man on his knees in front of me. 

“Kyr,” Jaga said in a low urgent voice, “let him go. Please, these are allies.”

“He attacked me,” I growled.

“He touched you,” Jaga said. “That’s hardly worth his life.”

My heart burned with anger at the man’s audacity to put his hands on me, and it took my head a long second to decide Jaga was right. Killing the foolwould be more trouble than it was worth. I gave his wrist another twist to let him know who was boss, then released him and headed for Ryel’s table.

The room was wider at its far end than at the door. Ryel’s table was an oblong slab of starwood, its surface carved with an intricate map of the empire. It was also stained by countless spilled drinks and scarred with the graffiti of idle armed men. The chairs that surrounded it were, at least, comfortable. I picked one that looked like it would support my weight and took a seat.

“I need your help,” I said to Ryel. “And I don’t have a lot of time to fuck around. The Midnight—”

“We know.” Ryel leaned back in her chair and toyed idly with the knotwork above her head. “Your enemies are on the move. At least, they’re your enemies if you are who you claim to be. Which, at the moment, I’m still not convinced is true.”

“You have to be fucking kidding me,” I said. When she shook her head to show me that she definitely wasn’t kidding, I let out a sigh. “Fine. How do I prove it to you?”

“Xanxiel will judge,” Ryel said. “Put your left hand on the table, palm up.”

I frowned, then did as I was told. The witches watched me from chairs at the end of the table, and the spirits watched Ryel with cautious eyes. Jaga, seated on my right, kept her hand on the crossbow we’d picked up in the ruins of Amankala. The rest of the room’s occupants had returned to their seats, giving the potential crossbowmen behind the walls free shots at my back if they wanted to put me down. This was looking less and less like a good idea all the time.

Ryel lifted a heavy gold chain from around her neck. A small crystalline vial filled with glowing emerald fluid appeared as she lifted the thick necklace out of her shirt.

“That better not be poison,” Jaga threatened.

“It’s only poison if he’s a liar,” Ryel chuckled. “This will all be over in a few moments, one way or another.”

The woman dangled the necklace over the center of my palm. She lowered her hand until the tip of the vial touched the intersection of creases just below my middle finger.

“Now what?” I asked.

“We wait for Xanxiel’s answer,” she said.

My spirit sight showed me threads of senjin around the vial. A tendril of sacred energy unwrapped itself from around the container to touch my hand. In the same instant, a single drop of glowing green fluid fell from the vial.

The liquid was warm against my skin. It flowed through the creases of my palm like spilled ink. The light intensified as the warm fluid spread out, and soon a brilliant network of emerald lines crisscrossed my palm.

And burned itself into my mind.

It wasn’t poison, but it was a fucking trap.

Thick bands of senjin burst from the pattern and looped around my core. I was paralyzed before I could react to the threat. Whatever Ryel had done to me, I was cut off from the power of my firebound core. My mind raced as I tried to figure out what the fuck had just happened. That vial held only a small fragment of the senjin in one of my nodes. Ryel’s core was earthbound, at best, so there was no way she had done this.

Something else had trapped me.

“Or someone,” a woman’s voice offered. “I am the Rogue Goddess, Queen of Thieves, Maiden of the Yellow Chrysanthemum. You, however, may call me Xanxiel.”

My vision blurred, and when it cleared the bar was gone. As were the witches, spirits, Jaga, and Ryel’s people. So, too, was the oppressive stink of brimstone and the thick, muggy air of a corrupted land. A crisp, cool breeze blew across my sweating brow, and the musical tinkle of an icy brook reached my ears.

Xanxiel appeared before me in a burst of golden light. She was almost as tall as I was, though the battered tricorn hat that sat cockeyed on her head made her seem even taller. Her left eye was covered by a blood-red patch that matched the shade of her silken blouse. A black pair of leather breeches covered her legs down to the fringed tops of her polished black boots, and a brace of daggers rested on her right hip. She wore blood-red gloves and danced a coin across the knuckles of her right hand with a series of mesmerizing finger movements.

“You’re certainly tall enough to be him.” Xanxiel stroked her chin with gloved fingers as she eyeballed me, cocking her head left and then right. “Your core is very impressive for a mortal.”

“Wish I could say the same for you.” My spirit sight showed me nothing where Xanxiel’s core should have been. That set my hackles on edge. “What are you trying to hide?”

“That’s for your safety,” the goddess said. “If you were to behold my true power, it would be the end of you.”

“That’s fucking awesome,” I said. “Then why don’t you just pop down to Earth, help me with my problem, and we can be done with all this bullshit.”

Xanxiel circled me with slow, even steps, silent and appraising. She brushed my shoulder with the gloved fingers of her left hand, and the touch gave me the slightest glimpse of her true power.

I wasn’t paralyzed, but moving seemed like a terrible idea. What I’d just felt brought to mind every legend I’d heard of the Celestial Bureaucracy. It had been like standing next to a lightning bolt, terrifying and thrilling. If she really was a goddess, and I could convince her I was the shaman she was looking for, my life was about to get a lot easier.

But, if I couldn’t make her see the truth, I was as good as dead.

“Smart boy,” she said. “Why should I believe you weren’t sent here to trap me?”

“I’ve cleansed two of the nexuses,” I said. “I fought the Midnight Emperor’s avatar and killed the leader of his Jade Seekers. I’m bound to two witches, and my familiar is a three-legged raven. I’m not sure what else I can offer you.”

“They say the shaman that was prophesied cannot die by the hands of a god,” Xanxiel replied. “Or a goddess.”

I did not like the sound of that shit at all.

“You want to stab me with those little pig-stickers of yours?” I asked. “How do I know that’s not a trap?”

“Would it make a difference to you if it was?” She smiled. “You’re here, in the spirit realm, far from any help. But I’ll be kind. This is your last chance. Are you the shaman that was foretold?”

“Yes.” I had to be. There weren’t any other shamans left in the world.

“So be it,” Xanxiel said.

She blurred toward me, her hand a bolt of pure shadow aimed straight at my heart. There was no way I could dodge her attack. No possibility of deflecting it. It was the hand of death, and it was coming for me.

A roar like thunder split the air, and a red flash swatted the shadow away.

Xanxiel hit the ground hard and rolled across it like a child’s toy flung away in a temper tantrum. She bounced back to her feet, a dagger in each hand. A cold, calculating anger filled her eyes, and she stalked toward me.

“Stop,” a familiar voice bellowed.

The crimson bear, still massive despite her withered frame, rose from the ground to stand between the Rogue Goddess and me.

“This is not your fight, Mielyssi,” Xanxiel barked.

“He is mine,” the crimson bear snarled. “You had your chance to kill him, and you failed.”

“I could strike you down,” Xanxiel said with a cold certainty. “You are no goddess, bear. Do not threaten those above your station.”

“Leave her be,” I shouted.

Mielyssi looked terrible. Enormous patches of her fur had fallen out, exposing pale skin mottled by ugly purple bruises. Her bones jutted under her hide like knife blades, and she swayed on her feet as if the effort of standing was almost too much for her. The defiant anger in her eyes, though, was still as powerful as ever.

The thought of anything happening to her filled me with such a dark anger it was hard to think. The Bear’s Mantle and Crimson Claws sprouted from my flesh, fueled by senjin, amplified by my anger.

Xanxiel toyed with the pommels of her daggers. Finally, she shrugged.

“Mielyssi is right,” she said. “The prophecy said you couldn’t be killed by a god or goddess. I took a shot, and I failed. The old books don’t say anything about why I had to fail.”

“Help her,” I pleaded with the goddess. “Heal her.”

“I am not that kind of goddess,” Xanxiel said. “But I will send aid to her if you’re willing to pay the price.”

“Do not,” Mielyssi started, then choked on a bloody glob of phlegm.

“I’ll pay,” I promised. I rushed to Mielyssi’s side, eager to touch her again.

“Then go,” Xanxiel commanded. “Ryel will guide you on the next steps.”

The peaceful clearing was instantly replaced by the crowded bar. Shouts and the ring of steel leaving its sheath filled my ears.

“I’ll fucking kill you,” Jaga shouted.

She had her crossbow shoved against Ryel’s throat, her finger white on the trigger.

“Stop!” I shouted.

“He’s fine,” Ryel said. “And it appears he is indeed the one we were told to watch for. Today’s your lucky day, shaman.”
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Chapter 9
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RYEL SHOUTED FOR A round of drinks, and they appeared in record time. The waitress who delivered them was short and curvy, her head shaved bald save for an electric-blue ponytail that sprang from the top of her skull. Like the rest of Ryel’s people, she wore a mixture of dark clothes and leather armor with the hilts of daggers poking out above the sheaths strapped all over her body. The waitress dropped a shot glass brimming with amber whiskey in front of Ryel and slung clay mugs across the scarred tabletop to the rest of us.

“Welcome to the Monastery of the Yellow Chrystanthemum.” Ryel raised her shot glass to us, and we returned the gesture with our mugs.

“You don’t look like monks.” I took a sniff of the mug, then swallowed a healthy chug. It was some sort of sweet mead, spiced with enough chili powder to clear my sinuses.

“Our goddess, Xanxiel, isn’t much for formal wear,” the woman answered. Her blue eyes flashed like chips of diamond in the lantern light. “Much safer to look like criminals or brigands. You know how it is.”

“Have you made any progress about what we discussed?” Jaga asked. “The last time I was here, you were still looking into it.”

“We’re looking into it, but you’re asking a lot,” Ryel said. “Every able-bodied soldier in the kingdom has already been hired out by the army.”

“You couldn’t have told her that before we traveled all this fucking way?” I nearly shouted the question. I didn’t have time to fuck around with dead ends, and if Ryel couldn’t help us then I’d just stuck my neck in a noose for nothing. That really pissed me off.

“Calm yourself.” Ryel made a hand gesture that I assumed kept the hidden crossbows from punching me full of holes. “Just because the soldiers are already employed doesn’t mean they can’t work for you.”

“Explain.” I tried, and failed, to hide my irritation behind a drink of my mead. My nodes were making me overreact again. If I lost it in here, the only hope I had of gaining some allies in this dismal fuckhole of a town would be lost, too.

“The Red Phoenix Kingdom isn’t like the rest of the empire,” Ryel explained. “Our king has always been mercenary. Her allegiance lies with money. She can be bought, shaman.”

Well, that was interesting. I hadn’t considered that the king might be a woman, and wasn’t sure how that would change things.

I also wasn’t sure how much buying a king, man or woman, would cost. We still had a small fortune in scripted trinkets we’d stolen from Amankala before it was plunged back through time and into ruin. While that would probably have been enough to turn the heads of most merchants, the Red Phoenix Kingdom was filthy with celestial cinnabar worth a truly mind-boggling amount of money.

I racked my brain for what information I’d learned about the stuff during my early shaman training. Celestial cinnabar rendered down into red mercuy. While that wasn’t one of the sacred metals, it was very useful in creating deadly weapons. To make the most of the red mercury, though, an alchemist would need something I had access to.

“Moonsilver,” I said. “I have a reliable source of the sacred metal.”

The witches seemed surprised by the information I’d volunteered. Honestly, I hadn’t planned on spilling the beans about the mines, but desperate times called for desperate measures. The flow of moonsilver was the only thing I could think of that would be valuable enough to get the king’s attention. There was a shitload of the stuff in the Moonsilver Bat Kingdom. We’d just have to reopen the mines to get the goodies flowing.

“Now that is intriguing,” Ryel said. “The Red Phoenix territory is loaded with celestial cinnabar, but other metals are sparse. There’s no telling what the king could accomplish with a steady supply of moonsilver.”

“Arrange the meeting,” I said. “As soon as possible.”

“Because the ruler of the Red Phoenix Kingdom takes meetings with me.” Ryel frowned at my demand. “I wish it were that easy.”

“Jaga told you what I needed.” My fingers squeezed the mug so hard it creaked between my hands. “What else do I have to give you to make it happen?”

Jaga and Ayo put their hands on my knees, and their cool touch leached away some of the heat from my anger. I didn’t have time for this. After seeing Mielyssi in the spirit realm, I worried it was already too late. She looked so far gone, it was hard to believe she had once been one of the most terrifying creatures on Mount Shiki.

“I’ll need a little time,” Ryel said. “I know, you’re in a hurry. Believe me when I tell you I’m working on this. I have a contact who can move us up the ladder, at least a bit. He’ll want something for his help. I don’t know what. Let me work that angle. In the meantime, we’ve got rooms for you upstairs, a place for you to rest and stay out of sight. As soon as I hear anything, I’ll let you know.”

“Great. That’s just what I need.” I scowled and scooped up another mug of mead from the tray the waitress dropped off at our table. “This has to happen fast, Ryel. We don’t have more than a few days to put this together.”

“Rest. Get a bath. Things will look better in the morning,” Ryel promised. “Barris will get you squared away. Try not to get into a fight with him again.”

The big asshole who’d poked me led us through a small door I hadn’t noticed before, then up a winding set of steps to a comfortable suite above the bar. If it hadn’t been for the raucous noises leaking through the floorboards, our accommodations would have fit right into a much higher class of establishment.

“Bath.” The big lug pointed toward a red door on the east side of the room. He swiveled on one heel to point toward the north door. “Sleep.”

He left without another word, cradling his wounded wrist against his significant belly. I latched the door behind him. Ryel might’ve assured us we would be safe here, but I didn’t believe her. The Midnight Emperor had agents everywhere, and I was sure there was a significant price on my head. Even the most loyal sellsword would turn if the price was right.

“Food!” Aja called. The common area Barris had left us in held a round table loaded with roasted meats, bowls of steamed vegetables, platters of dumplings with dipping sauces, and several tall pitchers of the spicy mead. The spirits had already grabbed plates and started loading them up with food, and Jaga was right behind them.

While the food was undeniably excellent, the beds were comfortable, and the baths gave us plenty of space for some slip-and-slide fun, I was frustrated. The Midnight Emperor was coming for my head, and he got closer every fucking day. The urge to do something, anything, nagged at me constantly.

Finally, after two days of drinking, fucking, eating, and frustrated waiting for news, Ryel put in an appearance.

“We’ve got a meeting,” she said. “Right now. I can only bring two of you.”

“Jaga, you’re with me,” I said. Before the witches could protest, I held up one hand and explained my reasoning. “Look, she knows this place better than the rest of us and she has a cover story. I need her to help me negotiate.”

“I don’t like it,” Ryasina said. “At least have Yata tail you. It can warn us if anything goes wrong.

“Yeah, yeah,” the three-legged raven said. “I’ll keep an eye on him.”

Yata flew out the window and vanished into the night air with a rustle of feathers and a dry croak. I felt its presence soar into the sky and knew it would do what the witches had asked.

“Ravi is an asshole,” Ryel warned me as we headed downstairs. “But he’s our best link to the Church of the Celestial Bureaucracy. If we get in with him, he can put us in touch with someone much higher up in the Red Phoenix Kingdom.”

“Any idea what he wants for that little favor?” I asked.

“No clue,” Ryel said. “Here, wear this.”

She’d grabbed a bundle of clothing from a shelf behind the bar and shoved it into my hands.

I shook out the robes and rolled my eyes. They were coarse, tan cloth that looked incredibly hot and itchy. There were also a pair of curly-toed shoes, that I definitely wasn’t going to wear, and a fur-lined hat with a pointy peak.

“And what is this for?” I sighed.

“Ravi thinks you’re a merchant,” she said. “So you need to dress like one.”

I shrugged into the robes, which were tight across the shoulders and twice as uncomfortable as they’d looked. The hem reached down to the floor, which was a relief. I could at least keep my boots.

“The hat,” Ryel said.

“Fine,” I grumbled. “Satified?”

“You’re not wearing the shoes?” Ryel frowned.

“I am not.” They looked uncomfortable as hell.

“Have it your way,” she muttered and led Jaga and me out the back of the Yellow Chrysanthemum to a covered rickshaw. “Climb in.”

The driver groaned as I clambered up into his cart. He’d have his work cut out for him with all three of us back there. As soon as all of us were loaded up, Ryel pulled the curtain closed and the driver took off at a surprisingly brisk clip. He was stronger than he looked.

We spent the rest of the trip in silence. Ryel didn’t have much to say to us, and I didn’t know enough to ask any intelligent questions. Jaga kept her green-glowing eyes pointed straight ahead, her hands in her lap. I meditated, cycling my breath through my core, to make sure all my nodes were topped off. There was no telling what kind of foolishness this Ravi asshole might get up to, and I didn’t want to be caught unprepared.

I wished I’d been able to bring the Claive along. Unfortunately, the blade was impossible to carry around without attracting attention, and if there were any sacred artists in the area, they’d spot it in the blink of an eye. It would have been nice if Ryel had given us more warning about this meeting so the witches could have put together a disguise for me. At least the rickshaw hid my oversized frame from any prying eyes.

“We’re here,” Ryel announced unnecessarily when the rickshaw came to a halt.

The three of us clambered out of the curtained cabin to find ourselves in front of a tall building in what looked like one of the nicer neighborhoods of Trigawa City. A doorman bowed low to us, gave Ryel a knowing wink, then gestured for us to enter through the ornate front gate beside him.

“Always a pleasure, ma’am,” he said to our guide.

“Same to you, Victor,” she said. “How are you enjoying that whiskey I sent over?”

“It helps to numb the pain, that’s for sure,” he said as we passed him. “Enjoy your stay.”

The gate opened onto a stone walkway that speared through the center of an open courtyard lined with cherry trees. Their blossoms were long gone, their rich red fruit just starting to come in. There were no doors or other entrances to the courtyard, though the buildings that surrounded the open square were lined with columns of large, curtained windows.

It was hard not to imagine all kinds of fucked-up threats hiding behind them. Bowmen, sacred artists with scripted missile weapons, maybe a few spirits.

“Well, Ryel.” A man’s husky voice interrupted my thoughts.

He waved to us from a table in the far corner that I swear hadn’t been there a moment before. He fiddled with something on the table, and a lantern’s flame sprang to life. “Let’s see these guests of yours, shall we?”

The orange glow showed me a fit man in his mid-to-late fifties. Once-dark hair had faded to steel gray at his temples, and he wore it pulled back into a short ponytail braided with threads of copper wire. His clothes were far nicer than Ryel’s, though their fine appearance couldn’t quite hide the fact that they were functional armor, as well. Nor did they hide the pommel of a slender sword at Ravi’s left side.

Ryel gave me a cautious glance, then nodded for me to take the lead. I approached the table, my fur-lined boots nearly silent on the stone walkway.

“Tall as a fucking tree,” Ravi said. I watched his face for any sign that he’d recognized me despite my disguise, but if he knew who I was he was awfully good at hiding that fact. “Try not to step on me, big man.”

“Try not to get in my way,” I responded, and held out a hand.

Ravi pursed his lips, rested his glass of wine on the table, and took my hand. He wasn’t a small man, but my hand dwarfed his. He visibly gulped, then gave me a firm handshake and gestured to the seat across the table.

“Ryel tells me you’ve got a problem,” he said. “She thinks I might have an answer.”

“I need access,” I explained. “To someone who might be able to get a trade offer to the right people in the kingdom.”

“Ah, yes. Ryel told me what you needed. I expected someone, I don’t know, more merchant-like,” Ravi mused. “I don’t suppose I could convince you to tell me more about this proposal.”

“Nope,” I said. “It wouldn’t do you any good to know, anyway.”

Ravi picked up his glass of wine, took a drink, then gestured toward the bottle and empty glasses next to the lantern.

“The wine is very good,” he said. “If you’d like to pour a glass for yourself and your companions, please, by all means.”

The last thing I wanted was a glass of fucking wine. Why couldn’t anyone in this fucking city just tell me what they wanted in exchange for what I needed? We’d all get a lot more done without the song and dance.

But, according to Jaga, that wasn’t how things were done. Rather than try to swim upstream against Ravi’s obvious intentions, I picked up the wine bottle and served drinks to Ryel and Jaga, who’d taken up spots behind me.

“I wish we could kill pricks like this,” Jaga whispered to me when I turned to hand her the glass. “I miss the good old days.”

Ryel must’ve heard the scout, because she nearly choked on her wine.

“It’s good,” I confirmed after I’d drained my glass in a single gulp.

Ravi winced at the sight of his expensive vintage vanishing down my throat. As I’d hoped, he launched into his spiel rather than risk me guzzling the rest of the bottle before our meeting ended.

“I can put you in touch with an associate of mine.” Ravi reached for the wine bottle, and I pulled it away before he could liberate it from my side of the table. “But, first, we’ll have to prove we can make it worth his while.”

Ravi spelled out exactly what he wanted in painful detail. If I could fix a problem with an abandoned mine and a bunch of dead workers, Ravi would boost me several rungs up the social ladder I had to climb to save my people.

“Ryel’s right,” I said at last. “You’re an asshole.”

My guide choked on her drink, again, and Ravi spit half a mouthful of the expensive stuff down the front of his shirt.

“I take it that means you are not interested in my proposal,” he said, disappointment clear in his voice. I couldn’t tell if he was sadder about my refusal, his wasted wine, or the ruined shirt.

“Oh, I’m interested,” I said. “And I’ll get it done. That doesn’t make you any less of an asshole for asking me to stick my neck out like this, though.”

And that’s how I ended up in a haunted sungold mine in the middle of the night.
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Chapter 10
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WE TUMBLED OUT OF THE covered rickshaw and into an enormous mud puddle on the outskirts of Trigawa City. Sickly yellow water soaked into my boots within seconds. It tingled against my skin, and I tried not to think about how many different toxins and parasites it held. Judging by our surroundings, the answer on both counts was a whole fucking lot. At least I wouldn’t have to wear the stupid disguise out here. There was no chance spies would be lurking around in this mess.

“Gross,” Jaga groaned. Her glowing green eyes took in our surroundings. “At least it looks like we’re alone here.”

“That’s good,” Ryel said. “Giant boy here will attract all the wrong kinds of attention if we’re not careful.”

“Then let’s get out of sight.” I pointed toward our destination. “I doubt anyone will see us in there.”

The rickshaw had disgorged us into an empty square surrounded on three sides by factory buildings that belched sulfurous smoke into the air and pissed reeking wastewater onto the ground. Years of erosion had chewed the ground away from the road on the fourth side, leaving the area soaked in industrial runoff.

Our target was in the center of that disgusting fucking mess. It sat on a mound of stone that had defied the gnawing action of the water around it, and I hoped that meant it was dry inside. Slogging through poisoned water seemed like a real pain in the ass.

“You don’t have to come with us,” Jaga said to Ryel. “You could wait in the rickshaw.”

“That’s where you’re wrong.” Ryel took off toward the mine entrance. “Xanxiel asked me to keep an eye on you. That’s exactly what I plan to do.”

Jaga and I exchanged confused glances, shrugged, and then took off after our guide. We caught up to her at the mouth of the mine, where Ryel had frozen in place.

“What the fuck is down there?” she asked.

A cold and ancient energy wafted from the mine’s open throat. An aura of desperation surrounded the place, and it chilled me to the bone despite my firebound core. I had no idea what was behind that power, and I didn’t really want to find out.

“Something bad,” I said. “I’ll lead the way. Ryel, you’re behind me. Jaga, watch our backs.”

“On it,” Jaga said in a strange, hollow voice.

I glanced over my shoulder at her words, and didn’t like what I saw.

The green glow in Jaga’s eyes was so intense it was painful to look at, and the light it cast on her face flickered and shifted like a lantern’s flame in a fierce wind. For a moment, the interplay of shadows and green light showed me a face I had hoped to never see again.

Iolyra.

As quickly as the cryptbound’s features had appeared, they vanished again. A cold finger of dread trailed down my spine at the thought of the ghost inside Jaga seizing control of the body they shared. If it came to that...

I shook off my dread. We had work to do, and I’d need to prepare Ryel for it.

“Hold still,” I said to Xanxiel’s monk. “This won’t hurt a bit.”

I’d been able to see in the dark since I’d advanced my core to firebound. It took only a trickle of senjin to keep my eyes sharp even when there was no light at all. Out of curiosity, I also sent a thread of senjin from my core to Ryel’s eyes. 

“Mother of fuck,” Ryel barked in surprise. “Where did all that light come from?”

“Wasn’t sure that would work,” I said, and silently cursed myself for not trying this with Piper back in the woods. “You’ll be able to see in the dark for the next few hours.”

“Nice.” Ryel followed me into the mine, her voice echoing off the stones around us. “What about Jaga?”

“Jaga can see just fine,” the scout replied in a voice that seemed much too old for her.

Fucking Iolyra.

The mine was in reasonably good shape for a structure that had been abandoned for the past two years. Some of the toxic groundwater had found its way through the cracks in the stones to puddle on the floor, but the support beams, walls, and ceiling all seemed to be in good shape. The main shaft angled steeply into the ground before taking a hard counterclockwise turn onto a wide landing, then turning again in the same direction and descending deeper into the ground.

It was on that first landing that we saw evidence of whatever had chased the miners out of the mine. A trio of corpses sprawled across the landing, surrounded by chunks of sungold ore. Light from the threads of the sacred mineral covered the dead men in a brilliant web that only made the twisted shadows more sinister.

The corpses were desiccated husks, faces pulled tight against their skulls, eyes caverns into empty heads. The miners’ clothing had rotted away to almost nothing, leaving their dried bodies naked on the floor. Their bones jutted against their paper-like skin and made them seem much smaller than they should have been.

Whatever had killed these poor bastards had sucked everything out of them and left only dried skin and brittle bones. My hackles rose at the sight. Whatever had done this was unnatural. I’d never seen anything like it.

“Watch yourselves,” I said. “If you see anything, speak up.”

“Don’t worry your pretty little head about that,” Ryel said. “If I see whatever did this, I’m going to scream so long and loud you’ll be deaf.”

Jaga chuckled at that, and I was happy it sounded like her and not the cryptbound rider in her skin.

“On we go,” I said.

Ravi had told us the mine had been abandoned because workers kept getting killed. Based on his description, I’d thought we were dealing with a natural predator that had been twisted and mutated by the toxic environment of the Red Phoenix Kingdom. This, though, was something very different.

If I made it back to the surface, I was going to wring that man’s neck for leaving out some critical details in his briefing.

The mine shaft twisted into the ground like a squared corkscrew with a wide landing between each of the turns. These were the worksites where men and women had chased veins of sungold into the stone. We found old pickaxes and broken shovels, overturned wheelbarrows, wagons with shattered axles, and plenty of the scattered sacred metal amongst the ruined tools. Pale lizards with no eyes scuttled through the abandoned tools. There were more of them the deeper they went, though they didn’t seem to notice us.

“This stuff is worth a fortune,” Ryel said. “No wonder Ravi is so hot to get this place back open.”

“Kinda makes you wonder why he didn’t hire someone to do it before now,” I said.

“Oh, I’m sure he did,” Jaga called from the back of our line. “And I’m just as sure that some of the bodies belonged to whatever amateurs he hired to deal with this mess.”

By the time we’d passed five of the landings, the air was thick and sticky. It was warmer down there, as if we were getting closer to the fire at the Earth’s heart. We also saw more shadowed cracks and holes in the walls and ceiling. The ground wasn’t nearly as stable here as it had been closer to the surface.

“Be very careful,” I said. “The ceiling looks like it could come down at any time. We may have to turn back if it gets any worse.”

“Ravi doesn’t give a shit about excuses,” Ryel said quietly. “He won’t help us if we can’t deal with whatever’s gone wrong in his mine.”

“His help won’t do us any good if we’re dead,” Jaga countered. “I’m starting to wonder if he didn’t know that before he sent us down here. If this is a trap, I’ll come back from the dead and haunt his ass into an early grave.”

The thought had occurred to me that Ryel’s contact didn’t have our best interests at heart. If he hadn’t reopened a mine as rich as this one, it was because he was terrified of whatever was down here. Maybe he’d decided to try to capitalize on the loss of the mine by using it as a trap to kill us and earn a fat reward from the Midnight Emperor.

“Two more landings,” I said. “If we don’t find something by then, we’ll turn back. I’ll figure out some other way to get what we need.”

Not that I had any idea what that something else would be. We needed the Red Phoenix King’s troops to have any hope of defeating the Midnight Emperor’s army.

When we reached the next landing, I had to pause and take a break. My head throbbed with the first tremors of a serious headache. A band of pressure squeezed around my temples like a tightening belt. I’d never experienced anything like it, and I wasn’t sure what it meant. After a few minutes of quiet meditation, though, I felt better. Not great, but good enough to get moving again.

And that’s when I noticed the missing senjin.

My nodes had been full before we met Ravi. They’d been full when we reached the mine, too.

Now, though, one of the silvery transplanted nodes was dark and empty.

I focused my spirit sight on my core and found a faint flicker of energy leaking from one of my senjin nodes. It followed the tunnel down into the Earth. Something down there, or maybe the mine itself, was draining me. The process was slow and steady. If I stayed down here long enough, I’d end up like the miners on the landings above us.

What the fuck was down there?

It would take hours before I lost enough senjin to weaken me, though the pain was annoying. I was far more worried about my companions.

A quick glimpse at each of them with my spirit sight showed that Ryel was a simple earthbound core. Jaga, on the other hand, had risen to seabound in the short time we’d been apart. Iolyra was apparently a good teacher. Both women had an empty node in their core.

“How do you feel?” I asked them.

“Headache,” Jaga shrugged.

“Me, too.” Ryel pinched the bridge of her nose. “I thought it was just the air down here.”

“It’s a lot worse than that.” I sighed. “We’re close to whatever shut this mine down. Be careful.”

I wished I could tell them how to be careful. Whatever was draining our sacred energy was insidious. It had gotten past my firebound defenses without so much as raising my hackles. I kept my spirit sight active as we descended, and hoped I’d see any new dangers before they could tear us new assholes.

“Frozen Hells,” Jaga breathed when we reached the next landing. “What in the actual fuck is that?”

“That’s a very good question,” I said.

Someone, or something, had piled corpses into a pyramid on the landing. The bodies were mounded almost to the ceiling. Their arms jutted up from the mass of flesh toward the ceiling as if begging for help.

Or reaching for something.

The floor around the pile of dried-out bodies was covered in spiraling patterns formed of small, white stones.

No, not stones. Teeth.

“This is bad,” Ryel said. “What happened down here?”

“Some cocksucking monster killed all the miners and built itself a little shrine to murder,” I replied.

“It took their heads.” Jaga’s voice was tight with dread.

“You’re right,” I said. “I wonder why.”

“I don’t think someone who steals needs a reason,” Ryel said. “Time to turn back, right?”

“Give me a second,” I said.

The smart move was to turn right the fuck around and march our happy asses up to the surface. It’s what I’d said we were going to do, and it’s damn sure well what we should have done.

Instead, I concentrated on the patterns and the bodies. My spirit sight showed me something much more sinister than even the pile of bodies.

Ectoplasmic tendrils trailed from the upraised fingertips of the mummified arms. Those tendrils led up toward the ceiling, where they connected to a mass of swirling spirits that writhed in endless torment. The slowly turning cloud of the dead watched us, spectral eyes glowing blue-white like trapped lightning. The unnatural light that spilled from their ghostly sockets froze me in my tracks. Its eerie power soaked into my flesh and locked my muscles in rigid paralysis. As powerful as my firebound core was, it couldn’t push back the strength of the grave.

A wordless hiss leaked from dozens of ghostly mouths. One of the creatures drifted from its brothers and sisters and floated down near me. It moved with the wriggling, mesmerizing motion of a sidewinder serpent on the attack. Its eyes stayed locked with mine as it descended, and its jaws opened wide.

The specter’s gaping mouth closed around my left shoulder. A repulsive slurping noise came from the creature as it suckled at my flesh. I watched in horror as senjin left my core, traveled through my flesh, and was finally slurped up by the creature attached to me.

The dead thing had no core. Instead, my stolen senjin flowed into the ghost’s translucent body. The creature grew more solid and more insistent with its nursing.

“Release him,” a rasping voice commanded. “You have no claim to this one, no matter the depths of your hunger.”

The creature attached to me shuddered and its body twisted as it tried to resist the voice’s command. Finally, it lost the fight and threw back its head to unleash a mournful wail.

The spell the dead had cast over me was shattered the instant the creature released its grip on my shoulder. I shivered like I’d been soaking in a tub of ice-cold water for the past few hours and caught myself against the wall.

“What the everloving fuck?” I gasped. The riverboat pilot’s eyes burned with green fire, and I shuddered at the shadows that danced across her features. “Let her go, Iolyra.”

“I will,” the cryptbound promised. “I roused myself to warn you that you are in grave danger here, shaman. The dead thirst for your sacred energy. They will devour you and your companions if you do not leave.”

Ghosts were far different from the spirits of nature I was used to dealing with. These once-living creatures had a power that I didn’t understand and couldn’t compete with.

“How do we get rid of them?” I asked. “We need to reopen this mine.”

“The spirits are tormented, shaman,” Iolyra said through Jaga’s mouth. “They must be made whole before they can depart.”

The missing heads. Of course.

“How would I do that?” There were so many problems with this solution. “Even if I recover all their skulls, I’ll never be able to match them up with their bodies.”

“The cleansing flame will set them free once their corpses are reunited with their missing parts,” Iolyra explained.

“Can they tell us where the fuck their heads are?” I asked. We hadn’t seen anything like that on our way down. I would definitely have noticed a stack of skulls.

“Somewhere deeper within the mine,” Iolyra offered. “Their minds are simple from years of torture, shaman. They won’t abide by my command for much longer. Once they’re roused to hunger, they are difficult to control even for a spirit as powerful as me.”

“Whatever’s down there will be more powerful than these things,” Ryel cautioned me. “If you lock up again, we’re all dead. Are you sure it’s a good idea to keep going down?”

“You don’t have to come,” I said. “But I need to do this. This isn’t just about Ravi or the troops. These ghosts are wounded. They can’t move on until someone heals them. And that’s kind of my whole job.”

“You can’t save everyone,” Ryel said.

“No, but I can try to save them.” I pointed at the bodies. “I’m a shaman. I heal. If I leave this mess behind, what does that say about me?

Ryel didn’t have an answer for that.

“Let’s go,” Jaga said from behind me. “The longer we stay down here, the more dangerous it gets.”

She was right about that. The spirits were drifting down from the ceiling again, eager to feast on what they saw as easy prey. We had to get out of here before they attacked en masse.

Down we went.

Cracked timbers and fractured rock became more common the deeper we went. More than once we had to step over stones that had fallen from the ceiling, and once we even had to clamber over a near-total obstruction.

The ghosts came down with us, struggling with every step to overcome Iolyra’s command. I didn’t know what hold the cryptbound had over these poor fuckers, but whatever it was, it was clearly slipping.

We’d descended past two more landings when we reached a dead end.

“Cave-in,” Ryel groaned. “Fuck.”

Tumbledown stones and shattered support beams blocked our path. I was strong enough to move the rubble, given time, but I didn’t trust myself. If I made a mistake, I could bring the whole thing down on top of us.

“Fuck,” I growled. “I don’t think we’re getting past that.”

“We may not have to,” Iolyra said through Jaga’s lips. “This is where it happened.”

I stared at the dead woman’s shadow on my lover’s face, unsure of what she meant.

“They’re under here,” Iolyra insisted. “Beneath the stones.”

I stretched my spirit senses out, pushing them into the barrier. At first, I found only inanimate stone and lifeless wood. Those were vague shadows to my spirit sight. There was something brighter beyond them, though, a sliver of blue-white light.

My senses followed that light around in a circle etched in the floor beneath the stones. The script circle was complex. Was it a trap? 

The pattern’s creator had been weaker than I was, which made it easier to understand his or her intent for the script. The sigils etched into the floor were crude and hastily formed. A pair of runes combined the characters for life and death into a twisted mockery of both. Another set of symbols fused the concepts of servitude and eternity. Simple connector scripts tied the two pairs into a chain that repeated a thousand times around the circle beneath the stones.

The pieces fell into place in my thoughts with an almost audible click. It wasn’t a trap.

It was a binding.

“Those motherfuckers,” I nearly shouted. “Ravi knew exactly what was wrong in this mine. He hired a binder to create a small army of undead slaves. They fucked up, though, and made a bunch of monsters instead.”

“Can you fix it?” Ryel asked.

“I can. Not sure I should, though.” If I cleaned out the mine for Ravi, he’d hire someone else to come down here and try this bullshit again. The whole idea of someone using the undead to save some money on labor was a disgusting perversion of the natural order I, as a shaman, was supposed to protect.

The question was, did the necromancy disgust me so much I was ready to get rolled by the Midnight Emperor? Because those were my choices. Either I got in bed with scumbags like Ravi, or I faced an army virtually alone.

“Fuck it,” I muttered and went to work.

I summoned tentacles of power from my transplanted senjin nodes. They weren’t as strong as my regular arms, but they were very useful when I needed another set of hands. I wormed the thin appendages into the pile of rocks and searched for the pattern on the floor. It lay less than a foot beyond the wall of debris. If I was very careful, I’d be able to unearth it in an hour, maybe less.

If I wasn’t careful, I’d bring the whole godsdamned place down around our heads.

“I need the two of you to back up,” I said. “What I’m about to do is probably a bad idea, and I don’t want anyone else to get hurt. If the ceiling starts to cave in, run.”

“You sure know how to set a girl’s mind at ease,” Ryel muttered.

“I aim to please.”

The individual rocks weren’t heavy, just awkward and wedged together so tightly only the senjin tentacles could fit into the gaps between the rocks. I pried out one rock after another, and kicked them off to one side while I stabilized their former neighbors with my arms and hands. It was tedious, exhausting work.

Fifteen minutes later, I’d created a narrow gap in the wall of stone, not big enough to admit my entire body but plenty wide enough for me to reach an arm through. I crouched on the stone floor in front of the opening, shoved my hand into the darkness beyond, and fished around until I felt the first skull. It was remarkably intact, despite the amount of debris that had fallen down upon it. A little careful wiggling allowed me to free it from the avalanche.

I was immediately attacked by a shrieking ghost.

It dove out of the ceiling and slashed at my body with phantasmal arms. Though the blows did no damage to my flesh, the flurry of attacks drained another node of senjin from my core. Strengthened by the surge of energy it had stolen from me, the ghost went apeshit and attacked me again and again.

I dropped the skull, and the ghost backed off. Its eyes glowed with the power it had ripped out of my core, and its malevolent anger flowed out of it like a wave of poison.

“Why the fuck is it so pissed?” I shouted. “I’m trying to help the damned thing.”

Jaga shuddered and Iolyra’s voice came from her lips. “They do not want to attack you; they are compelled,” she said. “The binding commands them to protect it at all costs.”

“Fuck!” I snarled.

My claws could probably kill the creature. For that matter, I could probably kill all of them if I put my mind to it. Sure, they’d drain some of my senjin, and might even fuck me up a little, but those ghostly fucks were no match for a shaman of my power.

Killing innocent miners, however, seemed like an asshole move. This ghost had been trapped down here against its will. It wanted to pass on to the next world, and would as soon as I properly disposed of its body. The compulsion that turned it into a psychokiller wasn’t its fault. There had to be another way.

I summoned a handful of pylons and placed them in a line between the cave-in and the watchful ghost. I fed the formation a node of rin, and a brilliant red barrier sprang to life.

“Stay on that side of the formation,” I said to Ryel and Jaga. “The ghosts won’t attack you if you don’t touch their skulls.”

“Are you sure about that?” The monk looked up nervously at the ghost floating near the ceiling.

“As sure as I can be,” I replied. It might not have been comforting, but it was the truth.

I picked up the skull, and the ghost instantly lost its shit. The dumb fuck flew at me with its jaws spread wide and its eyes ablaze. Spectral claws glowed at the ends of its ghostly arms, and I winced at the memory of the pain they’d inflicted on my core.

If my plan didn’t work, this whole process would be a lot more difficult.

The ghost slammed into the barrier of sacred energy and screamed like a cat dumped into a pot of boilng water. It recoiled from the red light as if burned, and retreated to a safe distance. It watched me with sullen eyes and a fierce scowl. It did not, however, cross the barrier again.

Good. At least something had worked right.

Satisfied the ghosts wouldn’t slice my core to ribbons while I tried to save them, I went back to the unpleasant task at hand. 

I explored the rocks to make sure I didn’t pull out one that would bring the whole ceilng down on me. Satisfied I could safely remove the rock, I lifted it out with my tentacles. Then I stacked it on one of the piles on either side of the opening I’d created. The process was slow and methodical, and it fully occupied my thoughts. Every time a rock shifted in a way I hadn’t expected, I held my breath and waited for the end. Fortunately, it didn’t come.

The work became a meditation in its own right, and I cycled my breathing to refill the nodes the spirits and the mine itself had drained out of me.

Meanwhile, the ghosts of dead miners stacked up outside the formation. They really, really wanted to carve me up for dinner. Their eyes were wide and hungry. They kneaded their hands together like hungry children watching their mother prepare a meal. They didn’t try to cross the red barrier, because they didn’t have to. I’d have to come to them if I wanted to clean up this mess.

Getting this mound of skulls I’d retrieved back where it belonged would be a true pain in the ass.

After an hour of tedious, nerve-racking labor, I had all of the skulls stacked in a neat pile on the floor behind me. I explored the rest of the area with my spirit sight and found no more buried under the rocks.

“Should we destroy the pattern?” Jaga asked.

“Nah,” I said. “I’m not entirely sure I can destroy it. And even if I could, that would probably trap all those poor souls down here. The pattern will lose all of its power, and the ghosts can move on to the next life, as soon as we dispose of these bodies.”

“And how will we do that?” Ryel asked. “Those ghosts won’t let us walk out of here.”

I took a good, long look at the dead miners gathered around our barrier. They were all pissed as hell and eager to get their hands on me. As long as that pattern was intact, they were consumed by a burning need to kill anyone who touched their skulls. They wouldn’t be happy until I was super fucking dead.

“I’ve got an idea,” I said.

I took a deep breath and activated the Wild Hunter technique.

Below the diseased and polluted Trigawa City, there weren’t a lot of animals for me to work with. My technique found scattered dogs hiding from the rain in the shelter of doorways and cats hiding under buildings to keep from getting soaked to the bone. The mine had a population of beetles and mice, none of which were big enough for what I had in mind.

There were, however, lizards.

A horde of the little creatures scrambled to me, gathering more of their fellows as they made their way through the mine’s guts. Dozens of the albino animals scurried along the walls and ceiling.

“Ew.” Jaga grimaced. “That is a shit ton of lizards.”

“Take these skulls,” I patted one of the chipped bones to illustrate my point, “up to the body pile on the second landing above us.”

I gave the lizards as clear a mental picture of the mound of mangled corpses as I could manage. For the first time, I wished I’d gotten a better look at the carnage. What if there were two piles of bodies and my servants went to the wrong one?

Fuck it. I’d worry about that later.

The lizards scampered down the walls in small groups. The technique gave them teamwork skills far beyond what they naturally possessed, and the little guys wrestled skulls off the piles I’d created with ease. The first group balanced a skull on the backs of one of their number while two more paced alongside to keep it from falling off. It was remarkable to watch.

I held my breath when that first group charged through the formation. This was the moment of truth. If the ghosts attacked the lizards, we were totally fucked, and I had no idea how we’d reunite the skulls with their bodies.

The red light washed over the skull, painting the yellowed bone in bloody hues. The trio of lizards scuttled through the barrier with their bone cargo.

The ghosts watched the lizards carry the skull away. Their confusion was thick in the air. They knew something was wrong. They just weren’t sure how to respond to it.

I guess whoever had scripted the binding circle had been a little too specific in the instructions. The ghosts simply had no idea what to do about lizards carrying their skulls away. They watched and waited.

And didn’t attack.

I let out a deep sigh and chuckled to myself as the tiny beasts went about the job I’d given them. When the last of the lizards had scampered away with the final skull in tow, I dug what I needed for the next step from my pack: a torch, flint and steel, and two flasks of lantern oil that I’d saved for a rainy day.

“Help me get this lit,” I said to Jaga.

The green light in her eyes had faded a bit, and I hoped that meant the riverboat captain was calling the shots in there at the moment. Iolyra had her uses, but I didn’t want her treating Jaga like her personal meat puppet.

“You sure are bossy today,” the pilot said with a wink. She took the flint and steel out of my hand, then went to work. A few seconds later, the head of the tar-coated torch was a blazing knot of fire.

“Perfect,” I said. “You two stay here for a few minutes. This shouldn’t take long.”

“You’re going out there?” Jaga asked. “That’s the craziest shit I’ve ever heard.”

“It’ll be fine,” I promised. “The ghosts won’t attack me. I’m not carrying any skulls.”

Before I could get any more lip out of my companions, I raised the torch overhead and marched through the red barrier. A wave of anxiety rippled through my core at the instant I stepped across the threshold. If the ghosts were smarter than I gave them credit for, they may have understood what I was up to.

There were a couple dozen up there, watching me. If they attacked together, they’d drain me dry in a heartbeat.

They didn’t attack.

Instead, they followed me as I climbed the stairs. Their eerie moans and wails were unsettling as all fuck, and their presence behind me gave me a serious case of the chills. It was like walking with a sword hanging over my head. My life could be over in an instant.

But, for the moment, the ghosts were too conflicted by the bizarre sight of a bunch of lizards carting their skulls off to the body pile to know how to react. On the one hand, the binding script wanted them to protect it. On the other hand, they really didn’t like being held prisoner in this shithole and the lizards weren’t really persons, so...

I was sure every step was my last. Those fuckers made such a racket behind me I couldn’t hear myself think, and they seemed more agitated by the second. If they worked themselves up into enough of a frenzy, they might attack me even though I wasn’t carrying one of their severed heads.

Maybe I could hold them off with senjin tentacles.

Or maybe not.

I passed the halfway point on my climb to the mound. The ghosts were so close to my back their auras raised prickles of goosebumps across the back of my neck.

This had started to feel like a mistake. I kept putting one foot in front of the other, focusing all my attention on the simplest of tasks to keep from losing my shit. The crimson bear’s rage boiled in my gut, but it wouldn’t help me here. I lacked the tools to fight the undead and would accomplish nothing outside of digging my own early grave.

With a start, I realized there were no more lizards ahead of me. I’d reached the pile of mangled bodies. The lizards had deposited the skulls in a tidy ring around the mound. The skeleton heads stared away from their bodies, the backs of their skulls against the rest of their tortured remains.

I pulled the cork stopper from one flask of oil with my teeth and spat it away into the darkness. The reek from the flask’s contents stung my nostrils and burned my eyes. Hopefully the stuff was as flammable as it was foul.

“Here goes nothing,” I whispered and tossed the flask through the air.

It landed on top of the pile of corpses, and the flammable contents poured down through the center of the stack. I dug the other flask out of my satchel and repeated the process, this time aiming closer to the edge. I didn’t need to soak all the desiccated corpses, just enough of them to get the fire going.

By the time I counted to ten, the pile was surrounded by flammable fumes. I drew my torch back to give it an underhanded toss onto the pile of dead kindling—

A twisted, three-sided form appeared between me and my target. Its long, spindly arms flailed out from its body as it spun to attack, and the razor-sharp claws at the tips of those limbs lashed out at my body.

More of the creatures appeared out of thin air and rushed to attack me.

The fucking soulwyrd had arrived to make this day one thousand percent shittier.

I was trapped between a pack of angry spirits and an even angrier group of summoned monstrosities. It sure would have been nice to have my fucking Claive to defend myself against this clusterfuck of mayhem.

The soulwyrd’s claws slashed at my skin, and I activated the Bear’s Mantle technique just in time to save myself from getting cut into bloody chunks. The damned monster still managed to open a bunch of ugly cuts across my chest and shoulders, though, and the smell of blood riled up the ghosts.

The spirits at my back gibbered and moaned. Their hunger was a physical presence that warned me of their swarming attack the instant before they dove from the ceiling. Their spectral forms rushed through the space I’d so recently been standing in. The hungry ghosts shrieked at their missed meal and circled around for another attack.

I’d escaped the first swooping strike by throwing myself back away from the landing and going prone to let the ghosts shoot harmlessly through the air above me. It was a cute trick that wouldn’t save me a second time. Those spirits sensed the sacred energy in my core, and they wouldn’t let their feast go now that they’d shaken off their confusion and had decided to kill my ass.

If I didn’t do something, fast, I was utterly fucked.

The soulwyrd took advantage of the ghost attack to do its creepy teleporting trick. Its bodies blinked out of existence, then reappeared all around me. The fuckers were still spinning, and claws banged off my body from every angle at once. The blows bounced me around the tunnel so wildly that they ended up saving my life.

The ghosts had blitzed down on me for another attack. Their strike missed because I was knocked to one knee by the barrage of claw swipes from the soulwyrd. I was bleeding, but the ghosts hadn’t latched onto me and drained the senjin out of my core.

I’d call that a win for the good guys.

With a savage cry, I activated my Crimson Claws technique and ripped a chunk out of the nearest soulwyrd body. The creature shrieked and spewed milky blood everywhere. It did not, however, split in half or fly up to the ceiling. The fuckers were tougher this time, and I remembered what the witches had said about the creature.

Every timer I faced the soulwyrd, it would be a little stronger and a little better prepared for my shenanigans. Even if I won, I sort of lost.

It was a real bitch of a situation.

The ghosts poured out of the air around me again. This time, the soulwyrd backed off and let them at me.

Three of the hungry assholes latched onto me in the blink of an eye and started sucking the sacred energy right out of my core. It was a horrible, painful process and the violation of their feeding stunned me as they feasted on my very essence.

My claws shredded the ghosts, and I only lost three nodes of senjin before I freed myself. I was still woozy on my feet, though, at a time when I needed to be at my best. If more of the ghosts latched onto me, I’d be down in no time.

I tried to bull past the soulwyrd to throw the torch onto the bone pile. That, at least, would get the ghosts off my ass so I’d only have one freaky problem to deal with. It was a good idea, and it would have worked.

Except for the fact that the soulwyrd smacked my torch out of the air before it could get anywhere near the pile. The burning brand rolled down the slope and vanished at the corner as its light was eaten up by the darkness.

Well, that fucking sucked.

The ghosts announced another incoming attack with a screaming fit that was terrifying in its intensity but also very handy for warning me to get the fuck out of the way.

Because there was no room for me to maneuver around the soulwyrd’s bodies, I did the next best thing and grabbed one of them around its thick middle. I hung on tight and thrust the asshole right into the swarm of ghosts.

I didn’t expect the soulwyrd’s body to offer anything but momentary protection from the ghosts. It was a surprise to me when the whole damned mob latched onto the soulwyrd’s pulpy body and went to work siphoning away whatever sacred energy they could find.

The soulwyrd’s three-sided bodies didn’t offer much sustenance for the ghosts. The spirits drained it dry in a single gulp, and the dessicated husk slipped out of my hands and fell to the ground.

For a moment, I’d felt a wave of nausea rush through me as the feeding ghosts tugged at my core, and then it was gone. Another fact from Ryasina’s talk about the soulwyrd reared its head from my memories. This fucker was connected to me and to the Midnight Emperor. I needed to be careful or the ghosts might get at my core through one of the soulwyrd’s bodies.

Shit. One more thing to worry about.

For the moment, though, I had an opening in the soulwyrd bodies that had surrounded me. I slipped through it and rushed toward the pile of bodies and ring of skulls. At the same time, I sent a senjin tentacle racing down the slope to find the torch.

The ghosts knew where the real threat was and swarmed me. They hit me again and again, their bodies slamming into mine as they leached more of the sacred energy from my core. I was weak, and it wouldn’t be long before I keeled right over.

My questing tentacle had found what I needed, and I reeled it in as fast as I could.

The soulwyrd tried to stop it, but its bodies weren’t fast enough to catch the wriggling tentacle.

With an enraged shout, I shredded the ghosts that had latched onto my chest. I managed to claw through my skin in the process. The pain was nothing to me. Wounds would heal. An empty core would not.

The torch appeared as my eyes were fluttering closed. Its light gave me a surge of hope, and I roused myself enough to slam the brand into the pile of oil-soaked corpses.

The bodies went up in a ball of fire. The heat from the sudden ignition shrank my skin against my skull, and I clenched my eyes against its primal anger.

The ghosts screamed, a long, drawn-out wail that was echoed by the soulwyrd. The sound raked at my ears and tore at my sanity. The dead and never-living were a choir from hell, and it took all the strength I had to cover my ears with my hands.

Then the light died, and darkness consumed me.
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Chapter 11
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JAGA DRAGGED ME OUT of the depths of unconsciousness with a series of sharp slaps. The blows were more annoying than painful, and I caught her wrist before that could change.

“I’m alive,” I grumbled. “And awake.”

“You fucking better be,” the riverboat captain grumbled. “You scared the piss out of me with that little stunt.”

“Sorry,” I groaned and dragged myself onto my feet. My head swam like I’d had several drinks too many and my knees wobbled for a second before they decided they could hold me up. “How long was I out?”

“Hard to tell down here,” Ryel said. “Long enough that the boost you gave my eyes is starting to wear off.”

“Let’s get out of here.” All that remained of the miners’ bodies was a pile of ash. At least that had gone right. If Ryel’s mystic eyesight was starting to fade, we’d been down here most of the night. “You didn’t run into anything strange on your way back here, did you?”

“Strange how?” Jaga asked. 

“Weird monster fuckers,” I explained. “Three arms, float around in the air like hot-air balloons.”

“Nope.” Ryel shrugged. “Did you?”

“Yep.” I groaned again and stretched my back. Lying on the cold stone floor for the past few hours hadn’t done me any favors. “Disrupting the circle must have fucked those shitheads up, too.”

That made a certain sort of sense. I’d unleashed a pent-up reservoir of senjin when I broke the binding. The soulwyrd had been constructed from sacred energy by the Midnight Emperor. They could easily have been blown to smithereens when I’d burned the corpses.

Or they could be hiding around the next corner. I wondered if this one had unleashed a maggoty little messenger back to the Midnight Emperor while I was knocked out. That worried me, but there was nothing I could do about. Those little fuckers were fast, and if one had gotten away it was far from here already.

Jaga and Ryel had to half drag me back to the surface. The mine’s ghosts had chewed through the sacred energy in my core in a horrible frenzy. Though half of my rin nodes were still fiery red, all of my senjin nodes were black and empty. The sudden drain had left me weak and disoriented.

We were safely back in the cab of the rickshaw when Jaga shuddered and the light in her eyes intensified.

“The spirits thank you for releasing them.” Iolyra used Jaga’s calloused fingers to stroke my thigh and let out a low chuckle. “Though I’m not sure that Ravi is going to be pleased with your solution to his problem.”

“I don’t give a fuck what he thinks,” I growled. “I should snap his neck for what he did.”

It was one thing to bond with spirits and work with them as allies. It was another thing entirely to enslave the souls of your workers and turn their bodies into an eternal zombie labor force. What Ravi had done wasn’t just evil, it was a betrayal of everything I stood for.

“You still need him,” Ryel reminded me. “I don’t agree with what he did, either. But if you kill him, you might as well leave Trigawa City right now. You’ll never get what you need here without Ravi’s help.”

That thought burned in my head like a ball of acid. I’d known that being king would entail a lot of work I didn’t enjoy. I hadn’t realized how much disgusting shit there’d be to go along with that.

“I know,” I said, and let out an exhausted sigh. The close box of the rickshaw’s carriage was suddenly claustrophobic. I didn’t want to be trapped in here. I wanted to run wild through a land untainted by greasy black rain and the work of evil men.

But if I left Trigawa City, the Midnight Emperor would crush the whole world under his boot.

I had to do this. For my people.

For Mielyssi.

There wasn’t anything else left for me to say, so I withdrew into myself and meditated for the rest of the ride. My transplanted senjin nodes allowed me to cleanse the corruption from the sacred energy of this place and absorb it, though it was every bit as unpleasant as drinking dirty dishwater. The combination of pollution and the tainted dream meridians that ran through Trigawa City left a slimy, foul sensation in my spirit.

“We’re here,” Jaga said. The green light had gone out of her eyes. She leaned in close and whispered in my ear, “Don’t kill anyone. We can get through this.”

I squeezed Jaga’s hand and kissed her.

“Thank you,” I said. “For everything. You’re all right?”

“I’m fine,” she assured me. “Iolyra’s a bitch, but I’m the bitch in charge.”

“Good to know,” I said with a wink and we dropped out of the rickshaw.

Though the first rosy blush of dawn had risen above the city, Ravi was bright-eyed and bushy-tailed when he met us in the courtyard. The asshole didn’t even look buzzed despite the three empty bottles of wine on the table in front of him. I noticed there were no spare glasses for us this time.

“That was quicker than I expected,” he said. “It must not have been much trouble for you.”

I wanted to punch the oily smile off Ravi’s face. Instead, I took a deep breath and made my way to the seat across from him. Ryel and Jaga followed me, as nervous as a pair of cats trapped in a kennel, and took up positions behind me after I’d seated myself.

“It’s done,” I said. “You’re fucking lucky I was able to fix the problem you made.”

“I have no idea —”

“The walking dead make terrible slaves,” I told him. “Especially when their creator is a fucking idiot. We freed the ghosts and burned the bodies. You won’t have any more trouble in that mine unless you try to do the same stupid shit again.”

I kept the soulwyrd attack to myself. It was possible that he’d somehow let the Midnight Emperor’s minions know that I’d be down in that mine, ripe for an ambusy by the freaky monster. If Ravi had betrayed me, I’d cut his throat as soon as I had the proof. In the meantime, I saw no reason to provide him with any more information than absolutely necessary.

“My friend, you misunderstand,” Ravi explained. “Those men were not slaves. We had a contract. Their families were well paid after their deaths. Now what will I do? I’ve lost valuable property—”

My hand shot across the table and caught the graying man by the throat before I could stop it. Mielyssi’s burning rage had turned my heart into a bonfire. I’d torch this whole fucking city. I’d snap this asshole’s neck and mount his head on the gate for all his friends to see. I didn’t need an army. I’d bury the Midnight Emperor under this shithole’s rubble.

“Kyr.” Jaga’s voice was low and urgent. She rested a hand on my shoulder. “Not here, not now.”

I gave Ravi’s neck a good squeeze, then let him go. While he coughed and spluttered, I looked around and saw what had put Jaga on edge. The windows of the neighboring buildings were open, their curtains pulled back to reveal men and women armed with curious bows. The arrows pointed at my chest glowed with a repulsive red light that leaked traces of corrupted senjin into the air. I’d never seen weapons like those, and never wanted to see them again. An aura of unearthly danger clung to them, and I was dubious that even my firebound core would deflect the missiles.

“My apologies,” I said through gritted teeth. “Unfortunately, I had no choice but to cleanse your mine of the impure spirits who’d taken up residence there. If you’d provide me with a list of the families whose laborers will no longer be working in your mine under the old contract, I’ll take care of them.”

“That is a very generous offer from a merchant on hard times,” Ravi said with a smirk that told me he’d been looking into my background. I crossed my fingers and prayed he hadn’t found out the whole truth.

“We’re trying to avoid those hard times with your help,” I said. “Surely you understand how valuable preemptive measures can be. Especially when you’re not sure who you can trust.”

My eyes burned into Ravi’s. If I hadn’t needed him, I’d have reached across the table and ripped his heart out with my claws. Instead, I stared at him until his cheeks flushed, and he broke eye contact with me. Even without training in the sacred arts, he sensed I was far more powerful than he would ever be.

“My agents will investigate the mine in the morning,” he said. “Assuming what you say is true and the mine is clear for us to begin working again, we can discuss next steps then.”

“Our time in your city is limited,” Jaga said. “It might be better for all of us if we discussed next steps now, in the event that we need to prepare ourselves for what you have planned.”

Ravi’s eyes flicked to Ryel, then to Jaga, and finally back to me.

“Your associate may be correct,” he said. “The next rung on the ladder you must climb to meet your goal likes to be flattered and pampered. If I arrange this meeting, you will need to bring a gift.”

“Of course.” It was a struggle to keep the growl out of my voice. “I’m sure you have a suggestion as to what would be appropriate.”

Ravi was the kind of asshole who’d take any opportunity to line his own pockets. I was sure he’d direct me toward one of the businesses he owned to purchase the most expensive item in the store. While I had money, I hated to spend it on this piece of shit.

To my surprise, though, the slimy merchant just shook his head and chuckled.

“Some things cannot be bought, my friend,” he said. “Our contact has very specific tastes. If you were to bring a preserved dream lotus flower to the meeting, it would go a long way toward easing your path forward.”

I frowned at what he suggested.

The dream lotus only grew in shaded pools near meridians. They were one of the few plants capable of processing senjin, and they required significant amounts of it to reach maturity. It was very rare to see a mature dream lotus flower, both because there were so few of them and because they were unbelievably fragile. Any loud noise could cause a growing flower to expel its seeds and drop its petals, killing the plant in the process.

To top it all off, the slightest touch from a human hand would drain the sacred energy from the flower and kill it instantly. To say that made harvesting them difficult was an enormous understatement. 

“I don’t suppose he’d take a golden pony instead,” I said. “That would be easier to find.”

“That would be a fine gift, indeed,” Ravi said. “But if you could afford such a thing, you wouldn’t be here. Because I am such a generous friend, I do have one tip I can give you: the location of a dream lotus pool.”

My eyes raised at that. If Ravi knew where I could find a whole pool of dream lotuses, then he could have hired a priest or sage to go harvest the blossoms. The fact that he hadn’t tried to profit off the flowers himself put my nerves on edge.

“Let me guess,” I said. “The price of this information is a second dream lotus for you?”

Ravi burst out laughing and drained the last of the wine from his glass.

“A second, and a third,” he explained as he filled his glass. “Preserved, of course.”

If Ravi was this convinced I could accomplish what he asked, either he knew someone in our group could manipulate sacred energy or he knew someone we could hire to do the job. There was no way he’d give me the information otherwise. Sending an untrained merchant out to tromp through a field of the precious flowers would kill so many of the plants he might as well douse the pool in oil and set it ablaze.

“I don’t suppose you could direct me toward a practiced harvester of the flower,” I said. “I’m not terribly familiar with the process, and I’d hate to destroy such priceless items.”

That was a straight-up lie. I’d learned how to harvest the flowers during my training as a shaman. I didn’t want Ravi to know that, though. If he found out I could manipulate sacred energy well enough to preserve a dream lotus flower, he’d figure out who I was in very short order. I couldn’t have that.

“There is one such person who might be able to help you,” he said. “Fortunately for you, Ryel knows them.”

“Ravi,” my guide said. “You can’t be serious.”

“Oh, my dear,” the merchant said. “I’m very serious. I’ll be more than happy to give you the location of the pool. What happens after that is up to you. Though, I must confess, if anything were to happen to those lovely flowers, I would be very, very upset.”

The archers were back in the windows, and the threat was very clear. Ravi might not know me from a hole in the ground, but he did know Ryel. If we fucked this up, she would be in a world of hurt.

“We’ll do it,” I said before Ryel could protest. I didn’t know who she knew, or what the problem with them was, and I didn’t care. 

We could go through the motions of hiring the new person, and if they turned out to be too much of a pain in my ass, maybe I’d just kill them. A lot of bad things could happen outside the city, especially around a shithole like Trigawa City. Who would know if he really fell into an abandoned mine shaft or stumbled into a toxic sinkhole?

Ravi spelled out the location of the pool in painstaking detail. It wasn’t far, just an hour or so outside of the city.

“I know the place,” Ryel said. “We’ll work on getting the flowers. You set up the meeting.”

“Perfect,” Ravi said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need at least a couple of hours’ sleep before breakfast. I have so many important meetings today.”

We headed back to the rickshaw in silence. Ryel chewed on her lip as we left, and her knuckles cracked as she clenched her fists.

“This is a bad idea,” she said the instant the rickshaw door closed behind us.

“You do know someone who can harvest the flowers, right?” I asked.

“I do,” Ryel confirmed, “but I sure as hell don’t want to bring them into the wilderness outside the city.”

“What the fuck is your problem?” I asked. “This sounds a hell of a lot less dangerous than going into the ghost mine, and you didn’t hesitate to do that.”

“Well, I didn’t know that mine was haunted for one thing,” she snapped. “For another, that was just the three of us. I know Jaga can handle herself, and I’m not worried about me. You are the only unknown, and look at the fucking size of you. I wouldn’t bet against you if the Blood God himself showed up to kick your ass.”

“Thanks for the compliment,” I said. “But you still haven’t explained why your panties are in such a twist.”

“Because the person I know who can harvest the flowers is very important to me,” she said. “And I don’t want anything to happen to her.”

“Your girlfriend?” Jaga asked.

“No, you fucking twat,” Ryel shot back. “She’s my daughter.”
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RYEL WAS FURIOUS THAT I wouldn’t let up on bringing her daughter out to harvest the dream lotus flowers. She insisted it would be too dangerous, even though her daughter would be under my protection, and I’d been chosen by her goddess. We’d been arguing about it from the moment we left Ravi’s place until a grumpy chef at the Yellow Chrysanthemum dropped a plate of greasy bacon, dry scrambled eggs, and flapjacks covered in scorch marks on the table in front of me. If I hadn’t been too hungry to care if Ryel tried to poison me, I wouldn’t have touched the stuff.

“She’ll be fine,” I insisted as I slathered the stiff, burnt pancakes with spoonfuls of shockingly yellow butter that I hoped would hide the taste. “I’ll be right there. So will you. No one will touch her.”

“You could harvest the flowers yourself.” Ryel shoveled a forkful of eggs into her mouth and snapped off a bite of soggy bacon.

“Even if I could, and I’m not saying I can,” I continued, “Ravi will expect your daughter to do this. He wouldn’t have brought her up if he hadn’t. That means he has eyes on us, and we can’t afford to do anything that tips our hand. He thinks I’m a merchant from some inbred hill clan, and we have to stick to that cover.”

“This is such bullshit,” Ryel groaned. “If anything happens to her, a hangnail, a fucking splinter, a stubbed cocksucking toe, we’re done. I’ll at least try to toss you out of the monastery on your ear, and I might even kill you. Am I clear?”

“Nothing will happen to her,” I promised.

We finished the rest of our breakfast in uncomfortable silence. The bacon sat in my stomach like a pile of dead worms, and the eggs were somehow both too dry and unpleasantly moist. The butter covered the taste of ashes from the burnt flapjacks, though only just. I would’ve killed for another mug of mead, but Ryel wasn’t in the mood to offer and I wasn’t going to ask her for anything else until her mood improved.

“Get some sleep,” she said as she chewed the last bite of her bacon. “Tell your people we leave at dusk.”

“Thank you,” I said. “This means a lot. We couldn’t have done this without you.”

“Don’t fucking thank me,” Ryel snapped. “This isn’t for you. It’s for Xanxiel. She thinks you can save the world. That’s the only reason you’re not already dead for even suggesting we take my daughter outside the city.”

“Okay,” I said, hands raised defensively. “I take it back. I don’t thank you.”

“You’re such a fucking asshole.” Ryel sighed. “She said you’d come here to save us. But so far, all you’ve done is piss me off.”

“It’s kind of my specialty,” I admitted. “I grow on you, though. Ask Jaga.”

Ryel snorted at that and snatched my empty plate off the table. She stacked hers on top of mine, then dumped our forks and knives on top of the plates.

“Jaga thinks you walk on water,” she said. “I don’t know what spell you’ve cast on her and the others to follow you, but I don’t buy it. You’re just another version of the Midnight Emperor, too sure you’re right to worry about the consequences of what you do.”

She stomped off through the swinging doors into the kitchen behind the bar and left me sitting at an otherwise empty table.

What she’d said pissed me off, but there was no point in trying to convince Ryel that she had me all wrong. I’d prove that to her somehow. When Trigawa City was under my control, and the Emperor’s lackeys had been run out of town or killed, maybe she’d forgive me for bringing her daughter sunshine and clean air.

Or, maybe not. I was too fucking tired after the ordeal in the ghost mine to worry about it.

I made my way upstairs to our suite, curled up in Jaga’s bed, and went the fuck to sleep.

The first niggling pangs of a headache woke me a few hours later. Jaga was still asleep, though the witches and spirits had left their beds and, presumably, gone downstairs. I lay next to the scout for a few minutes, taking stock of the pain in my head. It wasn’t a throbbing or stabbing ache, just an insistent pressure behind my eyes. If I’d had anything to drink the night before, I would’ve assumed it was the leading edge of a hangover. As it was, I had no idea what the fuck was wrong with me.

I crawled out of bed, pulled the blanket up around Jaga’s shoulders, and headed downstairs. I cycled my breathing through my core as I went, hoping that would ease my discomfort. Unfortunately, the disgusting nature of the sacred energy in Trigawa City only added to the feeling. This place fucking sucked.

“You really pissed her off,” Aja said when I joined them for lunch. Their food looked a hell of a lot better than what Ryel and I had shared, leading me to believe that the chef might’ve had a hangover of his own when his boss had kicked him out of bed to serve us.

“That’s my gift,” I said. “Give me some of that ham.”

Aja brandished her fork like a weapon.

“Back the fuck off,” she said. “This is some good shit.”

“I know,” I complained. “That’s why I want some.”

I did manage to steal a few slices here and there while the witches and spirits finished their breakfast. The chef gave me the stink eye when I asked him for a plate of my own, shook his head, disappeared into the kitchen, and only returned when Jaga came down and demanded to be fed.

We spent the rest of the day arguing about who was going on that evening’s field trip. Jaga clearly wanted to go, because she was our scout and felt she should be involved in any expedition outside the city. Ryasina and Vilisia both demanded to be in on it, because they’d never seen a dream lotus before and because they claimed to have the skills necessary to harvest and preserve them without losing any petals. The only two who didn’t pipe in were Aja and Ayo, both of whom still seemed preoccupied about something.

“I’m taking the spirits, Ryel, and her daughter,” I announced. “And that’s it.”

That led to another hour of arguing, and then a couple hours of sulking when the three who’d been left behind finally got it through their heads that I wasn’t budging on this. The truth was, I didn’t want the witches moving outside the Yellow Chrysanthemum for any reason. Sure, they could disguise themselves, but if that slipped and one of our enemies saw them, we were badly fucked. I wasn’t taking that chance.

It might have been nice to bring Jaga along, but she needed to rest. That mess in the ghost mine hadn’t done any of us any favors, and I didn’t want to push her past her limits.

“We don’t even want to go,” the spirits groused. “We’re practicing our breathing and cycling energy through our cores.”

“You can do that on the road,” I explained. “And if you don’t push yourselves, you’ll never advance. It takes more than just meditation and pumping sacred energy through your core to get stronger. You have to find your limits, and then go past them.”

“Fine,” Ayo said at last. “I wanted to see the dream lotus, anyway.”

At dusk, Ryel hustled our little group out to a covered rickshaw parked in front of the Yellow Chrysanthemum. She wore her usual black leather and even blacker silk, while I wore a set of completely pointless leather armor that barely fit and a hooded cloak that hardly reached my thighs. Ryel clearly didn’t give a fuck whether the clothes she found for me were even remotely decent. I considered complaining about her half-assed attempts at my disguise, then let it go. We’d be out in the open for less than a minute. No one would see me.

I hoped.

Ayo and Aja disguised themselves as scouts and wore heavy cotton clothes that covered more of their skin than I’d ever seen before. Simple leather jerkins covered their torsos, and the spirits had traded the enchanted weapons we’d stolen from Amankala for a simple iron hatchet for Aja and a glorified dagger for Ayo. Like the Claive, the weapons they’d liberated from the ruins were far too distinctive to be mistaken for anything other than powerfully scripted artifacts. We didn’t need the attention they’d bring to us.

The final member of our group was barely three and a half feet tall and completely concealed beneath dark robes, a wide-brimmed black hat, and a mask that covered her entire face. The getup seemed extreme to me, but I wasn’t about to tell Ryel how to safeguard her child.

The rickshaw was a tight fit for the five of us, leading Ryel to keep her child in her lap. The kid tugged at her hat once or twice, forcing her mom to straighten it and admonish her to leave it alone.

While the girl fidgeted like any little kid, there was far more to her than met the eye. Her core held a significant store of senjin, though I couldn’t tell exactly what rank she was. Someone had paid a pretty penny to hide that information from even practiced eyes, and it made me want to ask Ryel where she’d purchased the veil for her daughter. Something like that would go a long way toward shielding my identity from my enemies. 

Before I could come up with a good way to phrase the question that wouldn’t piss Ryel off, the rickshaw jerked to a halt and she kicked the door open, raised her kid over her shoulder, and hopped out before the rest of us could react.

“She really doesn’t like you,” Ayo said quietly. “You want us to talk to her?”

“It wouldn’t do any good,” I said. “She thinks I’ve cast some sort of spell on all of you.”

Aja paused as she passed me on her way to the door. She checked to make sure she blocked the kid’s view of the interior, then reached down and gave me a squeeze south of the beltline.

“You do know how to use that wand.” She winked. “Let’s get this thing over with so we can get back to bed.”

The rickshaw had deposited us at a small gate on the west side of the city. The narrow opening was barred by a sturdy set of bars, though there were no guards. Ryel didn’t move until she’d looked up and down the narrow street to make sure no one else was watching. Satisfied we were alone with the rats and gutter snakes, the monk fished a silver chain out of a pouch on her belt. The key turned silently in the lock, and the rusty-looking hinges didn’t so much as creak when Ryel pushed it open. Clearly, she had used this gate more than once, and kept it in good working order.

Without another word, Ryel led us away from the city, her daughter’s hand held tightly in her own. The path leading away from the gate wound its way through the hilly terrain outside Trigawa City, and I found myself holding my breath every time we passed one of the festering pools of toxic sludge that dotted the countryside.

“They’re not going to have any place to dump this shit before long,” I said to Ryel. “When they run out of earth to dig holes in, it’ll get nasty.”

“Will you watch your mouth?” Ryel snapped, glancing down at her daughter. “I’m trying to raise her like a proper human being, not a savage.”

“Fine.” I bit back on my anger at the insult. Ryel had no idea how deeply that word cut me. “Has it always been like this?”

“Yes,” she said. “At least as long as I’ve been alive. In my great-grandmother’s day, when the Deepways were still working, they’d haul this garbage out to the barrens to dump. Now, the factories just leave it wherever is most convenient for them.”

“And no one cares?” I asked.

“No one who matters cares,” she corrected me. “That’s why you’re here, though, right?”

That stung even more than the insult had. Ryel was right. I’d come to Trigawa City to save my territory, and my life, from the Midnight Emperor. The real reason I was here, whether I always remembered or not, was to heal the fucking world.

“Lots of wildlife out here,” Aja commented casually. “I sense tree rats, birds, owls. A few dogs, even a bear farther out. It could be a nice place if it wasn’t so corrupted.”

“I know,” Ryel said tensely.

“Can we see the owls?” the little girl asked. She tugged at her mask as if the lenses that covered her eyes were hard to see through. “I’ve always wanted to.”

“Sure,” Aja said before Ryel cut her off.

“It’s too dark to see the owls,” our guide snapped.

“I know it’s dark, Mama,” the girl said. “That’s the only time owls are out. You can’t find them during the day.”

“I can,” Aja said pleasantly. “No animal can hide from me. Maybe when this is all over, if you’re very good, I can help you find some.”

Ryel started to say something, but I’d caught up to her by then and put a hand on her shoulder.

“It’s up to your mother,” I said. “She knows what’s best for you.”

“She never lets me have any fun,” the girl complained. “I have to stay inside all the time. Even when the birds come to see me, she won’t let me play with them.”

Ryel didn’t have an answer for that, and I didn’t want to stick my nose into that bit of family business. Trigawa City didn’t look like the safest place to raise a kid, and if Ryel was keeping her daughter locked away from everyone, there was probably a reason for it. My guess was that the kid’s core was more powerful than she wanted anyone to know. A delicate prize like that could be in a lot of danger if the wrong people found out about it.

And if what the girl said about birds coming to see her had any truth in it, there might be even more to her than her mother knew. When this was all over, I’d have to see if the kid was a shaman. I could use some help fixing shit.

We walked on for another hour, Aja keeping us apprised of the wildlife that surrounded us as we traveled. She’d gotten much better at using her gifts as a spirit of the hunt since we’d left Amankala. Though I knew she was frustrated by her lack of advancement, I complimented her skills. Refinement was just as important as raw power, and she’d go far with those techniques even if she never advanced again.

“This is the place,” Ryel said at last. 

We’d walked along the banks of a narrow stream as it descended through the hills for the past twenty minutes. There was a dream meridian not far away, and I saw the tributaries that led away from it to the stream and beyond in my spirit sight. We’d stopped in front of what looked like an old, abandoned temple. The walls were covered in designs that had long since been eroded into meaningless chaos. Its solid doors, though, were in remarkably good repair. Either someone had been out here keeping an eye on the place or the original owners had invested in scripts to maintain that part of the temple.

“Someone’s going to be unhappy when we steal all their flowers, aren’t they?” I asked Ryel.

“That’s a question you should’ve asked Ravi before we left.” She snickered and shook her head. “You didn’t think there were dream lotus flowers growing wild out here, did you?”

“Good point,” I admitted. “I’ll take the lead through here. If we run into any angry guardians I’ll deal with them.”

“Be my guest,” Ryel said. “We’ll be right behind you.”

The door opened with hardly a sound, and my keen senses showed me nothing dangerous in the hallway beyond it. The floor was old wood, worm-eaten and stained by oily rain that leaked through the cracked roof. I shifted to my spirit sight, and found no scripted traps anywhere. I led us deeper into the temple.

The stream flowed into the building through a half-submerged grate beside the door, and I used the sound of its current to guide me toward our target. Dream lotus flowers needed a steady supply of fresh water, and a stream would be a perfect way to maintain their pool. When the stream turned, I guided us down the next corridor headed in the same direction. After a few minutes, I’d navigated the temple and came to a courtyard open to the sky above.

An oblong pool occupied the center of the open space. Paving stones surrounded the water, their surfaces etched with ancient designs that were even less intelligible than those around the temple’s exterior walls. If someone was keeping an eye on this crop, it had been a very, very long time since they’d done any real work on the temple itself.

“Here we are, kids,” I said. “Hang back a second. I want to check this place out.”

I approached the pool with slow, cautious steps. The paving stones seemed solid enough under my feet, but there was no point in being careless. If I stumbled into a trap, the noise might ruin all the blossoms. To come this far only to fuck up because I made too much noise would be impossible to live down.

The pool was filled from edge to edge with the flowers. They glowed like fallen stars in my spirit sight, with a notable spot of darkness on the far edge of the pool. Someone had harvested some flowers.

Recently.

“Kyr.” Aja’s voice, tight with worry, caught my attention.

Shadows slinked across the tops of the walls that surrounded the courtyard. Orange eyes glowed from dark faces, and white fangs glinted in the pale moonlight that found its way down from the overcast sky. Low growls came from all sides.

Wolves. A lot of fucking wolves.
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Chapter 13
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“BACK IN THE HALL,” I said quietly. “I’ll take care of this.”

The wolves looked hungry and exhausted from roaming. Maybe they’d smelled us and thought we’d be an easy meal. Too bad for those fuckers, I was a shaman, a firebound practitioner of the sacred arts. It would only take a few moments to drive them off. Then we could get back to harvesting dream lotus flowers.

What I didn’t want, though, was a lot of screaming and yelling. The pool was filled with dream lotus blossoms. The thought of all of them dropping their petals because Ryel’s daughter got scared or Ryel lost her shit was too much for me to bear.

“I fucking told you,” Ryel spat as she pulled her daughter back from the courtyard.

“Keep an eye on them,” I told the spirits. “This won’t take long.”

“There’s something else out there,” Aja said. “I don’t know how I missed it—”

“It’s not important,” I told the spirit. “Just go. I’ll call you when it’s safe.”

The spirits clearly weren’t happy leaving me alone with a pack of hungry wolves, but they also weren’t about to leave a little girl defenseless against possible attack. They knew the odds of the wolves taking me down were slim to none, and the smart play was to keep an eye on the girl.

“Easy,” I said quietly to the wolves. I wasn’t sure if they could hear me or not, but I wasn’t about to raise my voice. I lifted my hands to show them I wasn’t a threat and tried to look as small as I possibly could. If they panicked, they’d start barking, and that would be a fucking disaster of epic proportions.

One by one, the wolves dropped off the top of the wall and into the courtyard. Their claws clicked on the stones around the pool as they advanced toward me, heads low, fangs bared, chests rumbling in preparation for attack. Something more than hunger gleamed in their eyes.

“That’s right.” A silky, deadly voice wafted toward my ears from every direction at once. “I’m back, motherfucker.”

A wisp of smoke fell from the sky and landed atop the wall opposite me. It swirled in place for a moment, then faded away to reveal Lycora in all her deadly glory.

Somehow she’d beaten me here and feasted on as many of the flower as she could stomach. Finding me would’ve been easy for her. She just had to track my scent. Finding these flowers, though, was something else altogether. Someone had put Lycora up to this, and I wanted to know who.

“Who are you working for, bitch?” I asked quietly.

Every one of the wolves growled louder at the sound of my voice. They tilted their heads from side to side as if seeing me for the first time, and their eyes glowed a deep, electric blue. They weren’t just working with Lycora; they were under her thrall. She controlled them as easily as I controlled my own hand.

“You presume too much,” she said, and the words were echoed from the mouths of the wolves. “I bow to no one.”

“I’ll give you the same chance I gave you before,” I said. “Leave, or I’ll tear your fucking head off and feed you to these wolves.”

“Will you?” she asked. “What if all my sweet little puppies barked at the same time? What would happen to your precious dream lotus then?”

I weighed my options and didn’t like any of them.

My spirit sight showed me the lines of blue shio that connected Lycora to each of the wolves. There were seven of the creatures, big and lean, powerful males that wouldn’t normally all be seen in the same territory. Lycora had called them, enslaved them to her will, and wanted them to kill me.

“The only reason you’re still alive is because I need those flowers and don’t want to ruin them with a bunch of noise. You really don’t want those dogs to fuck that up for you.” I sighed. Fighting the werewolf wouldn’t do me any fucking good. If she’d just fuck off and leave me to my business, both our lives would be a lot more comfortable. “Listen to me. I don’t have a quarrel with you, Lycora. As long as you stay out of my territory, you can do whatever the fuck you want. Eat babies, raise a litter of your own puppies. I literally couldn’t care less. Just stay the fuck out of my way.”

“You think it’s that easy?” The beast woman dropped from the top of the wall and landed so lightly she didn’t even need to bend her knees to absorb the impact. “If I leave you alone your power will grow. You will cleanse the lands that surround you. The rain will vanish. The plains will be sown once more with crops to feed the mewling mouths of human children. Your numbers will grow. The roads will fill once more with wagons and carts. No, we will not return to those days.”

The nearest pair of wolves lunged toward me, one for my throat, one at my groin. Fed with shio from Lycora’s bond, they were faster than should have been possible.

I caught the one who’d gone high by the throat and kneed its buddy in the side. The wolf in my hand thrashed and clicked its jaws together in a futile attempt to reach me. The other skidded across the ground, his body sliding on the wet grass and up onto the paving stones around the pool. It came to rest mere inches from the water, and my heart nearly stopped.

If I’d hit it any harder, it would’ve splashed into the pool of lotus blossoms. Just like that, I could’ve lost so many of them.

Maybe all of them.

“Almost got you,” Lycora called. “Be faster, King Kyr, or you won’t be so lucky next time.”

The rest of the wolves were crouched and ready to spring, a line of muscle and fangs between me and their mistress. Even if I’d been fast enough to catch Lycora, and I really didn’t think I was, her pack wouldn’t let it happen. If it looked like I was getting the upper hand, she’d just command them to bark, and this whole trip would come to a shrieking halt. I needed to keep her talking, learn how she’d found me, and figure out how I could make her go the fuck away.

“Who told you I’d be here?” I asked.

Lycora had stopped behind the line of wolves. Blue light sheathed her claws and oozed from the stumps of the fingers I’d severed during our first fight. She tilted her head as if considering my question and tapped her chin with one long, deadly nail.

“You’re finally asking the right questions,” she said. “Let me eat the little girl, and I’ll tell you what you want to know before I kill you.”

“That’s a tempting offer,” I said. “But, no thank you. How about you tell me or I’ll crush your skull?”

“Oh, you’re a spicy one,” she said. “I like my mates to have a little heat to them. Do you think the litter would favor me or you?”

She trailed her fingers down the outline of her sleek form, arching her back to thrust her breasts toward me like a pair of weapons. Her skin was the color of ashes, and her nipples were dark as chunks of coal. Her feral scent called to me, and I felt the first flickers of desire deep within my core despite the obvious danger she posed to me and mine.

“Hard to say. If you don’t fuck right off, though, we’ll never find out,” I responded with a feigned yawn. “Because you’ll be dead.”

The wolf in my hand still struggled to free itself. Lycora was feeding it a steady flow of sacred energy to strengthen the beast. Its flesh had gotten denser, its muscles more powerful. It twisted and turned, occupying far more of my attention and effort than I wanted to admit. I needed to end this. Soon.

“You’re no match for me, boy,” Lycora growled. Tufts of fur appeared on her shoulders and flowed like smoke down the backs of her arms to her hands. Lycora’s claws lengthened and thickened into deadly sabers.

Her anger called to mine. If she wanted a fight, I’d give her one. Fuck the lotuses, fuck the wolves. I was a shaman. No shitty little werewolf was a match for me.

“Come on then,” she said in a low, sultry voice. “Let’s see if you’re as strong as you think you are.”

Her words stoked the fires of the crimson bear’s rage. My mantle exploded from my flesh, hardening my body until it could resist even the most powerful of blows. I’d show Lycora which of us was the strongest. Another node of rin burned out of my core, and the Crimson Claws technique sprouted from my fingertips.

“Kyr!” Aja’s hoarse whisper was hardly loud enough for me to hear. “More wolves.”

I hazarded a glance behind me and saw more skulking shapes entering the hall between my group and their only exit. Ryel had drawn her rapier, and its long, thin blade hummed with a malignant life. Whoever had scripted that weapon was powerful enough that even with my firebound core I couldn’t immediately figure out what it could do. I wondered if that was a gift from Xanxiel.

Even with such a powerful weapon at her disposal, though, Ryel was only one woman. With Aja and Ayo at her side, she might be able to hold off two or three of the creatures. Lycora had laid a perfect trap. She knew I’d want to protect my people. She also knew that I’d want to finish her.

Unfortunately, if I charged out to face Lycora, I wouldn’t be able to stop the wolves from flooding into the temple to kill Ryel, her daughter, and the spirits. If I stayed where I was, the wolves on the other side of my group would tear Ryel to pieces.

The wolf in my grip whimpered, and the sound was like a splash of cold water on the flames of rage that burned inside me. Trickles of blood ran from its throat where my claws had broken the skin. If I’d squeezed just a little harder, the poor creature would’ve been dead.

Fuck.

That wasn’t what I was supposed to be doing here. These wolves didn’t deserve to die.

But Lycora did.

“Oh, we see a problem,” Lycora said and tittered maniacally. “The wolves are at the door, shaman, and there are more coming every minute. They have heard the call of their queen, and they have answered.”

Right on time, wolves howled outside the temple. Their hunting cries were still faint, though they wouldn’t be for long. If all the wolves I heard reached us, there was a very good chance the rest of my party would end up dead.

Including Ryel’s daughter.

There had to be a different way.

I tossed the wolf into its companions. Even in its pain and surprise, Lycora’s bond kept the creature from letting out a loud yelp. That was the proof I needed that Lycora didn’t really want to endanger the flowers. Whoever had sent the werewolf must have given her orders to preserve them if at all possible.

That gave me a little breathing room, and opened a chink in the wolf woman’s armor. She wouldn’t risk a full-on melee with the wolves if she could help it.

My spirit sight burrowed into the connections that Lycora had forged between her core and the wolves’. The creatures weren’t really bonded with her. They were chained to her will only by the blue shio she’d shackled around their cores. They were an extension of her will, mindless and empty as the undead that Ravi had created to run his mine.

That was good to know. If I could break those chains, the wolves would be free. And then Lycora would have to face me alone.

“You’re no queen,” I called to her. “You’re a slave master. These poor beasts wouldn’t serve you if they were given a choice. Set them free, Lycora. Face me, one on one.”

“Why would I give up my advantage?” the werewolf scoffed.

Despite the dubious frown on her features, I could see she was intrigued by the idea. Her pride was nearly as powerful as her anger, and she fancied herself the most powerful creature in the land.

Still, she wasn’t a fucking fool. She could see my core clearly and knew I was stronger than I appeared. I needed to offer her something more, give her a little nudge to push her over the edge.

“I give you my word, if you defeat me, you’ll have free rein over the White Tiger Kingdom and everything within its borders.”

“Kyr!” Ayo exclaimed through gritted teeth. “You can’t.”

“It’s my kingdom, Ayo,” I said. “If I fall, Lycora will let the four of you go free to tell the others what I’ve said here today.”

There was no answer from behind me, though I felt the spirits’ anger and disappointment boiling up from their cores and spreading away from their auras like a poisonous cloud.

That was all right. They didn’t have to like it. And I didn’t intend to lose.

I also didn’t trust Lycora to hold up her end of the deal. I just needed a few more moments to put my own plan into action.

The wolf queen’s connections to her pack of slaves wavered for a moment, as if she were contemplating taking me up on my offer. I watched those chains of shio intently, my sensitive spirit sight searching for any way to use them to my advantage.

Lycora’s skill was greater than I’d imagined. The mystical leashes she’d put around the throats of the wolves were impenetrable. Even an assault with pure senjin would take far too long to break those chains of shio. And, in the meantime, the wolf queen would tear my people apart.

A grin spread across her face when she saw the frown on mine.

“No,” she said lightly. “I believe I’ll just kill all of you.”

Pulses of shio poured through the bonds to the wolves’ cores. The creatures lunged instantly, fangs bared, claws kicking up chunks of soggy dirt and wilted grass. They’d reach my throat in the blink of an eye.

And that was all the time I needed.

Spears of senjin rocketed away from my core and into the three wolves directly in front of me. The pure sacred energy hammered the creatures’ cores and knocked them back onto their haunches. The remaining wolves slammed into my body, fangs closing around each of my wrists and my left thigh. Thanks to my mantle, though, their shio-strengthened assaults were blunted to mere annoyances. Even full-grown wolves were no match for me, and if Lycora thought the weight on my arms would drag my defenses down, she was sorely mistaken. The creatures seemed light as a feather against my firebound strength.

Lycora threw herself into the air and transformed as she flew toward me. Her body shifted and blurred, her flesh hardened with shio-driven armor, and her claws lengthened into foot-long scimitars ready to tear me apart.

And they would have, if I hadn’t continued to pour raw senjin through those three wolves. I couldn’t break the Lycora’s bonds with the wolves, but maybe I could use those bonds to break her. The power overloaded their cores and found its way into the blue shio connection Lycora had forged with them. The sacred dream energy was more powerful than either rin or shio alone. It blazed down the length of the azure chains and into Lycora’s center.

Unlike me, the wolf queen couldn’t handle pure senjin. She’d burned most of her shio controlling the wolves and strengthening her body for what she thought was a fatal strike. The sudden assault of dream energy stunned Lycora and stretched her core beyond its limits. My power overwhelmed her senses and fractured the control she held over the wolves.

The werewolf’s body went limp in midair and slammed into me like a bag of sand. I let Lycora’s body fall to the ground. Her head smacked against a paving stone, and her eyes fluttered on the edges of unconsciousness.

Released from the hold the wolf queen had over them, the beasts that surrounded me whimpered and backed away. Their jaws clicked open and closed, and they shook their heads back and forth as if they’d bitten bees.

“You’re free,” I told them, activating the Wild Hunter technique to be sure they understood the gist of what I told them. “Return to your homes. Harm no one who doesn’t start shit with you.”

As one, the wolves bowed their heads and scuttled past me like frightened pups with their tails between their legs. They were gone in a flash, their simple minds rattled by what they’d experienced. I hoped that it had shaken some sense into them, because I didn’t want to have to keep dealing with Lycora’s coerced packs.

“You bastard.” Lycora had staggered to one knee, her hand clutched over her abdomen as if to ease the pain of her wounded core. Her transformation had reverted, leaving her naked and defenseless. She did have a single note of shio left in her core, though I didn’t think she had the presence of mind to use it.

“This is over.” I snatched her off the ground by the throat and hoisted her into the air. “You had a chance, and you threw it away. It didn’t have to end this way, Lycora. I’m sorry.”

“Fuck you,” she spat.

My claws were still out, and I squeezed them around her neck. I’d already steeled myself for the feel of her bones crunching in my grip. I hadn’t wanted her to die. It all seemed so pointless and futile. We should have been allies, working together to push back the Midnight Emperor and the rest of the assholes who thought the world was their plaything to pollute and destroy as they saw fit.

Before I crushed Lycora’s throat and her head would’ve popped from her shoulders, she burned her last node of shio and her body dissolved into blue smoke.

“No,” I growled. I tried to grab her with senjin, but the tendrils of sacred energy passed through her without gaining purchase.

A moment later, the werewolf vanished into the night air.

My companions joined me at the mouth of the courtyard. The spirits had their weapons drawn, ready to attack if a threat presented itself. Ryel’s blade was out, too, though she kept it pointed toward the ground as she approached me. She stood on tiptoes to whisper into my ear.

“You’re so fucking lucky.” The anger in her voice told me she was ready to kill. “If anything had happened to her...”

“Nothing did,” I said. “Let’s keep it that way. Can your daughter really harvest the dream lotus flowers?”

“Of course,” she said.

“I don’t give a fuck what Ravi wants,” I said. “We’re taking as many of these flowers as we can carry.”

It took us a little over an hour to harvest an even dozen of the dream lotus flowers and preserve them in cages of sacred energy. It wasn’t easy work to manifest the senjin from my core, and I was surprised at how well Ryel’s daughter managed to express shio from hers. The kid was a natural, and it only made me more curious about how strong her core really was.

“Don’t look at her like that,” Ryel said.

“She needs training,” I said. “A power like hers—”

“No,” Ryel said.

She took her daughter by the hand and marched out of the courtyard.

“You sure know how to get under her skin,” Aja said with a snicker.

“Fuck,” I groaned.

We gathered up our blossoms and headed back to the city.
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Chapter 14

[image: image]


RAVI PLAYED HARD TO get after we’d returned from our little harvesting trip. That set all kinds of little alarm bells ringing in my head and made me wonder who, exactly, I could trust in this fucking city.

“He won’t talk to you at all?” I asked Ryel.

“His people insist he’s left the city.” Ryel let out a frustrated sigh. “Don’t look at me like that. I’m doing the best I can.”

“I know.” And I suppose I did.

Ravi and Ryel were the only two who knew where I was going to be on the night Lycora attacked. Ryel was the one most likely to have known about the wolf queen, thanks to Xanxiel. The Rogue Goddess had told the proprietor of the Yellow Chrysanthemum all about me. That could easily have included information about my little dustup with the shapeshifter.

Xanxiel could have killed me back in the spirit realm if she really wanted me dead, though. Sure, Mielyssi had protected me against one of the Rogue Goddess’s attacks, but I had no illusion that the weakened bear spirit would have stood a chance against Xanxiel. No, I didn’t really think that Ryel and the goddess wanted me dead.

Yet.

Ravi, on the other hand, had nothing to lose but his source of dream lotus flowers, and a shit ton to gain by my death. How happy would the Red Phoenix King be if I showed up dead? Hell, the fucking Midnight Emperor would be over the moon if he saw my corpse. Killing me would’ve made it very easy for Ravi to move up the ladder at a lightning pace.

That would also explain why that piece of shit had gone underground. His big plan had fallen apart, and now one of the baddest motherfuckers on Earth was coming for him.

“You’ve had three days to track him down,” I finally said. “It’s my turn.”

“Kyr,” Ryel protested, “you don’t know anything about the city. Ravi is an important man. If you go blundering around asking questions about where he is or what he’s doing, you’ll stir up a deadly hornets’ nest.”

“Give me a little fucking credit,” I said. “I’m not going anywhere. I will, however, send the best people I know to find this motherfucker for a little face-to-face chat. I don’t have time to sit on my hands and wait for proper channels. We need this done, and we need it done now.”

“Who are you sending?” she asked. “The city is enormous. There’s no way—”

“None of your business,” I interrupted. “It’s better for both of us if you don’t know. That way I won’t worry about you spilling the beans, and you don’t have to worry about me cracking your skull open if something happens to my people.”

I left the table before I said anything that I’d probably regret later and headed upstairs to my suite.

“Jaga, Aja,” I said. “I’ve got a job for you.”

The two of them looked up from the table they were gathered around with the witches and Ayo. They’d been playing a card game that Jaga had taught them, and judging by the pile of coins in front of the riverboat captain, she might’ve left out a few important rules during her instruction.

“Come on,” Jaga complained. “One more hand.”

“No more hands,” I said. “Come with me, both of you.”

I led them into one of the suite’s three bedrooms and flopped down on the foot of the bed.

“Oh, it’s that kind of job,” Jaga said, kneeling on the mattress next to me.

“I fucking wish,” I said.

“Your wish is my command.” Aja shrugged out of her shirt and had her pants halfway to her knees before I held up a hand to stop her.

“It’s not like that,” I laughed. “We have to find Ravi.”

“Trigawa City’s a big place,” Jaga said. “I know he’s ducking you, but he’ll come around eventually. Why don’t we do something more fun?”

“Because,” I explained, “the Midnight Emperor’s army is closing in on the city. For all we know, he’s just a few days away from tying a noose around our necks. If we don’t get these troops in order, right fucking now, we’re dead.”

“Ugh,” Aja said as she pulled her pants up and fished her shirt off the floor. “I swear to the Blood God, if I don’t get some action soon...”

“All you have to do is find Ravi,” I said. “Trust me, there’s going to be a hell of a celebration once these meetings are out of the way.”

“What are we fucking waiting for?” Jaga asked. “Let’s track this cocksucker down and cut his balls off.”

“That’s the spirit,” I said.

While the two of them gathered their gear and Aja decided on a suitable disguise, I left the bedroom and took a seat at the table next to Ryasina.

“How’s everybody holding up?” I asked. “I know it’s been rough being cooped up in here for the past few days. The city makes me feel like shit, and I’m sure it’s not doing wonders for any of you, either.”

“We’ll survive,” Ryasina said with a faint smile. “I’ve been helping the spirits cycle shio through their cores, and they’ve been pushing themselves hard to advance.”

While spirits didn’t have the same kind of cores that humans did, they could still improve significantly. Every time they gained a new level of strength, they’d gain a technique and add more nodes to store sacred energy within their cores. At the moment, both of the spirits had cores that were somewhere between earthbound and seabound. They weren’t powerhouses, but that could change.

“Good work,” I said. “But do you need to prepare more of those disguise potions? I have a feeling we’ll need to move through the city, soon, and it needs to be a surprise to anyone watching us.”

The witches put their heads together and came up with a shopping list that Ayo took down to Ryel. The leader of the Yellow Chrysanthemum monks of Xanxiel didn’t like taking orders from us, but I didn’t give her much choice. Until I was absolutely certain that she hadn’t set me up, she was on a short fucking leash.

Jaga and Aja left a little after noon. The spirit of the hunt had absorbed a spiritual impression of Ravi from Jaga and could use that to track him down the same way a bloodhound could find someone from a whiff of their clothes. The spirit wasn’t sure she could find the fucker, especially given the high levels of corruption in the city that made all our cores achy, but it was a damned sight better than waiting around for Ryel to hear from her contact.

A couple hours after my team had left, Ryel showed up in our suite with a bag of goodies for the witches.

“Here,” she said. “And I’ve got some good news. Ravi’s people finally got back to me. He’ll meet us. Tonight.”

That put me on edge. The witches and I exchanged knowing glances, and Ryel frowned at our obvious suspicion.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” she asked.

“Oh, I don’t know,” I said. “Let’s see. Two nights ago, a mission that only you and Ravi knew about almost ended with me getting my balls chewed off by a fucking werewolf. Now, after I send my people out to find Ravi, all of a sudden he wants to talk? What the fuck, Ryel?”

“I didn’t have anything to do with this,” she snarled. “It’s fucking lucky timing. Do you want to meet or not?”

“Yeah, I want the meeting,” I said. “But we are sure as hell not doing it at Ravi’s place where he can turn me into a human pincushion. Bring them here.”

“To my bar?” she said incredulously.

“That shouldn’t be a problem.” I shrugged. “Unless you’ve got something to hide. He already knows where you live, and it’s not too much of a stretch to believe that you’d invite us here as a sort of neutral ground.”

Ryel chewed on her lip for a moment, then gave me a short, sharp nod.

“We’ll do it in one of the private rooms in the basement.” She raked her fingers through her hair, then shrugged. “Ravi won’t like it, but he’ll do it once I tell him you got his stupid flowers.”

“Perfect,” I said. “But he has to bring his contact with him. I’ve done my last milk run for him. We need to move up the ladder, and we have to do it now.”

“I’ll tell him,” Ryel said. “But don’t blame me if he’s a dick about it.”

“I don’t think he could be any other way,” I said.

Ryel left with a chuckle, and the rest of us held our tongues until her footsteps had faded away and the door at the bottom of the stairs closed.

“I don’t like her,” Vilisia said.

“She doesn’t seem trustworthy, Kyr,” Ryasina chimed in. “We can be trapped here just as easily as somewhere else. If this is a setup, we’re dead.”

“It’s a shot we have to take,” I said. “Get your disguise potions together. Ayo, you help the witches. I have to get ready.”

With that, I retreated to the smallest of the three bedrooms, where we kept our belongings. I dug the dream lotus flowers out of the sack we’d hidden them in, and carefully undid the senjin cage that surrounded one of them.

For the next few hours, I cycled the sacred energy from the blossom through my core. There was no way I could advance to moonbound with just one flower, but it didn’t hurt to charge up my nodes and prepare myself for what was to come.

When a knock on my door roused me from my meditation, it felt like no time had passed since I’d taken the flower out of its cage. The last of its petals blackened and fell away from the bud, and I cleared my throat and shook my head to banish the cobwebs from my thoughts.

“Come in,” I said.

“It’s time,” Ryasina said. “You want us with you?”

“I want you nearby,” I said. “If you get a whiff of trouble, throw on your disguise, and shake Ryel until she shows you where we’re meeting.”

“Do you think there’s going to be trouble?” the witch asked.

“I always think there’s going to be trouble,” I said. “But I doubt there will be, at least today. Ravi needs this meeting to make sure I’m not pissed at him after what happened. He’ll play it cool and hope I don’t kill him.”

“And what of the contact he’s bringing with him?” Ryasina was more nervous than I’d ever seen her before. The city was wearing on her.

“Whoever is coming along for the ride is high up in the city’s hierarchy. Shit, they’re close enough to the king to get us a meeting with her,” I explained. “They’re also greedy as fuck if they’re willing to meet a strange merchant in exchange for a couple of flowers. They don’t want trouble.”

“Good luck,” she whispered, and kissed me deeply, her tail twined around my legs, her arms tight around my neck. “Remember what I said before. Your people need your strength, but they need their king more.”

With that, she slithered away and disappeared into the main suite.

I put back on the costume I’d worn during my last meeting with Ravi and went downstairs to the basement.

Ryel stopped me just outside the door, her eyes wide, her entire body tense.

“They’re inside,” she whispered. “Promise me you won’t kill either of them.”

“I promise I’ll try not to kill anyone,” I said. “That’s as good as it’s going to get.”

“They left their guards outside the bar. But important people know they’re here,” Ryel said. “We’re all dead if anything happens to them.”

“Like I said, I’ll try not to kill anyone,” I whispered to her. And then, because it seemed like the thing to do, I swept Ryel up into my arms and gave her a big hug. “You have to chill. It’s going to be okay. Just trust me.”

“Oh, fuck,” she groaned and wriggled out of my arms. “I really wish you hadn’t said that.”

“I’ll be right outside if you need anything,” she said, nodding toward the door. “Otherwise, no one will disturb you.”

She pushed the door open and stepped out of my way. I felt a tingle as I crossed the threshold and wondered if the room was scripted to keep out prying eyes and ears.

And, just like that, I was alone with two of the most powerful men in Trigawa City.

I’d be a big fucking liar if I didn’t admit that I really, really wanted to kill both of them.

Ravi sat in a simple wooden chair as if it were a throne. The oily smirk on his face tickled my rage nerves so relentlessly I didn’t trust myself to say anything for a few long moments.

Fortunately, his guest, a tall, slender man wrapped in white silk from head to toe, was a big talker. As soon as the door closed, he started running his mouth. The white veil that covered his face completely hid his features, but his voice painted a very clear picture of his smarmy face for me.

“I won’t ask your name, and you won’t ask mine,” the man said in a tight, strained tone that made it obvious it was not his natural speaking voice. “Let us be plain. I know what you want, and I believe you have something that I want. If we can come to an agreement, we will both leave happy men.”

I took a seat, completing the triangle around the small table. The room itself was scarcely large enough for us all to fit comfortably, and its ceiling was so low I had to duck my head to avoid the lantern that hung from it. It was impossible to read Ravi’s face because he always had that same smug look on it. The veiled man was difficult to read, too, though the way he leaned forward in his chair, hands clasped in front of him on the table, made him look eager to get this show on the road.

I fished the first bound blossom from the plain cloth sack I’d brought with me.

“As promised, here is the dream lotus,” I said. I didn’t try to disguise my voice. They’d already seen my face, and it wouldn’t take much effort to track down someone with my build.

I slid the caged flower across the table, then leaned back as if it were no more important than a glass of wine or a stack of copper coins.

“This is exquisite,” the veiled man said. “I have never seen one so perfectly preserved.”

“Glad you like it,” I said. “Now, about this meeting—”

“The personage with whom you wish to speak is very busy,” he said. “Her interests are varied and far-flung, and, as I’m sure you have heard, the Midnight Emperor’s approach requires much of her attention. I could probably arrange something near the festival season. It’s only five months away, and—”

“No.” I’d be dead long before festival season. “It has to be sooner than that.”

“This is most irregular,” the veiled man complained. “Perhaps I could squeeze you in during the autumn harvest tally. Three months is very short notice...”

I retrieved another flower from the sack and put it on the table.

“It has to be tonight,” I said. “My needs are time sensitive.”

Ravi’s eyes widened a bit, and the veiled man snatched the flower before leaning back in his chair to examine it. He said nothing for long moments after that, and I handed over another of the flowers.

“This gift is most generous,” the man said. “But to arrange a meeting so quickly would require a much more grandiose gesture. The king would need a powerful incentive to accommodate such a thing.”

“Moonsilver,” I blurted before I could stop myself. “All that red mercury you produce is useful for trade. But if you had more sacred metals, you could bring it to its full potential.”

“We have sungold,” Ravi interjected with a smirk. “And that is far more valuable than moonsilver.”

“Sungold doesn’t work with red mercury,” I countered. My knowledge of the sacred metals was shaky, at best, but even I knew that. “A steady supply of moonsilver would give you many options. I can deliver that, every month.”

“There are very few sources of moonsilver,” the white-cloaked man said carefully. “And fewer still anywhere near enough to our fine city for regular delivery.”

The veiled man was a sharp guy, and I felt a noose closing around my neck. He wanted that moonsilver, and it would get me my meeting with the king. The downside was, he also knew the only person in the world who could guarantee that moonsilver was someone from my neck of the woods. He hadn’t gotten to where he was by being an idiot. The veiled man knew that I was either completely full of shit or I was at the very tippy-top of the Midnight Emperor’s hit list.

If I didn’t call his bluff, there’d be no meeting with the king. If I confirmed who I was, my dick was firmly in a vice. This fucker could bring a literal army down on my head if he thought it was a quick shot to the top.

I wished that I had time to consult with the witches and ask their opinion. Unfortunately, that was out of the question. The veiled man had almost made up his mind about how to deal with me. He scooped up the flowers and put them in an ornate metal case that he’d brought with him. I had a few seconds before he left with Ravi, and I lost any chance of getting the meeting with the king that I needed, much less the soldiers who could save my kingdom.

I caught a glimpse of myself in the lantern that hung in the center of the room. I looked like a fucking idiot, that stupid hat perched on top of my head like a jeweled bird’s nest. It should have been a crown.

Because what Ryasina had said was right. My people needed my strength. But the only way to save them was to be a king. Even when it sucked.

And especially when it could get me killed.

“I can get you that moonsilver,” I told the veiled man, my voice stern and unyielding. “I won’t even charge you for the first three months.”

My announcement sucked the wind out of the room. Ravi wouldn’t even meet my eyes. The veiled man steepled his fingers in front of his hidden face and nodded his head very, very slowly.

“I trust you understand that this is a complicated and potentially dangerous matter,” the veiled man said. “If we do not exercise the utmost discretion, we could all be executed. I also cannot guarantee that the king is willing to take a similar risk. You are asking her to defy a very powerful entity.”

He wanted reassurances, even as he threatened my life. It would be the death of him to bring news of King Kyr’s presence in Trigawa City to his king without a firm plan on how to deal with me.

“Ask your king how she feels about bowing to that monster,” I told the veiled man. “If she hears me out, I’ll do everything in my power to make sure she never has to do that again.”

And, with that, I pushed back from the table, put three more flowers on the table, and left without another word.

“Well, Kyr,” I whispered to myself as I brushed past Ryel and headed up the stairs to the suite I shared with my people, “you’ve really fucking done it this time.”
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Chapter 15
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WHEN I’D TURNED MY back on the world and climbed Mount Shiki, the Sevenfold Empire had been home to millions of people. Each of the kingdoms had standing armies of tens of thousands of trained soldiers, all with powerful cores and armed with amazing scripted weapons and armor. The kings, each more powerful than any of their soldiers, were tied to their territories, much as I’d become tied to my own. They were virtually gods among men, and those who had seen them said they were nearly impossible to look upon in their full glory. The legends also said they were marked with bestial features by the sacred animals their territories represented, and were every bit as big as me.

That was the image in my head prior to my meeting with the Red Phoenix King.

What I found after I’d been led through the city in a covered rickshaw, escorted through the servant’s entrance of a castle that had clearly seen better days, and finally brought before a golden throne adorned with red mercury was completely different.

For starters, the king wasn’t very tall, and I couldn’t see any beast traits. She was a regal woman with fine, delicate features, slender limbs, and impressive height. Her raven-black hair had been drawn up atop her head in an ornate pillar of wrapped braids that jutted through the center of the heavy crown upon her brow. She was covered in a tight-fitting dress fashioned from some enormous scaly red creature. It could’ve been a dragon, though it was hard to tell without getting a closer look at it than her guards would allow. Her skin was a deep red, and her face bore ornate ebony tattoos that swirled around crimson studs implanted in her forehead, cheeks, and chin.

My spirit sight showed me those were clusters of red mercury, and the tattoos were scripts that held the heavy metal fluid in place. I wondered if they hurt.

A black sword lay across the arms of the king’s throne, and her hands rested easily atop it. It shed a deep, crimson radiance that I was sure meant it had somehow been forged from red mercury.

Whatever else you could say about the Red Phoenix Kingdom, they were real fucking proud of their chief export.

I’d wanted to bring Jaga and the witches along for moral support and advice, but the white-veiled man had made it clear I was to come alone. That made sense, but it certainly sucked.

The king didn’t rise to greet me when I entered her throne room, and I didn’t bow my head to her. She and I were, at least theoretically, equals. The fact that I’d come here to ask a favor didn’t lower my stature or increase hers. Bowing or scraping would only make me look weak. I settled for pausing a beat, then nodded sharply to the woman on the throne.

“My lady,” the veiled man in white intoned, “I present to you King Kyr, ruler of the Moonsilver Bat Kingdom, conqueror of the White Tiger Kingdom. Enemy of the Midnight Emperor and threat to all the Sevenfold Empire.”

Gee, thanks, asshole. That last line of the introduction hadn’t seemed necessary.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” I said.

“You may leave us, Edgar,” the king said to the man in robes. “And take the guards with you.”

“But, Your Highness,” the veiled man began, only to be cut off by a flash of blue shio tinged with a strange red light. He reeled and clutched his face, then fled the room without another word. The guards followed him out, heads bowed, eager to get away from their king’s sharp temper.

“Servants,” the woman said with a roll of her eyes. Her voice was surprisingly pleasant after the sharp crack of the command she’d just issued. She even smiled without showing any teeth. “Please, let’s sit like civilized people. This throne is far more uncomfortable than it looks.”

“I hear that,” I said.

The king rose from her throne, laid her sword across the seat, and let loose a throaty chuckle that seemed genuine. With a wave of her hand, she summoned a pair of comfortable, overstuffed chairs and a small table piled high with fruit, sliced meats, cheeses, and goblets filled with red wine. She took a seat without waiting for me to join her. She snatched a piece of ham from the pile of meat and shoveled it into her mouth without bothering with a fork or napkin.

Maybe we had more in common than I thought.

I took a seat across the table from her and helped myself to roast beef so rare it was practically still moving. We washed the meat down with healthy slugs of the wine. Maybe I was overconfident, but I was sure this woman didn’t want to poison me. Something about her told me she’d much rather try to slit my throat with her sword than stoop to such a low assassination attempt.

While we ate in amiable silence, I stretched out my spirit sight to examine her core. She did the same to me, and we came to the identical conclusions with both our eyebrows raised. She was firebound. Just like me.

“I hadn’t expected you to be so advanced.” The king smiled and licked the sticky glaze of sliced ham from her lips. “The Emperor told us you were seabound.”

“I was, the last time he saw me,” I laughed. “To be honest, I thought you would’ve been more advanced.”

“Firebound is no small achievement.” For a moment, I was worried that she might’ve been annoyed with my statement, but her smile didn’t waver.

“I know,” I said. “Especially for someone as young as me.”

Her eyes played over my body as if she could see through the robes I wore. They settled on my face, and she cupped her chin in her hands.

“You look twenty, but there’s something about you that tells me you’ve been walking the Earth for far longer,” she said. “I don’t suppose you’d share the secrets of your youth with me? A woman could find those most useful.”

“It’s a simple secret,” I said. “Just don’t get old. Worked for me.”

She laughed again, and devoured a slice of cheese that, to me, smelled like week-old laundry. She seemed to like it, though, and who was I to tell somebody what to put into their mouth?

“I don’t mean to seem ungrateful for the snacks,” I said, “but could we get down to business?”

“Edgar tells me that you have promised a monthly delivery of moonsilver.” She wiped the corners of her mouth with a red napkin. “That will be hard to deliver here after the Midnight Emperor crushes you.”

“While that would be a shame for me, it would really suck for you,” I said. “You think he’d share any of that moonsilver after he mounts my head on a spike?”

“He would trade it for the red mercury,” she said. “An even exchange that would benefit both of us.”

It was my turn to laugh, and I followed that up with a couple bites of meat and a drink of wine just to show her that I wasn’t worried by what she’d said.

“He doesn’t strike me as the kind of guy who likes even exchanges,” I said. “Let me ask you a question. How did he treat you before he learned I was roaming the Earth?”

The king’s eyes burned with resentment and anger. It wasn’t directed at me, though. It was a flicker of memory caught in her gaze, and that was the all the answers I needed.

“That’s what I thought,” I said. “He’s a dick. A giant fucking asshole. I don’t know why he keeps any of the rest of you around, because there are hardly enough people left in the world to fill one city, much less seven kingdoms. Once he’s done with me, he’ll put the rest of you in chains. Shit, he might just kill all of you.”

“It’s not as simple as that,” the king said. “He needs us, and he always will.”

“But he doesn’t need you powerful.” I took another slug of wine. That emptied my glass, but the instant it hit the table it was full again. I needed to learn that trick. “Or am I wrong?”

The Red Phoenix King stared at me, slowly turning her wine glass between her palms. She wasn’t sure how much I knew, or how much she risked by telling me dirty little secrets about the Midnight Emperor. The fact that she’d met me at all, rather than just sending her troops in to haul me off to the headsman’s block, told me that she wasn’t pleased with her current situation. Or, at the very least, that she was looking for a way to improve her lot.

“And how would you need me?” she asked, her eyes veiled beneath half-lowered lids. The king wasn’t looking at me anymore; she was staring into the depths of her wine glass.

This was the moment I knew everything hinged on. If I gave the wrong answer here, my whole plan was shot to hell. She might not kill me in her throne room, but I was certain that she hadn’t gotten to be king by being careless. There were almost certainly soldiers already around the Yellow Chrysanthemum. They’d kill everyone inside, then kill me when I returned.

The witches and spirits were powerful, and Jaga was a holy terror since she’d fused with Iolyra, but numbers meant more than raw power sometimes.

“I need allies,” I admitted. “To be perfectly honest, I need your kingdom and your troops to keep the Midnight Emperor off my neck. Given time, I’ll be strong enough to get rid of him.”

“You’re asking me to betray the most powerful man in the Sevenfold Empire,” the king said with a slow smile. “Even your supply of moonsilver is not rich enough for that.”

“Then what do you want?” I asked.

“It isn’t what I want, it’s what I need.” She emptied her glass, refilled it, and then took another deep slug. “I’m not an evil woman, Kyr. I wouldn’t even consider myself a bad woman. But I’m killing my people and choking the life out of my kingdom to mine enough red mercury to stay afloat. What can you do about that?”

I stifled a sigh of relief. I’d come here expecting a king hell-bent on power, willing to do anything to advance themselves within the Midnight Emperor’s court. The reality, a woman who wanted to make the world a better place while protecting her people, was more than a pleasant surprise.

“I can heal the wounded world,” I said. “But only if I’m alive to do it.”

“Ah, there’s the rub.” She drained that glass of wine, too. Her eyes were foggy and a tad glassy. She wasn’t drunk, not yet, but she would be if she didn’t slow down. “There’s only one reward for betraying the Midnight Emperor.”

“I’ve beaten him.” I said the words flatly. It wasn’t a boast, just a statement of fact. “Your army is as strong as his. If you let me lead it, the fucker will never reach the city.”

“You’re very confident.” Her eyes were wet with unshed tears, and she looked through me to a past that clearly tormented her. “I want to believe you. But if you’re wrong and you fail to stop him, he’ll do to me what he plans to do to you. My kingdom will be left in flames. I’ll be put to the sword. Everything I’ve worked for my entire life will be thrown away because of a bad toss of the dice.”

“That’s exactly what he wants you think.” I stood from the table, too frustrated to sit any longer. I paced back and forth, a tiger trapped in a cage. “You’re so afraid of what might be, you can’t see what could be. I’m stronger now than I was the first time I beat him, and he’s weaker. With your troops behind me, we can destroy him. His reign will be over.”

The king banished the wine and food with a wave of her hand.

That sucked. I was still hungry.

“And what will become of me once you win this war?” The black sword appeared in her hand, and she laid it back across her shoulders. “What’s to keep you from killing me and taking my throne?”

“For starters, I don’t want this fucking place.” I marched up to the king to show her I wasn’t afraid of her sword. I stared down at her, so close I could smell the scent of her exotic perfume and the tart bite of the wine on her breath. “I never wanted to be king at all. But the world is fucked. If I don’t do something to stop this asshole and heal the world, a woman I love more than life itself will die. And you’ll all die with her.”

“You still haven’t answered my question. What will become of me?”

“You’ll still be the Red Phoenix King,” I said. “You can run your territory as you see fit, provided you let me fix the fucking mess you’ve made.”

“And you’ll swear to this condition?” she asked. “And one more that I have?”

I chewed on the inside of my lip and considered my position. If I didn’t agree to her terms, the Midnight Emperor would be on her doorstep in the next couple of days. I’d have a bit of a head start, but there would be no way to stop him from marching north into the White Tiger Kingdom, rounding up the rest of the loyalists there, and then burning me alive in the starwood throne at the heart of Amankala. I could beat him, but I couldn’t beat his army.

“I’ll need to hear this other condition, but sure,” I said. “I came here to make a deal. Let’s do it.”

The Red Phoenix King lowered her sword until its tip rested on the ground between us.

“I know what you’ve been up to, King Kyr,” she whispered. “The final condition is that you must not free the witch in my territory and you must not cleanse the nexus here until I give my permission to do so.”

Her request hit me like a punch to the gut. The idea of leaving any corruption in place after I’d defeated the Midnight Emperor pained me. Would Mielyssi survive if a pocket of darkness still stained the world?

“Freeing the witch and cleansing the nexus is kind of my whole thing,” I said. “And it would help your kingdom, too. The rain will go away, and your people will finally see the fucking sun again. You should want that if you give a shit about your people.”

“I wish it were that simple.” The king cast her eyes to the floor, as if she’d recalled a dark and painful memory. “I do not wish to end up as powerless as the White Tiger King. I need to maintain my power to protect my territory and its people.”

She had a point there. When I’d claimed the nexus in Amankala, it had gutted the White Tiger King. He’d lost so much power he’d had to flee into hiding with his trusted advisors. The same would happen to the Red Phoenix King, and that idea clearly frightened her.

“And when will you give me permission to clean this shit up?”

“Perhaps never,” she admitted.

I needed the Red Phoenix King’s army, and I needed the witch. One of those things, though, I needed today. The other would just have to wait, no matter how much it pained me.

“Done,” I said. “How do we seal the deal?”

The king raised her sword until it was horizontal between us.

“Take the tip of the weapon in your hand,” she said.

She closed her fingers around the razor-sharp blade just below the cross guard. I did as she asked and felt the faint thrumming of power within the weapon. There was a hunger there, as well as fury that yearned to be free. The blade was much more than it appeared, and it sent a shiver up my spine to touch it.

“I swear to you that if you provide me with your army to battle the Midnight Emperor, then I will leave you upon the throne of your kingdom, and I will help you repair the damage that your mining has done.” With every word, I felt strands of senjin coiling around me, tying the words to both of our cores. It was unnerving, and I didn’t like it one little bit. “And I will not purify the nexus within your territory until such time as you’ve given me permission to do so. No matter how much I fucking hate that condition.”

“And I swear to you, King Kyr, that I will lend you my army in this battle,” she said. “And I will cause no harm to you or your people. I have no designs upon your territory or kingdom. So it is, so shall it be.”

Without warning, she pulled the blade back until the edge I’d been holding reached her hand. The weapon tasted our mingled blood, and the oath was set. It burned in my core, and in hers, like a chunk of lava.
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THE WITCHES CONVERGED on me the instant I entered our suite. Their eyes were wide, lips pursed tight, as they examined the wound on my hand and surveyed the changes in my core.

“What did you let that bitch do to you?” Ryasina’s eyes blazed with fury. “I will undo the geas. I just need—”

“Stop.” My tone was firm but gentle. “I made a bargain to get us what we needed. I’m fine. There’s nothing to worry about.”

“We should never have let you go alone—”

I cut her off with a kiss and squeezed her close to me. What was done was done. There was no point in talking or fighting about it.

“We have the soldiers we need,” I said. “We’re celebrating that.”

“We can also celebrate the wild goose chase we went on,” Jaga muttered. “Aja and I traipsed all over the city, only to find out you were already cozied up in the red bitch’s palace.”

“Yata is still out scouting for bad guys, or I would have sent him to find you,” I said. “Shit moved kinda fast today.”

“Hmm.” Jaga strolled across the room toward me, her green eyes smoldering with unearthly fires. It was still her, I was sure of that, but Iolyra’s power changed her a little more every day. 

Jaga exuded a hunger for life. Her eyes burned with the intensity of a starving man staring through the window of the world’s finest restaurant. She devoured her meals as if she hadn’t eaten in days and drank as if her life depended on keeping her belly filled with booze. The riverboat captain had wanted power and wasn’t going to waste a second putting it to use now that she had it.

Jaga’s arms curled around my neck and she kissed me with an almost angry passion. She crushed her lips against mine, tangled her fingers in my hair, and pulled herself up to wrap her legs around my hips. She stared deep into my eyes, green flames of eldritch fire swirling across her pupils in mesmerizing patterns. 

“I’ll, uh, get some food and booze,” Aja muttered, and headed downstairs.

The eyes of my other three companions were locked on Jaga’s wanton display. There was power in her abandon, and it called to us all like the drumming of a primal heartbeat. It was impossible to resist.

“Stupid fucking robes,” she growled at the fabric that had blocked her hand from reaching my skin.

Jaga hooked her fingers into the fabric at my throat and yanked it down so hard the front tore away from my shoulders. Her nails dragged across the muscles of my chest and traced the throbbing artery along the side of my neck. She trailed a line of hot, wet kisses down my cheek and throat, and sucked at the hollow of my neck.

I found the laces on the sides of the pilot’s armor and fumbled with their knots. With a frustrated growl, I hooked my thumbs behind the ties and tore them free of the leather. I ripped the remnants of Jaga’s jerkin off and threw the tattered armor across the room. The thin shirt she’d worn beneath the armor was laced at the throat, but that knot gave up the fight much easier, and Jaga moaned against my throat as our naked skin finally met.

Tendrils of senjin burst unbidden from my core and coiled around the captain. Prickling sparks of sacred energy leapt between them and her skin, transferring tiny bursts of my power to her. Before they could touch her, though, Jaga batted them away with one hand. She raised her head to nip at my earlobe.

“Not like that,” she whispered, her breath hot in my ear. “I need you, your skin, your heat. Save the rest of that shit for the witches.”

As if goaded on by her own words, Jaga frantically tore at my robes until they fell free of my shoulders. It was a good thing I didn’t need that disguise anymore.

She kissed me again, her fingernails raking down my back. She ground against me, her legs tight around my waist, her motions almost frenzied. Jaga threw her head back, and her long hair fell across the backs of my hands like strands of silk. Her throat and chest were flushed pink to match the swollen buds of her nipples. I’d never felt so close to Jaga, or so consumed by her need.

Aja returned with a tray of liquor, wine, and food. She closed the door behind her with a kick and brought the tray to Jaga and me.

“You look thirsty.” She winked at Jaga, and raised a decanter of liquor the color of fresh honey. The spirit moved the bottle away from the pilot’s grasping hand and tilted its neck toward her. “Open wide.”

Jaga chuckled and tilted her head back, mouth gaping wide in anticipation. The booze smelled like the lemons the traders had brought to our village, mixed with a tinge of pepper and sweet brown sugar. Jaga swallowed greedily, gulp after gulp. With a laugh, she tilted her head farther back, out of the stream, and the amber fluid splashed down her throat and across her chest.

“Don’t let it go to waste.” The spirit of the hunt raised an eyebrow at me.

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I panted, and lapped the delicious liquor from Jaga’s skin. The tart and sweet notes of the booze mingled with the angry bite of high-proof alcohol and the sweat from the pilot’s breasts. The taste burned itself into my memory, a fiery concoction that perfectly matched the flames of Jaga’s passion.

My connections to the witches throbbed with pangs of desire, and my senjin tendrils encircled them in tight embraces. Power coursed through us, binding us tighter and tighter, as every hammering beat of our hearts pushed the sacred energy in a circle that rushed through our bodies and cores faster and faster. We felt each other within the coursing power, our bodies closer than physical touch could allow. Everything I felt poured into the witches, and then back into me doubled, then doubled again.

More senjin burst free from my core to find Aja and Ayo. The tendrils plucked at their clothing and nuzzled against patches of exposed skin at their throats. Silver dream energy smeared over their skin, then faded to red as the spirits shivered and absorbed the shio from it.

Jaga slithered down my body until her feet were on the floor. She shimmied out of her armored pants and tore the last vestiges of my robe away, leaving us both naked, encircled by streams of senjin connected to the witches and spirits. An aura of savage lust had blossomed around all of us, binding us together.

The pilot’s hand wrapped around me and pulled my stiffening length against her skin. The emerald glow of her eyes was intoxicating and commanded almost as much of my attention as her hand’s motions. Her gaze burned with hunger and a deeper, more primal emotion that called to me.

I bent down to kiss Jaga and traced the length of her spine and the smooth muscles of her ass with my right hand. The fingers of my left hand slipped between her thighs and stroked the insides of her legs as our kisses quickened. I parted her lips with my index and ring fingers, while my middle finger glided along the smooth, wet cleft between them.

The pilot twisted in my grasp and pushed her back into my chest. She pulled my hands to her breasts and arched her spine, pushing her skin into mine. With a groan, she reached down between her legs and guided me into her. She slid down my length, engulfing me in her taut heat with a delicious slowness that drew groans from both of us.

Jolts of pleasure raced through my connections to the witches and spirits. Our shared pleasure dragged us into a vortex that pulled us closer and closer. From my first thrust into Jaga, all four of them had encircled us with their arms, pressing their naked bodies against ours to share the experience.

Jaga writhed on me, her hands clutching my hips to urge me harder, deeper. She met every move of mine with her own, struggling to wring every last drop of pleasure out of the experience. She cried out with wordless need, motions increasingly frantic as her body trembled and her breath gusted in and out of her lungs in ragged gasps.

We were all caught up in that timeless moment, hungering for more but desperate to plunge over the edge into a blinding moment of euphoric bliss. The crashing cycle of pleasure became almost too much, a breathtaking series of new heights that fused us together in a grunting, moaning knot of hunger.

Aja and Ayo reached their peaks within seconds of one another, a duet of moans and writhing spasms that left them weak and dazed. They clung to the rest of us until they’d reached their limits and slid away to the carpeted floor in the center of the room. Echoes of their orgasms spiraled through the witches and I like jolts of lightning.

Vilisia was the next to lose herself, her head thrown back, a guttural groan welling up from deep inside her. Her nails dug into my shoulder as the jewels on her face blazed with blue light. She clung to our connection, hips bucking, chest heaving, until the flow of pleasure proved too much even for her, and she joined the spirits.

Jaga stiffened against me, her fingers clamped to my hips, and a gasp tore free from her. Her muscles tightened around my length as I slammed into her again and again. I chased her toward the plateau, pulling her down onto me harder and harder, pressure building to the limits of my self-control.

Ryasina curled around us, her tail tight around our thighs and hips, her breasts pressed against my back, her mouth hot on the side of my neck. Her tail pulsed around us, squeezing Jaga and I together in rhythmic waves that heightened the experience beyond anything I’d imagined possible.

Jaga cried out, and I plunged into her a final time. My hands squeezed her breasts, and she pushed herself down onto me, so tight around me we were nearly one. Tremors wracked her body, and the pulse of her sex pulled me past the peak. I exploded inside her.

Ryasina’s tail slipped from around us, and she slithered to the nearest chair. Her eyes were half-closed, an exhausted smile tugging at the corners of her mouth.

Jaga was still pressed against me, her head leaned back against my shoulder, her eyes closed. She was light as a feather in my arms, her muscles slack and relaxed as a sleeping kitten. I burned that moment of afterglow in my memory, drinking in the sights and sounds, the smells and tastes we’d shared in that room.

“Put me down,” Jaga murmured finally, and I let her slip from my grip. She landed lightly on the floor, turned, and threw her arms around my waist. “Thank you.”

I was just about to ask her for what when some piece of shit banged on the door.

No, the window.

“Are you about fucking finished?” my familiar called. “Open the cocksucking shutters!”

“Yata,” I grumbled, and raced to the window. I flipped the latch and swung the shutters wide.

The raven seemed bigger every time I saw it. Though our window was more than a yard tall and wide, the bird had to duck its head to squeeze through the opening. It hopped to the floor, glanced around at the half-conscious naked ladies, and let out a disgusted caw.

“I’m out there in the fucking rain, days on motherfucking end, and you’re all up here cozily fucking yourselves stupid?” The raven spread its wings and flung droplets of greasy, icy rain across the rest of us.  The spirits and witches shouted in protest as the cold water doused them, and Jaga cursed. “I oughta fly out of here and let you assnuggets find this shit out the hard way.”

“What shit?” A sudden pang of anxiety splashed over me, much colder than the water Yata had flung from its wings.

“The whole reason you sent me out in the first place,” the raven croaked. “A shitstorm is headed this way, Kyr. The Midnight Emperor’s boys and girls are marching on Trigawa City.”
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Chapter 17
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THE COMMANDER OF THE Red Phoenix Army stared at me as if I were a lizard who’d just crawled out from under a rock and asked for a quick blow job. The king had introduced us a few minutes before, and he still hadn’t managed to wipe the rotten-milk sourpuss look off his face. He paced back and forth in her throne room like a man who’d stepped in dog shit and couldn’t get it off his heels.

“Why should we follow this man?” he asked, disgust clear on his face. “He doesn't even wear clothes.”

“For starters, your king told you to,” I said.

The commander was tall, and the armor he wore made him seem even taller and wider. The mace that hung from his belt would've been too heavy for most men to carry, much less wield, and it was only the strength of his skybound core that let the commander walk around with it. Still, for all his size, I had well over a foot on him, and my naked shoulders were broader than his pauldrons. If push came to shove, he’d get his ass kicked so fast he’d never know what hit him.

“It is my duty to protest when the king's request is unreasonable,” the commander shot back.

“Commander Emerik,” the king said, her voice as sharp as the black-and-red blade in her hand. “My decision in this matter is not open for debate. It was difficult enough to make without you second-guessing me.”

“My king,” Emerik protested. “He's a boy. A big boy, to be sure, and his core is certainly strong. For all that, he doesn’t have a chance in the Frozen Hells of fighting the Midnight Emperor’s army.”

“That's why you're coming,” I said. “I never pretended to be a commander, and I don't want to tell your soldier boys what to do. That's your job. I'm there to smite the Midnight Emperor with a great and terrible vengeance. I don’t know what you’re bitching about. You got the easy job.”

“This is treason,” the commander implored his leader. “If we attack the Emperor, every other king will turn on us like a pack of rabid hounds.”

Before he could say another word, I slammed my fist into the armor over his heart, then grabbed him by the mop of black hair atop his head. Stunned by the shot to his chest, he didn't have time to react before I hauled him off the ground by his scalp.

“It's also treason to disobey your king,” I said. “If you think I’ll stand by while you keep fucking around, you're sadly mistaken. We are going to war. You’ll lead the troops. I’ll kill the Emperor. That's it. We’re not discussing this any further.”

It was only the three of us in the chamber, and the king seemed shocked by my outburst. Her eyes were wide, and she’d pressed the fingertips of her left hand against her lips. She took a deep breath, and the skin-tight leather dress that covered her from throat to ankles shifted in ways that set my imagination running. King or not, she was a stunning woman.

“Please put him down,” she said, her breath catching in her throat. “Commander Emerik, I assume we will have no further problems on this matter?”

The commander looked at me with a mixture of awe and resentment. His hand drifted toward the hilt of his mace, then stopped and dangled at his side. After a few moments, he straightened, ran his fingers through his hair, and bowed to his king.

“I will win this war for you, my king,” he said. “But I pray this hulk knows what he's doing. Because even if we destroy the Emperor's army, we might still pay the ultimate price if this boy can’t deliver on his promise.”

“Don’t you worry your sweet ass about that.” I threw an arm around the man's shoulders. “Time's running out, though. Take me to your troops.”

It was early morning and the eternal cloud cover hid the sun's rays from Trigawa City. The commander led me through the darkened streets, his eyes flicking in my direction from time to time as we made our way away from the castle down to the barracks near the southern gate.

“You're really him?” he asked, finally.

“I guess,” I said. “I don't know who ‘him’ is.”

“The shaman,” the commander said. “The one the Emperor's been hunting for the past century.”

“Yep,” I said. “I'm him.”

“I never would've believed it.” The commander shook his head. “We all thought it was a myth. And now here you are. Big as a cocksucking tree, looking fresh off your mama’s titty.”

“And how do you feel about that?” 

The commander didn't say anything for a minute. We turned down a narrow alley, the shadows gathered in it like pools of ink. He scratched at his neatly trimmed beard. It was black as pitch and had been waxed to an arrowhead point that jutted from the tip of his chin.

“I fucking hate it, if I'm being honest,” he said. “Our kingdom hasn't been at war for a decade. I'd hoped we could go another decade without a big godsdamned fight. And now you're here.”

“Not my choice,” I said with a shrug. “Believe it or not, I'm just here to fix the world. Wouldn’t have to fight if your Emperor wasn’t such a giant piece of shit.”

The commander chuckled. We'd reached a black stone building that rose from its surroundings like a jutting onyx finger. The wide double doors we’d stopped in front of were covered with neat rows of heavy bronze spikes, and the sword and shield mounted above them told me we’d finally reached the city’s barracks.

“You talk a good game, whoever you really are,” the commander said. “The Emperor does, too. He says your people sold you to the demons of the Frozen Hells, and they made you their king. He says that as long as you're alive, the rain will continue to fall, and the world will continue to rot.”

“He's full of shit,” I said with a sigh. “I wish we had more time. I’d like for you to see the White Tiger Kingdom since I took over. Blue skies, warm sunshine, and the only rain that falls is as pure and clear as a virgin's tear. One look at that would convince you that I’m on the side of angels. If you and your men could see that, you’d know what you were fighting for.”

“No time for sightseeing,” the commander shrugged. “Look, I may not believe you’re the scary last shaman who can kick the Emperor’s ass. But I will tell my soldiers that you are who you claim to be. They need every edge they can get in this fight, and believing that you’re some sort of mystical badass who can heal the world might just be the ticket they need to push through the shitstorm we’re marching into.”

“You can tell them whatever you want,” I said. “As long as they go to war with us, I don't give a fuck what they think.”

“Nobody does,” the commander said. “It’d be real nice if someone did, though.”

Ouch.

I didn’t have an answer for that. I followed along behind the commander in silence as he entered the barracks. Despite the early morning hour, most of the grunts were up and about, polishing armor, sharpening weapons, or eating breakfast. There were young faces among them, and older ones, too. Half could have been my younger brothers, and the other half looked to be my father’s age. Well, my father's age when I climbed the mountain.

The commander didn’t say a word as he moved through the barracks, but the news of his arrival spread quickly. Men scattered out of his path and raced off to gather up their brothers in arms. By the time we reached the assembly hall, the entirety of the Red Phoenix Army stood at attention to salute us.

I searched their cores with my spirit sight, hoping against hope there'd be a few strong souls in the mix. As hard as I looked, though, I couldn't find any above earthbound. Even those were untrained, their single advancement more a result of surviving battles than active training. That sucked, but it could've been a lot worse. At least there were a lot of soldiers, and they all looked healthy and ready to fight.

“They’re a good bunch,” the commander whispered to me from where we stood on an elevated stage at the head of the room. “But they haven't seen any real fighting outside a few skirmishes with the brigand camps over the years. The young ones will look forward to going to war, but they won't be happy about locking horns with the Emperor. The more experienced troops will hate the fact that they have to march through the mud in this shitty weather, and they'll really hate the fact that they're going up against their boss's boss.”

“It’d be nice if they were enthusiastic about the fight,” I said. “If we can’t get that, let’s at least hope they don’t desert. You might want to tell them that if they don’t win this fucking thing, the Midnight Emperor will eat all our hearts for breakfast.”

“They’ll love that,” the commander grunted. “Looks like the gang’s all here. Let me see if I can polish this turd.”

The commander strode to the front of the room, drew his mace from his belt, and banged the oversized weapon against the floor to get everyone's attention.

In perfect unison, the army clicked their heels together, stamped their right feet, and threw a sharp salute to their commander.

“The Red Phoenix rises!” they shouted.

“At ease, kids,” Emerik responded. “I need you all to pay real close attention to this news.”

That earned him some uneasy looks from the soldiers, though they wisely held their tongues and maintained their positions with a minimal amount of grumbling.

“This big fucker standing next to me is Kyr, King of the Moonsilver Bat Kingdom and the White Tiger Kingdom. He’s the last shaman on Earth.” The commander waited for the ripple of unease to pass through his soldiers and for them to settle back down. The weight of all those eyes on me was unnerving, and so was the flaring anger I saw in the crowd.

Their commander had just told his army that the man in front of them was the fucking boogeyman they’d been warned about for their entire lives.

“Your King, Solyree Virisoka, the Red Mercury Mistress, Killer of the Shankleer Dragon, has pledged your swords to his cause.”

The soldiers in the front row maintained their professional demeanor, eyes fixed straight ahead, because they knew their boss would kick their asses if they defied him openly. Those a bit farther back, on the other hand, would be harder to identify and let fly with strings of curses.

“If you like that bit of news, you’re gonna love what comes next,” the commander said. He turned from where he stood, gave me a quick wink, then dove back into his speech. “You’ve all heard the rumors, and I’m here to tell you they’re all true. The Midnight Emperor is on our doorstep, boys and girls.

“He wants our friend’s head,” the commander continued. “We will not give it to him. Instead, we’re marching out of here in two hours to kick the Emperor’s ass back to the capital.”

That brought shouts of outrage from many of the soldiers. They glared at me with unbridled anger and hollered questions at Emerik. The captain didn’t seem at all shocked by the sudden collapse of military discipline amongst the ranks of his soldiers. He gave me a wry grin and a shrug, as if having his men a hair from open rebellion was no big deal.

“I know,” the commander said. “It sucks, and it feels all kinds of wrong. It’ll be a hell of a fight, and there’s no telling how long it will take us to finish this mess. But I'm not asking any of you. This is an order. Get your shit together. Every man needs to bring enough provisions and supplies for three days. We’ll have support lines coming after that, but we can't afford to wait for them to march with us. Two hours, cocksuckers. Don't make me come looking for any of you.”

The soldiers didn't move. They talked amongst themselves, shook their heads, or stared at me. Finally, a big guy in the middle of the crowd forced his way toward the front of the stage. He was taller than Emerik, though still shorter than me, and wore armor emblazoned with so many symbols and badges he must have been someone pretty important.

“I don't believe him,” the man called up to Emerik. “He’s barely old enough to shave. Why should we risk everything for him?”

“Because your king fucking commands it,” Emerik shouted back. “If that's not reason enough for you, he’s the toughest motherfucker I've ever seen. Look at him. He's a godsdamned giant. If anyone is ever going to stand up to the Midnight Emperor, he's the guy.”

“I respectfully disagree, sir,” the man on the floor said. “I demand my right to challenge this decision.”

The commander slammed his mace into the wooden platform hard enough to rattle its joints. Splinters of wood jumped up from around his mace and sprayed the front row of the crowd.

“For fuck’s sake, Demetri, this isn’t the time for that shit,” he shouted. “We’re about to march off to war and you challenge me? What the fuck is wrong with you? If one of us gets hurt, how does that help us?”

“Not you,” Demetri said. “Him. If I beat him, then you know the Emperor can kick his ass straight back to wherever he came from. Let's find out if he's as powerful as you think he is.”

The commander opened his mouth to shout something, but I stepped forward and put a hand on his shoulder.

“Fine,” I said. “Climb up here, and we’ll settle this.” I reached down and offered the man my hand. If he wanted a fight, we'd fight. He was a big guy, but he had no idea what he was up against.

Demetri's eyes shifted from Emerik to me, then back. Finally, he nodded, took my hand, and I hauled his ass up onstage.

By the time Demetri's heels were firmly on the stage's boards, his eyes were wide, and his face had paled. I’d lifted him off the floor as easily as a mother picking up a newborn child. He was beginning to realize he’d bitten off a lot more than he could chew.

“Weapons?” he asked me, uncertainly. “You don't appear armed.”

“Oh, I'm armed,” I said. “You can use whatever weapon you want, though. It won't matter.”

The commander walked between us, then turned back to face the crowd.

“Since Demetri has a hard-on about this, we’ll see it through,” he said. “But this is it. No more challenges, no one else steps out of line. I'm a reasonable guy, but you fuckers are really pushing it today.”

Demetri had drawn his sword, a long, double-edged blade a little over four feet long. Its hilt was long enough for two hands, though the soldier wielded it with one.

“On my word, begin.” Emerik said. “Don't fucking kill each other, either. First blood, that's it.”

“Fine.” Demetri seemed relieved by the commander’s decision.

Not that it would do him any good.

“Begin!” the commander shouted.

Demetri immediately threw himself into the fight. He thrust his blade forward and drove his body's weight behind it. He wanted to end the fight quickly and gambled on a quick cut against my unarmored torso.

Too bad for Demetri I wasn't in the mood to lose.

In the same instant that he lunged, I activated the Bear's Mantle technique. Wiry fur sprouted from my shoulders and chest, my muscles swelled with inhuman strength, and my skin hardened into armor. My reactions were so much faster than my opponent’s that I had plenty of time to activate the Crimson Claws, sidestep Demetri's attack, and scratch his cheek for a win.

That would have ended the fight. It would not have proved to these soldiers that I was tough enough to kill the Midnight Emperor. I held my ground, left my arms hanging down by my sides, and let the sword come.

The tip of Demetri's longsword hit me just below my sternum. The soldier’s eyes widened in shock that I hadn't defended myself, and I saw the worry that he was about to kill me flicker through them.

An audible gasp rippled through the crowd and even Emerik let out a shout of surprise.

The longsword skipped off my hardened skin and slid along my ribs without leaving so much as a welt.

Demetri's entire body was committed to the attack. His arm followed behind the sword, his shoulder slammed into my chest, and his thigh crashed into my knee. Off-balance, the soldier stumbled and lost his grip on his sword. The weapon clattered to the wooden planks beneath our feet, and he looked up at me with real fear in his eyes.

“Sorry,” I said.

I brought my fist down across his nose. The blow sent blood spraying from his nostrils, but I’d pulled it so he didn’t wind up with a broken nose or shattered skull. Staggered by the attack, Demetri nearly fell to the floor. I caught him by one arm, keeping him on his feet, and turned back to face the crowd.

“I guess I win.” I pointed at the blood running down Demetri's face.

The soldiers stared at me for a moment, then snapped back to attention, saluted their commander, and left the room as if afraid I'd pick one of them for another demonstration.

“Looks like they got the point,” Emerik said. “Nice work, Demetri.”

The soldier coughed, snorted blood from his nose, then stood up straight and saluted his commander.

“Thank you for remembering to call for first blood, sir,” Demetri said. “I was pretty sure this guy would have killed me.”

I stared back and forth between Demetri and his commander. They'd planned this whole fucking thing.

“Sneaky fuckers,” I said. “When did you have time to set that up?”

“Standing orders,” the commander said. “As long as the soldiers believe they can complain and be heard, they're easier to handle. Demetri was never going to win this fight, but nobody else needs to know that.”

“I thought I might have had a chance,” Demetri mused. “Didn’t think you’d be so fast. And I really didn’t expect you’d have skin made of marble.”

“You’re lucky I did.” The soldier’s attack was powerful enough it would have seriously wounded any other man. While they’d meant the stunt to convince the other soldiers to back me up, something told me it had also been a test for me. If I’d failed, Emerik would have had the ammunition he needed to convince the Red Phoenix King to change her mind. That gave me a lot to think about. “I’ll see you at the gate in two hours.”
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Chapter 18
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THE KING SAW US OFF from Trigawa City’s south gate. She was attended by a group of veiled courtiers, all of them identical to the white-veiled dumbass that had arranged my first meeting. They looked like a pack of weak fools next to their armed king. While they stood motionless, she raised her black blade toward the sky, its radiance painting Emerik and the rest of us in the front rank of the army in deep, scarlet hues.

“Today is a momentous occasion,” she intoned in a shio-boosted voice that carried her words to everyone within a few city blocks. Our audience of city dwellers, dragged out of their beds by the sound of a marching army, murmured in confusion. No one had told them what the fuck was going on, and they weren’t sure how to feel about it. “Today, the Red Phoenix Kingdom parts ways with the empire. We are once again a sovereign nation under my banner. Our forces march forth to secure our liberty, after a century of tyranny. We are stronger, more steadfast, and more just than our foes. We will be victorious this day, and, alongside our new allies from the White Tiger and Moonsilver Bat Kingdoms, we will once again stand as the greatest power on the face of the Earth.”

A ragged cheer rose from the crowd around the gate, and the soldiers stamped their feet by way of applause. It wasn’t the most enthusiastic display I’d ever seen, but at least no one protested the war.

The king smiled down at me, and lowered her voice to a more reasonable tone.

“Commander Emerik, would you and King Kyr do me the honor of attending me for a few moments before you depart?”

The commander nudged me with his armored elbow, and I took the lead as we headed toward the king. She descended from the platform where her guards and courtiers stood and met us at the base of the staircase.

“Nice speech,” Emerik said.

“I meant every word of it,” the king replied. “We're committed to this now, Commander. We have to kill the Emperor, no matter the cost. Once that's done, our position will be secure. No one will dare to attack us.”

I was no political genius, but I could read between the lines of that statement. She wanted the commander to come home victorious, or on a shield. There would be no retreat, no surrender. It was win or lose, and losing meant death for all of us.

“If that's your command my king,” Emerik said, “then I'll fulfill it to the best of my ability.”

The king sheathed her sword in the scabbard on her back, then pressed her hands together until a red glow emanated from between her fingers. She handed a fistful of small red coins to the commander, and a matching set of coins to me.

“I cannot trace the Emperor's movements through my kingdom. Sadly, I don't have the same bond to our nexus as you do to yours, Kyr.” The king seemed almost embarrassed by this. “When broken, each of these tokens will summon a single red phoenix that can be given a simple order. They make excellent scouts and can report back to whoever summons them from a token. Each phoenix will only last for a few hours, though, so use them with care.”

A quick count of the tokens in my hand told me the king had given us each twenty of the magical birds to work with. It wasn't much, but I’d take any edge I could get. Yata had spotted the Emperor’s forces once but had lost sight of them since then. The asshole was using some sort of technique to hide his movements, which put us at a serious disadvantage.

“Thank you,” I said to the king. “These will help me find the Emperor so I can kick his ass.”

The commander and king both gave a quiet chuckle at that.

“You're confident,” she said. “I like that.”

“Me, too,” I said. “Anything else before we get the fuck out of here?”

“I have only one request,” the king said. “If things go poorly, send a phoenix to warn me. I won't let him take me alive.”

She kissed the commander on both cheeks, then did the same to me. With her last kiss, she breathed out a quiet whisper.

“When you've returned from the field, I will be waiting for you. We have much to discuss about our future.” Before I could respond, she marched up to her platform and waved to the army.

Well, that was interesting.

Emerik steered me toward the gate, and we marched out ahead of the army.

“Don’t fuck us on this, Kyr,” he muttered once we were outside the city. “She trusts you. She’d better not regret it.”

“I’ll do my part,” I promised the commander. “But you’ve got work to do, too. If you fuck up, we’ll be dead before I can do my thing.”

“I know,” he said. “Trust me, I know.”

We marched in silence for a few minutes, heading in the direction Yata had last seen the Emperor’s men. Emerik thought he had a good idea where we’d run into the Emperor if he stayed on his current course. If the commander was right, we had a couple days’ march through eternally shitty weather ahead of us.

I, on the other hand, wasn’t so sure Emerik was right. The Midnight Emperor was a tricky bastard, and if he’d hid his movements from my familiar, he was up to some sneaky shit. I wanted to put a stop to those shenanigans, if I could, and that meant scouts.

“You assigned people to Jaga?” I asked Emerik.

“She’s got four of my best rangers,” Emerik said. “They should be on our left flank if you’re looking for them. Tell her not to get my people killed, would you?”

“Yeah, yeah,” I said with a dismissive wave. “If they listen to Jaga, they’ll be fine. If they don’t, she’ll probably kill them herself.”

“Are all your people lunatics?” Emerik asked.

“Just the witches, spirits, and Jaga.”

“That’s all of them,” Emerik called after me as I headed off to find Jaga.

“Not Yata!” I shouted back with a laugh.

I found the riverboat captain arguing with the rangers assigned to her as they marched alongside the main force. Though it was impossible to hear their words through the rain, the look on Jaga’s face told me she wasn’t pleased with whatever pushback she was getting.

“What’s the problem?” I called out as I approached them.

All eyes swiveled to me, and the rangers suddenly looked distinctly uncomfortable.

“There you are,” Jaga said, obviously exasperated. “Will you tell these fucksticks they absolutely can cover a hundred miles in a day?”

“That’s impossible,” a young ranger with snow-white hair and ruddy cheeks said. She looked pissed that Jaga had even suggested that range.

“You’ll be fine,” I promised and dug a small leather pouch out of my satchel. “If you take these—”

“Witchcraft,” the white-haired woman muttered.

“Don’t be an idiot,” I said. “It’s just sacred energy and some herbal medicine. It won’t even upset your stomach.”

The rangers didn’t look like they’d bought my explanation.

“For fuck’s sake,” I growled. “You need to move quickly to find the Midnight Emperor. These pills will make that possible. Without them, you’ll stumblefuck around out there all day and never get anywhere.”

I was used to dealing with people who understood this shit. If the rangers were too scared to use my pep pills, we were fucked.

“Give them here,” Jaga said. She opened the sack that I handed to her, pulled a single pressed pill from its guts, and dry-swallowed it. “Look, I’m not dead. Here’s one for each of you.”

She thrust a pill into each ranger’s hand and scowled at them until they put the godsdamned things in their mouths. Then she scowled a little longer until they’d all swallowed.

“Stick out your tongues, you pussies,” Jaga demanded. She peered into each mouth to make sure the soldiers had swallowed their pills, then nodded. “They’ll kick in after a few minutes. Then you’ll be kissing my boots.”

“Take these, too.” I handed Jaga another pouch I’d filled with ten of the phoenix tokens the king had given me. “Break one in half, and it’ll summon a bird. You can use it to send a message back to us, or to coordinate with your scouts. Let us know the minute you catch sight of the Midnight Emperor’s troops.”

“We’re on it,” Jaga replied. She threw her arms around my neck and pulled my head down for a long, fierce kiss. “I’ll find that fucker for you, Kyr. I swear.”

“I know you will.” I rubbed my nose against hers and lifted her off the ground for a tight hug. “Keep these assholes in line.”

“Always.” She grinned up at me. Her green eyes burned, but I had no doubt who I was talking to. She slithered out of my arms and called out to her troops. “Either your pills have kicked in, or you didn’t take them. If you fall behind, I’ll come back and kick your ass.”

With that, the riverboat captain took off at a brisk walk that carried her out of sight in seconds. The rest of the rangers stuck to her tail like ducklings following their mother. It was good to know they were more afraid of Jaga than taking my medicine. 

With the scouts on their way, I spent some time all by my lonesome. I meditated as I walked and gritted my teeth at the foul taste of the senjin I pulled into my core. It was easy enough to cleanse; it was just every bit as unpleasant as chewing on a rotten potato. 

I kept that up until near lunchtime, then turned my attention to the witches. They were at the back of the army, riding in a donkey-pulled cart with Aja and Ayo. Vilisia could keep up with the march without trouble, but Ryasina’s tail wasn’t good for long walks through the rain. Plus, the witches needed their supplies. A wagon just made sense.

“How are you holding up?” I asked as I approached my people.

“Bored,” Aja and Ayo grumbled together. “Wet. Cold. Hungry.”

“Welcome to the army,” I said with a chuckle. “You won’t be bored for much longer, I’ll promise you that.”

“How about you two?” I asked the witches.

“We’ve been working on ways to distract the Emperor,” Ryasina said.

“We wanted to put together some techniques to deal with his troops, too,” Vilisia said with a frown. “But we don’t know what he’s bringing to the fight. Can Yata get us more details on the enemy forces?”

“That's the whole fucking problem,” I said. “The king can't pinpoint the Midnight Emperor inside her territory. Yata only spotted the bad guy encampment once. Emerik sent a phoenix out to check with the border watch towers to see if they could give us something to go on. We’ve got Jaga and some rangers on patrol. So far, though, we’re very, very deep in the dark about what the Emperor is up to or even where he is.”

The witches frowned at that, put their heads together, and whispered to one another for a moment.

“We could tap into the dream meridians and try to locate him that way,” Ryasina offered. “Though without a connection to the nexus...”

“I know,” I sighed. “But I made a promise. The witch and the nexus are off-limits.”

“You're worried.” Ryasina put her hand on my arm. “Is there anything we can do to help you?”

“If you can find the Emperor, that would be awesome,” I said. “There’s just so much on the line here. I hate walking around in the dark when everyone’s depending on me.”

Ryasina’s eyes were warm and understanding, but there was a hardness there when she spoke.

“I know you do not want to hear this,” she said sternly, “but you are a king. You are feeling the weight of that responsibility. Your decisions will affect the lives of everyone in the Red Phoenix Kingdom. No one, from the lowliest beggar orphan to the king herself, will escape the consequences of your decisions this day.”

“Gee, that makes me feel a whole fuck of a lot better,” I groused. 

“This is what it takes to make the world a better place,” Vilisia said softly. “There’s always a risk when you try to change things. If you fail, many will die. If you succeed, though, many more will be saved. Trust your instincts. You’ll make the right choices.”

“I really hate being a leader.” Understanding the witches’ advice didn’t make it any easier to swallow. “It sucks.”

“Yes, well,” Ryasina teased, “just think about all the sucking we’ll be doing after you kick this asshole's dick in the dirt. That should lift your spirits.”

Before I could add to the innuendo, a red bird plummeted from the sky like a flaming arrow. Its wings flared out at the last instant, throwing sparks in every direction, and its flaming tail brushed the earth as it came in for a landing. It stopped off to my left and opened its burning beak to speak with Jaga’s voice.

“We spotted a camp, three miles south of the Inveiled River, just east of Hogg's Hollow. Say it just like that, asshole. Then get your tail back here in case I need you again.”

Its mission complete, the phoenix soared into the sky and headed south toward Jaga.

“I’d better get this news to Emerik,” I said to the witches and spirits. “You should come with me. Might need your advice.”

We were halfway to the commander when I caught flashes of red falling from the sky near the front of the army. Looks like I wasn’t the only one getting messages.

“Jaga sent you a phoenix?” I asked.

“Hell, no,” he said. “These are from the watchtowers. I sent phoenixes out to get reports from them. Let’s stop for a quick lunch and we can put our heads together over what we’ve got.”

Emerik barked a command that traveled through the army in a rippling wave of echoed shouts. Within a few minutes, the whole army had come to a halt. The soldiers dug their rations of dried jerky and hard cheese from their packs, and started shoveling the food into their mouths.

“Take a look at this,” Emerik said. He’d dug a wax-coated scroll of vellum out of his pack and unrolled it on the back of the witch’s wagon. It was a map, though I didn’t know enough about the Red Phoenix Kingdom to make any sense of it.

“Tell me what I'm looking at here,” I said.

“This is us,” he said, tapping his finger near the center of the map. “And these are the locations where the watchtowers claim to have spotted the Midnight Emperor.”

He pointed at three triangles near the map’s southern edge. None of those locations were anywhere near one another.

“I’ve got another point to add to your map.” I gave Emerik the details Jaga had sent to me via phoenix.

“This doesn't make any sense,” the commander muttered and tapped the spot Jaga claimed to have seen the camp. “He can’t be in all these places.”

“He's fucking with us,” I said.

“Maybe he’s not coming at all,” the commander grumbled.

“Oh, he’s coming.” I was sure of that. The Midnight Emperor wouldn’t have wasted the time or energy messing with our heads if he didn’t have a real threat hidden somewhere nearby. “Let’s think about this logically. Which one of these locations lines up with a real approach for a force marching on Trigawa City?”

The commander rubbed his cheek as he considered my question. Finally, he pointed out two spots on the map.

“Our border with the Sungold Eagle Kingdom is a mess of small forests and rivers. Crossing it with an army would be a huge pain in the ass, and there are only a few places you could even reasonably try the passage. Assuming he can’t just use magic to move his forces, then he’d need to use one of those crossings. If that’s true, then the location your scout found is more realistic than the rest of these.”

“Good,” I said. “Then that’s where we’ll head. If he thinks we’re looking the other way, he won’t be ready for us to hit him. How far away is that?”

“We could reach it before dark,” Emerik said. 

“Let’s do it.”

Emerik shouted another order, and his men finished up their lunch. Within fifteen minutes, they were at attention and ready to march out.

And that’s when the wolves began to howl.
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THE HOWLS CAME FROM every direction at once. It sounded like there were hundreds of the creatures out there, hidden behind the veil of constant rain. From the sounds of their hunting calls, the pack was very, very close.

The soldiers bristled at the sound, and their hands moved to their weapons out of habit. They held their formation, eyes scanning the terrain around them, ready to fight.

“What the fuck was that?” Emerik asked.

“Wolves,” I said. “Lots and lots of wolves.”

“We don’t have that many fucking wolves in the whole godsdamned kingdom,” the commander growled. “Tell me the Emperor isn’t sending beasts to do his bidding now.”

“No promises.” Lycora was out there, I was sure of it. If I could find and kill her, the wolves would disappear back into the wilderness.

Unfortunately, I wasn’t connected to the land of the Red Phoenix Kingdom. Without the dream meridians at my command, I’d have to find the werewolf the old-fashioned way.

“Well, fuck,” the commander said. “What we do now?”

“We move out,” I said after a moment’s consideration. “We have a thousand armored men in our force, a couple of witches, two spirits, and me. A few wolves can’t stop all that.”

“It’s going to be awfully hard to sneak up on the Emperor with a bunch of dogs baying to announce our arrival,” the commander bitched. “If there’s any way to shut them up, I’d surely appreciate it.”

Irritated, he raised his sword overhead, barked an order, and started marching in the direction we’d decided on earlier. It was impressive as hell to see that many soldiers marching in unison, tromping through the rain, heedless of the glowering clouds overhead, spines stiffened and ready for battle.

“We have to find Lycora,” I said to Ryasina and Vilisia. “Do you have any techniques that would help us?”

“We don’t have connections here,” the witches said in unison. “This is the Thunderstrike Jaguar’s territory.”

“And how far away is she?” I asked. I’d promised the Red Phoenix King I wouldn’t cleanse the nexus in her territory. I hadn’t promised I wouldn’t talk to the witch, though.

“Three hundred miles to the west,” Ryasina said. “Give or take.”

“Fuck.” It would take too long to cover that distance. Even with my pep pills, it would take me most of three days to travel that far. And that’s if I didn’t get attacked by wolves every step of the godsdamned way. Yata could cover the distance much faster, but that would mean pulling it off scout duty on what might be a wild goose chase. No, better to leave the raven on scout duty.

“Let me find the werewolf,” Aja said. “I’ve smelled her on you. I can do it.”

“I’m not sending you after her with those wolves out there,” I said. “Even if you found Lycora, the pack could tear you apart before you got back to me.”

“I’m sneakier than you think,” she said. “Tougher, too.”

“I don’t doubt that,” I assured her. “But I can’t afford to squander any of my forces. If you catch her scent, let me know. For now, though, stick close to me.”

The spirit of the hunt wasn’t happy about my decision. Her eyes flashed with anger, and I braced myself for an argument. Instead, she turned away and slumped back in the wagon next to Ayo. The spirits pulled the hoods up on their cloaks and crossed their arms over their chests. They stayed motionless as statues, ignoring me completely.

“We cannot shelter her from every danger,” Ryasina murmured to me as I walked alongside the wagon.

“Can’t you hear those dogs?” I asked. “There have to be a hundred of them out there. She wouldn’t stand a chance against them.”

“As you wish.” The witch bowed her head to me, then slithered over the wagon’s front seat and settled in next to the pouting spirits.

Great. Now everyone was pissed at me.

“We’re under a lot of stress.” Vilisia slid across the wagon’s bench and took the donkeys’ reins. “Don’t take it personally. Aja only wants to prove her strength to you. She hopes facing these challenges will help her to advance.”

“Why is everyone so obsessed with power?” I asked. “First Jaga fuses with Iolyra, now the spirits want to climb the ladder.”

Vilisia chuckled and shook her head.

“You are so powerful, my king,” she said. “And you continue to grow even more powerful, day by day. Some of us are afraid you may grow so strong you’ll walk paths we cannot follow.”

With that, she snapped the wagon’s reins and the donkeys trotted away.

I waited for a few moments before I headed after the Red Phoenix Army. I’d only wanted to protect my people, and now they were all pissed off at me. 

It would’ve been a relief if the fucking wolves had attacked me. That would’ve given me something to vent my frustration on.

Instead, the fuckers stayed out of sight. They howled through the afternoon, and their voices had everyone on edge.

“Wolves are attacking the left flank,” Yata croaked as it dropped out of the sky onto my shoulder. “Twenty of the fuckers, at least.”

“Shit. Thanks for the heads-up.” I dug one of the pills I’d prepared earlier out of my satchel and offered it to Yata. The raven snatched it out of my palm and gulped the medicine down in the blink of an eye.

“Get back up there. Watch for another attack,” I said. “Let me know as soon as you see anything.”

“On it,” Yata croaked and launched into the sky.

I took off at a run toward the left side of the army ahead of me. While I was sure this was a harrying attack meant to demoralize and worry the troops, I was also sure it had to be stopped before panic spread through the troops. I hated to see enthralled animals put down, but the more of Lycora’s wolves we killed, the less danger the rest of them would pose.

Sometimes, it sucked to be in charge.

I reached the skirmish in less than a minute. The wolves had already gone, though, leaving no casualties on the battlefield behind them. The army hadn’t lost any men, either, though a few of the soldiers had suffered wounds that would slow them down and make it harder for them to fight if they weren’t treated.

Fortunately, they had an amazing fucking healer along for the ride.

“You hurt?” I asked a bald man with a longbow. When he shook his head, I barked an order at him. “Get to the commander. We need archers all the way around the column. If they see a wolf, shoot it and then yell for help.”

He bobbed his head vigorously, then took off like a shot. I didn’t know if the archers would help, given how badly the rain limited our lines of sight, but it wouldn’t hurt to have shooters ready to fill wolves full of holes.

“Leave the wounded with me,” I told the rest of the soldiers. “Get back in the column, and keep moving.”

“They came out of nowhere.” The speaker was flat on his ass in front of me, blood oozing from a wound just below his knee. “Like fucking ghosts.”

“Knock that shit off.” I knelt down next to the man to get a better look at his wound. His armor had saved the soldier from the worst of the bite, and the shallow gouges in his leg would’ve healed just fine without my treatment. That would’ve taken days, though, and the wound would have slowed him down the whole time. Better to fix it now and get him back on his feet at full speed. “This’ll tickle.”

A thread of senjin wound away from my node and into the soldier’s core. The sacred energy wriggled through the man’s channels until I found the wounds in his leg. It took less than a single breath to stitch up the ragged edges of torn skin.

“What the fuck?” The man stared at his unblemished leg. “What happened to my wounds?”

“Shaman shit,” I explained. “Get back in line.”

The man looked at me as if I was every bit as threatening as the wolves who had attacked the army. The Midnight Emperor must’ve done a real number on these people’s heads if they thought shamanic healing was something to worry about.

I checked out the rest of the wounded. I left the soldiers with cuts and bruises that wouldn’t hinder them, and fixed two badly strained knees, an ugly gash on a man’s arm, and a handful of bite wounds on wrists and hands. Those last weren’t typical of a wolf attack. Lycora had guided the wolves to disarm the soldiers. She was getting smarter.

The wounded had fallen back into their positions in the army, and I dropped back to the rear of the column. Lycora was too smart to send her wolves straight into the front ranks where they’d be easily torn apart by spears and swords. She’d focus on the flanks and rear, and my position at the army’s back gave me the best opportunity to respond to those.

And she gave me plenty to respond to.

Our pace slowed to a crawl as attack after attack disrupted the march. We lost a handful of archers to sneak attacks. That opened up holes in our defenses, and the wolves capitalized on those to wring more injuries from soldiers who didn’t see them coming. I patched up the grumbling wounded. The soldiers appreciated the attention but were still pissed they’d been chewed up in the first place. They hadn’t signed up to fight dogs, and even the superficial wounds hurt like a bitch.

“They can’t take much more of this,” Emerik confided in me after we’d set up camp for the night. “These fucking wolves are tearing the heart right out of my army.”

“I know.” I was frustrated and pissed that we kept getting caught with our pants down. “My familiar’s been trying to find this bitch all day, but it hasn’t caught hide nor hair of her yet.”

“That’s what I figured.” The commander spat on the ground and shrugged. “Look, if there’s anything you can do about this shit, do it. I’m off to make sure no one builds a campfire. We’re awfully exposed out here, especially since we have no real idea where the bad guys are hiding.”

“I’ll see what we can come up with.” I shook Emerik’s hand, and he vanished into the rain.

“Is there anything we can do for these guys?” I asked the witches. “Just some quality of life shit, you know?”

We put our heads together and considered our options before we settled on something simple but effective.

While the soldiers chewed on jerky and bread that was either soggy with tainted rain or almost too dry to eat, the witches and I visited every group of fighters. My pep talks fired up the younger soldiers. They were eager to lock horns with the bad guys, and the idea of going down in history was enough to make them forget the very real possibility of death. The older soldiers, though, were a lot more cynical and didn’t buy my happy feel-good speeches. We’d planned ahead, though, and what we gave each group after my little speech earned us some real gratitude.

The witches and I had woven together small balls of shio and rin sacred energy that spread warmth for ten feet in every direction. The orbs didn’t provide as much heat as a fire, but they also didn’t shed any light or send up smoke that could give our position away. 

We’d hoped the warmth would be enough to get the troops through the night.

And we were almost right.
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THE WOLF ATTACKS DIDN’T let up just because the sun had gone down. The beasts didn’t manage to inflict any serious injuries or kill anyone during the dark hours. They did, however, ruin everyone’s sleep. As I moved through the camp the next day, the soldiers watched me with red-rimmed eyes and grumbled behind my back. They’d come on this adventure expecting clashing swords and shattered shields, glory on the field of battle, and maybe some sweet, sweet loot scavenged from the bodies of the Emperor’s army.

None of them had expected to be chased across the plains by a bunch of asshole wolves who wouldn’t stand and fight. The constant howling and hit-and-run attacks had worn some of the soldiers down past their breaking point.

“A hundred and thirteen,” the commander said when I tracked him down.

“What?” I asked.

“That’s how many we lost.” He ripped off a bite of jerky, offered a strip to me, then shrugged when I declined.

“Casualties?” I’d been up most of the night helping repel wolves and hadn’t seen any bad wounds.

“Worse,” he spat. “Fucking deserters.”

Shit. If the army started bleeding soldiers, that was a wound I couldn’t heal.

“Anything I can do?” I asked.

“Kill the fucking wolves,” he growled.

We didn’t have much to say to each other after that. I was pissed that he was pissed, and he was pissed because his men were getting their morale shredded by a pack of wolves with a hard-on for me.

“We have to do something about these cocksucking wolves,” I told the witches. “Soon.”

While the army moved out, my team stayed behind to brainstorm. I sent Yata to keep an eye on the troops, with a stern warning to give them plenty of time to respond to a wolf attack.

“I start screaming as soon as those fuckers show up,” Yata croaked. “It’s not my fault the dogs are so hard to spot through the rain.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “Our army’s coming apart at the seams because of this shit. I know you’re doing your best. Keep up the good work.”

“I will.” The raven cawed and took to the sky.

“I can find Lycora,” Aja insisted. “Let me track her for you.”

I looked deep into the spirit’s eyes with my hands on her shoulders. Even when I saw how she’d been hardened by our adventures, it was hard for me to shake the mental image of Aja that had been stuck in my head since we’d first met. Vilisia was right, though. The spirits weren’t the frightened, inexperienced creatures they’d been when I rescued them from the Jade Seekers. If the spirit of the hunt told me she could find Lycora, it was time for me to believe her. She felt the need to spread her wings and challenge herself to advance, and my trying to protect her chafed at the spirit. I had to get out of her way.

“We’ll all go,” I said. “I don’t like it, but I don’t see any other way to kill that evil bitch.”

I gave everyone a pill to power up our empty nodes and fill our bodies with the energy we’d need to run long distances. The spirits seemed slightly taller after they’d consumed their pills. To my spirit sight, their cores were brilliant gems, and I knew they were close to advancing. I made a silent vow to feed them as much sacred energy as they could tolerate when this shit was over. If they wanted to be stronger, then I’d make them stronger.

The witches, on the other hand, were hardly affected by the pills. They were masters of meditation and possessed techniques that gave them seemingly boundless reserves of strength and endurance. They still ate them whenever I offered because more energy was always better than less energy.

Aja tilted her head toward the sky and inhaled deeply. She took one breath, then two, and a third. I sensed a burst of power from her as she activated a technique. When she opened her eyes again, they glowed a deep amber and seemed far wider than they had been moments before.

“This way,” she half-growled and took off at a brisk jog.

We followed along behind the spirit, and covered the ground faster than any normal wolf could manage, eating up the miles with long, effortless strides fueled by the pills I’d provided earlier.

The wolves’ howling never got any louder or quieter. It still came from all sides, and I wondered if Lycora wasn’t using some technique to distort the source of the sounds. When we found her, I’d beat an answer out of the werewolf.

“Not far now,” Aja said. “Her scent is mingled with the forest up ahead. That’s where we’ll find the cocksucker.”

A copse of trees crowned a short hill to our west. At this distance, it was little more than a dark shadow through the rain. Hell, if Aja hadn’t told us there was a forest in that direction, we might have all mistaken it for a mirage.

“She’ll see us coming,” I warned my people. “Be ready for anything.”

Both times I’d faced Lycora, she’d escaped before I could kill her. This time, I wasn’t having any of that shit.

“She’s a runner,” I told the witches. “She turned into smoke and slipped away from me. Is there anything the two of you can do to stop a repeat of that? I don’t want to deal with her again.”

“We may be able to stop her,” Vilisia said. “It will be tricky, but not impossible.”

“It needs to happen,” I said. “If we get rid of her, we get rid of the wolves. We need this win.”

As we made our final approach on the forest, the trees revealed themselves through the rain. Black and twisted trunks had sprouted gnarled limbs that writhed in the breeze, leafless and covered in thick knots like arthritic fingers. We still couldn’t see into the forest, though I had no doubt this was where the werewolf was holed up.

“I’ll fight her,” I said. “She’s strong, and dangerous. The rest of you need to keep her from running.”

I led the way into the forest, the Claive cocked back over my shoulder, ready to swing. The forest wasn’t as dense as I’d feared, though the twisted trees made it difficult to see more than a few steps ahead. I jumped at shadows more often than I’d like to admit, certain that every trick of the light concealed Lycora.

“She’s close,” Aja warned me. “But I can’t tell where. Her scent is all around us.”

That made sense. If Lycora had been leading the wolf pack from here, her scent would have been spread all through the small forest. Marking her territory would come naturally to the werewolf.

A lone wolf slipped through the trees ahead of us and stared with amber eyes, mouth hanging open, tongue lolling out as if to mock us. Another wolf howled behind us, and another off to the right. A branch cracked to my left, and I turned toward it in time to catch sight of a sleek, low-slung body drifting between the trees. More shadows than I could count moved through the trees in a loose circle.

The wolves had come to feed.

This little field trip suddenly seemed like a very bad idea.

“Be ready,” I whispered. “Anything gets close to you, kill it. She’s trying to distract us.”

“It’s working.” Ryasina had both hands raised, purple light gathered in each palm. Her eyes twitched from shadow to shadow as she tried to determine which of them was the most dangerous threat.

Vilisia held an azure spike of faceted crystal in her right hand and a small shield of blue light in her left. I’d never seen her manifest combat techniques before, and the sight was incredibly jarring.

Aja brandished her ax in both hands, while Ayo held her twin swords at the ready. We shifted our positions until our backs were in a circle, each of us facing in a different direction. Nothing could get close to our cluster without one of us seeing its approach, and none of the godsdamned wolves would get a free shot at any of our backs.

Unfortunately, we couldn’t move like that. We were stuck in one place while Lycora’s forces encircled us, looking for a weak link in our defenses. It was a classic wolf pack tactic, and I hated it. If we stayed put, she’d wear us down just like she’d done to the army.

“Stay here,” I said. “Keep your eyes open. Kill any wolf that gets near you. If you see Lycora, make a fucking noise.”

“Where are you going?” Ryasina asked.

“To end this,” I said.

Before they could try to talk me out of it, I jumped over the wolves around us and sprinted deeper into the forest in search of Lycora. A wolf loped across the path ahead of me, and a shadow drifted between the trees off to my left. They were too small to be Lycora, though, so I ignored them.

“Show yourself!” I shouted into the forest.

“You shouldn’t have brought them here.” The werewolf’s voice drifted on the wind all around me. “This should have been between the two of us.”

“It was until you started attacking my army,” I said.

“Your army?” A glimpse of the werewolf’s dark body shot between the trees ahead of me. “You have no power here, Kyr. That army belongs to the Red Phoenix King.”

“Fine, the army I fucking borrowed,” I said. “Come on out. I’m not in the mood to play hide-and-seek. Let’s get this over with.”

“I would love nothing more,” Lycora said. “Unfortunately, bringing your witches here has changed things. The two of them are worth more than you, boy king.”

Her taunts ignited the crimson bear’s rage. Mielyssi wanted me to kill the she-wolf for what she’d said. I was no boy. I deserved respect. I closed my hands around the Claive’s hilt and readied it for the attack. When I caught another glimpse of the she-wolf through the trees, I exploded into motion.

My enormous blade crashed down between the trunks of two twisted oaks, cleaving the air with a whistling hiss.

A wolf yelped in surprise and its head popped off its body on a geyser of blood. The beast collapsed to the ground, paws scrabbling at the undergrowth.

“Wrong wolf.” Lycora’s voice was light and careless. She sounded like a young girl toying with a suitor. “Surely you don’t think that’s what I look like.”

Shadows darted through the trees around me. I couldn’t tell what was real, what was a wolf, and what was one of Lycora’s tricks. A blossom of dread flowered inside the red shadow of my rage. The werewolf wanted to confuse and disorient me so she could go after the witches and spirits.

If she really was working for the Midnight Emperor, this was her chance to strike a deadly blow for him. Killing the witches would be a terrible blow to me, and it would make sure they couldn’t train my replacement. If Lycora succeeded, the world would be much, much closer to its end.

I ground my teeth in frustration and realized this wasn’t a problem I could solve with my sword. It was time for some shaman shit.

I closed my eyes, took in a deep breath, and pushed my spirit senses away from my core. My range was much more limited than it would’ve been in my home territory. I sensed trees immediately around me, the wriggle of worms beneath the dark soil, the flighty hearts of black shrikes perched in the skeletal branches above my head. Farther out, I sensed wolves. A lot of wolves.

Lycora must’ve called them back to defend her. This whole fucking thing had been a trap, and I’d walked right into it.

“You sense it,” Lycora cooed. “The cage is closing around you and your witches, Kyr. Soon, the door will slam shut. You’ll be trapped in here.”

As her words coiled in my ears like venomous snakes, I focused every ounce of my attention on them. Her presence was right there, just out of reach, flickering across the edges of my senses. I burned a node of senjin, focusing my power, bringing the world into sharper detail. The range of my spirit senses extended slowly, until I caught the briefest glimpse of Lycora’s shadowy soul.

In that moment, I sent coils of senjin exploding out from my core in every direction. Wolves yelped in surprise when the sacred energy slammed into their cores and knocked them sprawling on the ground. The silver tentacles wove around trees and speared my enemies with stunning force.

Lycora, caught off guard by my abrupt shift in tactics, tried to flee. She was incredibly fast and burned shio to make herself even faster. She was a blur through the forest and rushed away from me with the speed of an arrow.

She was still too fucking slow for my power.

The senjin caught her midstride, and the shocking blow robbed Lycora of her natural grace. Her legs tangled together, and her surprise at the assault traveled between us like a jolt of lightning. I felt her worry and sensed her dread. The werewolf tried to flood the connection I’d forged between us with a blast of shio. Her sacred energy was potent, but it was no match for the purified senjin lodged inside her like harpoon. No matter how she struggled, she couldn’t escape me.

I followed the connection to my prey. Claws erupted from my fingertips, and the Bear’s Mantle exploded across my shoulders in a prickly wave of sprouting fur.

“You’re wrong, Lycora,” I snarled when I reached her. “You built a cage, but now you’re trapped inside it. With me.”

“You can’t do this,” she gasped.

I hooked my hand around the werewolf’s throat and hauled her to her feet. She wriggled in my grasp like a netted fish. I raised her higher, ignoring her feeble kicks that bounced off my thighs and abdomen. My mantle turned aside her claws, and her fingers scrabbled down my wrists and forearms with no effect.

“I can,” I growled. “After what you’ve done, this is what you deserve.”

I tightened my fingers around her neck until her pulse throbbed against my fingers and I felt her throat straining for air under my palm. This was the moment she’d always escaped from me before. This time, though, I pushed more of my senjin into her core, tightening our connection, holding her fast. She could turn into smoke, but she couldn’t run from me until she shed the thick cord of sacred energy that tied our cores together. It wasn’t a true bond, but it was strong enough to hold her.

“Wait,” she gasped. “I know things.”

“What things?” It took all the willpower I could muster not to crush her throat.

“I can tell you where to find him.” She struggled to pry my fingers from around her throat.

The connection between our cores throbbed with the intensity of Lycora’s feral emotions. There was fear within her, and anger. Her thoughts were a jumbled storm of flashing images and half-remembered snatches of whispered conversations. There was a truth to what she said, but I didn’t know if it was the whole truth or just enough to trick me.

“Why should I trust you?” I asked.

“I don’t want to die,” she confessed. “I didn’t want any of this. He sent me after you. He didn’t give me a choice.”

“He’ll kill you if you betray him,” I said.

“I’ll run,” she said. “He’ll never find me, and you’ll never see me again.”

“Then why didn’t you run before?” I asked.

“I couldn’t,” she whispered. “I couldn’t bring myself to leave my litter behind.”

Her words hit me with the force of a thunderbolt. The truth of what she said was naked and exposed within her core. I’d had no idea the Midnight Emperor had stolen Lycora’s children and forced her into this life. She’d been so traumatized by what had happened, and so sure that he was powerful enough to destroy me, that she’d felt too trapped to do anything but follow the bastard’s orders. It was only now, when her own life was so near its end, that Lycora realized what a terrible mistake she’d made.

“Tell me,” I said.

And she did.

When I was sure she had nothing else to offer, I eased her back to the ground and let her go.

“I can’t promise you I’ll free your litter,” I said. “But I do promise you that I’ll kill him.”

Lycora nodded, then vanished into the forest. She howled once, and the wolves answered her. Their voices faded quickly, until soon they were lost to the whisper of the wind through the tainted forest.

I made my way back to the spirits and witches. They were relieved to see me, but there was confusion in their eyes.

“You let her go,” Aja said angrily. “After all that, you let her go.”

“She won’t bother us again,” I promised. “And killing her wouldn’t have changed anything. She was a puppet, and not the only one. The only way to stop this was to cut off the hand holding the strings.”
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 21

[image: image]


WE CAUGHT UP TO THE army just as they’d stopped for lunch. The soldiers turned exhausted faces toward me, the bags under their eyes heavier than the packs slung across their shoulders. They gnawed on hunks of dried meat and hunkered around the orbs of warmth the witches and I had given them. They nodded as we passed, though it seemed more out of habit than real respect. I hoped that would change when they heard the good news.

We found Emerik parked at the center of the camp, surrounded by Demetri and a few other officers. They looked surprised to see us again.

“Holy shit,” Emerik said. “You’re alive.”

“Well, yeah.” I frowned. “Why would you think any different?”

“Because we haven’t had a single wolf attack all day,” Demetri replied. “Figured it was because they were too busy eating the five of you.”

Yata landed on my shoulder, its wingspan so wide the soldiers around us had to duck their heads.

“I told them you’d live,” the three-legged raven croaked.

“What can I say, I’m a problem solver,” I said with a shrug. “I also got confirmation that our target is right where we think he is.”

“Well, that’s something,” the commander said with obvious relief. “We’ve gotten phoenixes back today from the scouts, and they’re just as confused as they were yesterday. I’ve still got no fucking idea how many troops he has with him, or what other tricks are up his sleeve. I’m hoping that if we keep the pace we’ll intercept them right where we want.”

“Fingers fucking crossed,” I said.

“Now pay up. Give the money to Kyr.” my familiar cawed. “You fuckers were three to one against him coming back.”

I raised an eyebrow at Emerik, and the grizzled veteran shrugged.

“Seemed like a safe bet,” he said. “The five of you against all those wolves? Shit, you can’t blame a man for taking the smart money.”

“Didn’t turn out to be so smart, though,” I chuckled. “Pay the bird.”

“And don’t spend my money, either,” my familiar croaked at me. “Just hang onto it until I find something nice to buy.”

While Emerik and his officers gathered up their coins to pay off the debt to my familiar, I handed out pills and elixirs so my people could fill up their nodes. The sacred energy could sustain the spirits forever, and I had a feeling the witches wouldn’t be bothered if they never had a meal again. I, on the other hand, could sustain myself on just pills, but I sure as fuck didn’t enjoy it. I was hungry as a godsdamned bear waking from hibernation, and wanted a big slab of still-bloody meat.

Knowing I wouldn’t have a decent meal until this mess was over made me grumpy, and I spent the rest of the day alone with my thoughts as we tramped across the plains. Yata returned every hour or so to report in. The wolves were gone, so I’d sent the raven out to find the Emperor’s camp. Unfortunately, even armed with the information that Lycora had given me, the raven hadn’t spotted the enemy forces.

That made me very, very suspicious. If the Midnight Emperor had an army even half the size of mine, Yata would have found it by now. My familiar could cover sixty miles an hour without pushing itself, and probably twice that based on the number of pills I’d given the creature. Despite all that, Yata hadn’t found a single fucking trace of our enemy.

As the sun’s light faded, my worries only grew. I’d seen something in Lycora’s core and assumed it was the truth. Maybe it had been an elaborate hoax perpetrated by the Midnight Emperor. He was a devious motherfucker, and I wouldn’t put anything past him. But to pull that off, he would have to have known I’d catch Lycora.

No matter how smart the Midnight Emperor was, or how powerful, I didn’t think he could have predicted the string of events that led me to the werewolf’s lair.

But if he had, then he’d also have no problem predicting what we’d do next.

Was I walking my whole army into an elaborate and devious trap?

No, there was no point in thinking like that. Sure, it was possible the Midnight Emperor was all-knowing and all-seeing. But, if he was, worrying about it wouldn’t change anything. We were already fucked. The best I could do was stick to the plan, keep my chin up, and make sure my worries didn’t infect the rest of the army.

“You look awfully gloomy,” Ayo said. She’d been waiting in the gloom outside the camp, her eyes peeled for me to return for dinner.

“There’s a lot on my mind,” I said. “Tomorrow’s the big day. Trying to get myself ready, mentally, for it.”

“Do you think you should?” she asked. “I mean, you beat him once. You can beat him again. Worrying about it won’t help anything.”

“True,” I said. “I wish I could convince myself of that.”

“Maybe the commander can,” she said. “He sent me back here to find you. He’s got some news from the scouts.”

“Good news?”

“I wouldn’t have come for you if it wasn’t,” she grinned. “I’ve seen you when you’re angry.”

I followed the spirit into the camp. The soldiers we passed watched us with brighter eyes than I’d seen since we’d left Trigawa City. There was a readiness about them, an eager spirit that filled the camp with hectic energy. They were ready to fight and, after the news about Lycora’s defeat spread, they were confident I had a shot at taking down the Midnight Emperor.

“There you are,” Emerik said when he caught sight of me. “Thanks for keeping me waiting.”

“Keep it in your pants,” I said with a dismissive shrug. “I was thinking.”

“Well, while you’ve been thinking, we got some good news,” he said. “The scouts found our boy.”

“Right where we wanted him?” I asked.

“Pretty much,” the commander said. “But that’s not the best part.”

“And what’s the best part?” I asked.

“He’s only got a hundred men, maybe less,” the commander said. “Motherfucker walked all this way expecting the Red Phoenix King to roll over for him. He will be super pissed when he finds out the truth.”

“He’ll be dead before he finds out the truth,” I said. “How far?”

“An hour,” the commander said. “We’re ready to move out when you are. Squads of archers and engineers are already in position on the ridges that flank the valley. I sent the scouts around to the valley’s far end in case the Emperor tries to retreat.”

“What’s the plan? We’re going to ram your troops straight into the heart of the valley?”

“Oh, yeah,” Emerik said with a dark smile. “We’re going to fuck the Emperor right in his face, real hard. Should be quite the show.”

My pulse quickened at the thought of the approaching battle. In an hour, I’d be face-to-face with the Midnight Emperor. All I had to do was beat his ass, and all of this was behind me. I could heal the world.

I could heal Mielyssi.

A smile spread across my face at the thought of being reunited with her. It widened as I thought about how she’d react to the witches and spirits. Shit, it just about split my face in half to think of how Jaga would react to the crimson bear. That would be something to see.

But, before any of that could happen, I had to face the most powerful man on Earth on the field of battle.

One of us would die tonight.

It sure as fuck wouldn’t be me.

Our march through the night was surprisingly quiet. The soldiers had left everything behind that wasn’t an absolutely necessity. They knew the truth: either we’d be back in the camp in a few hours, or we’d all be slaughtered in that valley. There was nothing in-between those extremes, and no reason to carry any gear that wouldn’t help to survive or kill the enemy.

“Hey, kids,” Jaga whispered as she emerged from the shadows ahead of us. “This is far enough. We don’t want to tip off the bad guys that we’re here until it’s time to start the killing.”

I swept the riverboat pilot up in my arms, squeezing her against my chest until she hammered at my shoulders with her fists.

“Put me down, you big bear,” she growled. “We’ve got work to do.”

“Any updates?” Emerik asked Jaga. 

“Here’s what we know so far,” Jaga said, ticking off the points on her fingers. “The Midnight Emperor and his troops are camped in the valley. They haven’t lit any fires, which is the only smart thing about what they’d done so far. They’ve posted a watch, but only at the mouth of the valley. They aren’t even watching their backs. That asshole is positive he doesn’t have a care in the world coming here. We’ve got him right where we want him.”

“Then let’s do this.” Emerik sketched a sloppy bow to Jaga. “You found ’em. You do the honors.”

With a grin, Jaga dug one of the red phoenix tokens out of her belt pouch and raised it over her head. She cracked it in half, and a fiery bird exploded into life between her hands. It soared straight into the air, following the mental command she’d given it before it was released. As it streaked into the sky, we heard murmurs behind us, and shouts from ahead of us.

If the Midnight Emperor didn’t know we were here before, he certainly did now.

Flaming arrows streaked from the tops of the valley’s walls. Our archers up there unleashed a second volley while the first was still in the air, and a third in the instant the first salvo found its mark.

The Midnight Emperor’s soldiers screamed as the fiery missiles struck home. The wounded scurried for cover, only to discover their tents were precious little defense against the burning arrows that set their canvas walls alight. In a handful of seconds, the valley was brightly lit by burning bodies and flaming supplies.

“Time for us to get in there and clean up?” I asked the commander.

“Nah,” he said. “Let the engineers earn their pay.”

With the darkness banished from the valley’s floor, the weapon teams on top of the ridges could see their targets. Eerie red lights sprang to life up there, and a horrible, warbling wail burst through the night air. My balls tried to climb back up into my belly at the sound, and an icy finger of dread trailed down my spine.

What in the everloving fuck was that?

“Red mercury weapons,” the commander explained. “This is what we can do with that moonsilver you’re going to give the king.”

Arcs of power connected the red lights on the ridges. They shimmered with an unholy radiance that made my eyes burn and my brain itch with uncomfortable thoughts that seemed to come from outside my skull. There was something decidedly wrong about the weapons, and I wasn’t sure I really wanted to see them in operation.

Teams of engineers on both sides of the valley unleashed their weapons at the exact same instant. Waves of light flowed down the slopes to the valley’s floor in a slow-motion flood. The light left stone unmarked, but any plant it touched erupted in blasts of sulfurous yellow fire.

The soldiers in the valley were too confused to escape the burning hell creeping toward them. They milled chaotically, their sergeants shouting orders that no one heard. Death’s shadow has a way of tearing the spine out of even the heartiest soldiers. 

A handful of them rallied and charged out of the valley with their weapons raised. They weren’t charging to the attack, though. They were running away from the light the engineers had unleashed.

Behind those lucky few, the flowing light reached the valley’s floor. Men exploded in geysers of yellow light that slung flesh and blood in every direction. The deadly power of the red mercury weapons seemed to quicken as men died, and it rushed to capture the rest before they could escape its deadly embrace. A horrifying string of gory explosions seemed to go on forever as men exploded, and then the light faded away and the screaming stopped.

“We fucking got him,” the commander said with surprise. “There’s no way he survived. Nothing in that valley is still alive.”

My heart sang at the news. The Emperor had been a cocky motherfucker, and he’d paid for it. He’d come here thinking he was heading into allied territory to gather his forces before facing his true enemy.

And, now, he was fucking dead.

The Emperor’s fleeing soldiers ran headlong into our army. The instant they saw our forces, they dropped their weapons, and collapsed to their knees.

“Please,” they cried, “we surrender.”

“Don’t kill them,” I said to Emerik. “I want to talk to a few of these bastards.”

“You’re our prisoners now,” the commander barked to his captives. “Stay on your knees and keep your hands in the air. Don’t give us any trouble, or we’ll gut you like fish.”

“We ain’t gonna fight,” the nearest man cried. “We’re just farmers.”

My eyes swept over the kneeling men in front of me. Their armor hung off their lanky frames by half-rotted leather straps. Their helmets were dotted with spots of rust, and their weapons were dull-edged training blades.

“No,” the commander breathed. “No fucking way.”

“Where are you men from?” I asked.

“Abil Ford,” their speaker responded. “They put us all in armor, the whole village. Men, women, children. All of us. Made us eat pills, herded us all into the valley and told us to wait. We didn’t do nothing wrong. We followed the Emperor’s orders.”

I felt sick to my stomach. The Midnight Emperor had fucked us.

Lycora had lied to me. She’d told me this was where I’d find the Midnight Emperor. Instead, we’d killed a whole town of innocents. Rage and disgust warred within me. People had trusted me, and I’d failed them.

I was no king.

I was a fucking fool.

“Kyr,” Ryasina said, her voice urgent. “We have to get out of here.”

The commander raised an eyebrow at the witch’s words. He shook his head and shrugged.

“He isn’t here,” the commander said. “My guess is he’s two days closer to the capital than we are. While we were fucking around killing our own people, he marched his troops around us.”

“No.” A cold fist closed around my heart as I felt something stir in the night. My spirit senses trembled at the sheer weight of an enormous presence approaching through the night. “She’s right. Sound the retreat. Right fucking now.”

Lycora hadn’t lied to us. She’d known exactly where the Midnight Emperor would be.

And he was coming, with his whole army.

The blue flames of unnatural torches sparked to life to our west. The lights showed us twisted forms, far too large to be men. At their head was the biggest of them all.

The Midnight Emperor charged across the plains, ten feet tall, a thousand pounds of armor-clad death. His eyes burned with an unholy black flame, and I couldn’t shake the dreadful feeling that he was staring straight at me.
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I SWEAR TO THE BLOOD God, Emerik held his army together through the sheer force of his will. He barked commands in a rin-boosted voice that triggered the training he’d beaten into his soldiers over the years. The fighters snapped into action and moved into the valley where the ridges could protect our flanks from the army headed across the plain. They flowed past the captives and stomped through the burnt corpses the horrifying red mercury weapons had left behind. When the last member of the column had entered the valley, Emerik shouted another command, and the army turned back to face the way they’d come.

“We’ll hold the line,” the commander of the Red Phoenix Army told me in a solemn tone. “You kill the fucking Emperor.”

“I’ll stop him,” I promised. “He’s as good as dead.”

“What do you want us to do?” Ryasina asked as the commander left us to join his troops. We were alone outside the valley, just the six of us with Yata circling overhead in the night sky. The Emperor’s army was closing fast, and it was time for me to make some kingly decisions.

“Get far the fuck away from here,” I said. “We can’t be together in this battle. Somebody has to survive to carry on the war.”

“Then we should all run,” Jaga said. “That asshole’s going to have to kill the army he was going to use to invade us. That’ll put a big fucking crimp in his plans. We’ll have time to build our own forces. We’ll be ready for him when he comes to your kingdom.”

“No,” I said. “The Red Phoenix King stuck her neck out for us. I won’t abandon her people and leave her to the Midnight Emperor’s cruelty. Plus, look out there. I don’t know where that cocksucking asshole got those monsters, but something tells me he can get as many more as he wants. This is my chance to take him down. With the Red Phoenix Army to keep the Emperor’s troops off me, I can deal with him. We won’t get another chance like this.”

“Then we don’t need to run,” Vilisia said.

The torches were half a mile away and closing fast. I didn’t have time for this argument. The witches needed to run, right fucking then. Once they were safe, I wouldn’t have to worry about living through this. I could put everything I had into the fight. I needed them to understand that and knew that they wouldn’t. They didn’t want me to die any more than I wanted any of them to die.

“Fine,” I said. “We need some way to slow the Emperor down and give me an edge. If you can leach the sacred energy from his core, that’ll give me a better chance of taking him down. Can you do that?”

“I think so,” Vilisia said. “There’s a ritual technique. We’ll need time—”

“Aja, Ayo,” I said. “Go with the witches. Keep an eye on them. Jaga—”

“Fuck you,” the riverboat captain spat. “If I go with them, who’ll keep you alive?”

Aja watched me with amber eyes glowing, a frown on her face.

“I’ll go,” she said at last. “But I don’t like it.”

“Thank you.” I gave her a quick, hard kiss, and did the same for the witches and Ayo. “Now go. Take this phoenix token and send me a message when the ritual is ready. We’ll only have one shot at this.”

“We’ll see you on the other side,” Vilisia promised. “Kill that asshole.”

Jaga and I returned to the commander. He seemed surprised that most of my people were gone, but I shook my head when he opened his mouth to ask a question.

“It’s not important,” I said. “They’ve got a mission of their own. Are you ready?”

“Fuck no,” he said. “Our engineers burned all the red mercury, and the archers are low on arrows. I left them on the ridges to make sure no one flanks us without warning, but, honestly, they’re out of the fight. The foot soldiers will hold the line, but no one’s really ready to fight that horde of cocksuckers.”

He was right.

The Midnight Emperor’s army was made up of monstrosities half again as tall as men, their dark bodies covered in slabs of thick muscle. What I’d taken for blue torches were actually flames that spurted from the tips of their enormous curved horns. Their heads were an unholy union of a bull’s skull and a dragon’s. Scales covered their snouts, and blue fire dripped from between jaws lined with dagger-like teeth. They carried axes and swords so huge they made the Claive look like a rapier.

And right out in front was the Midnight Emperor. He was at least two feet taller than me, and nearly twice as wide. His armor was a shell of overlapping black plates covered in lines of script that burned with corrupted sacred energy. A dragon’s skull covered his head, the scorched bone throbbing with the power of the creature it had been torn from. To top off his ensemble of carnage, the Emperor was followed by an enormous curved sword, its blade thin but impossibly long, that hovered above his shoulders.

I took a deep breath and cycled senjin through my core. With a thought, I activated the Wild Hunter technique and called out for the wolves that Lycora had used to harass the army. Their harrying tactics wouldn’t kill any of the monsters we faced, but they could buy us a little breathing room. And that might be all we needed to finish this brawl.

If the wolves got here in time.

“Fuck this guy,” Jaga snarled.

The scripted crossbow we’d liberated from the ruins of Amankala hummed as she fired a bolt at the Emperor’s head. Before the first missile had reached its target, she’d squeezed the trigger four more times. A volley of bolts streaked from the enchanted weapon toward their target with unerring accuracy.

Black light flashed a foot in front of the Emperor, and the missiles shattered into splinters. Their metal heads burst into blue flame and fell sizzling to the rain-drenched plain

“What a piece of shit,” Jaga grumbled.

The Emperor threw back his head and laughed. The sound rolled across the plain and rebounded from the walls of the valley like a peal of thunder.

Emerik looked at me, eyes wide, and shook his head.

“Better you than me,” he said. He raised his voice and shouted his command. “Brace your spears, lads!”

The soldiers shouted their response and their spears fell into position. The soldiers braced their weapons’ butts against the ground. The spear tips gleamed in the blue flames from our enemies’ horns, and the soldiers’ eyes burned with a light of their own. That spirited fire filled me with hope. If these men, armed with nothing but steel and wood, could stand against monsters, what the fuck was I worried about?

I pointed my Claive’s tip at the Emperor and charged.

I pushed nodes of rin into my legs and arms. I forced senjin into the channels that surrounded my chest and head, confident the sacred energy would armor me against attacks even from the Midnight Emperor. I was the last motherfucking shaman on Earth, and I wouldn’t let this creepy fucker beat me down.

The Emperor’s eyes burned into my core as I raced toward him, and I returned the favor.

He was sunbound, two levels above my core. The nodes that burned inside him were blackened and charred by the corruption that he’d willingly consumed. I didn’t know what techniques he had, or what the tainted senjin he used to fuel them could do.

I knew what I was capable of, and there was no holding back now.

Monsters rushed past me and slammed into the line of soldiers that choked the valley’s mouth. Their battle cries were the screams of the damned trapped in the Frozen Hells. Their powerful bodies were awesome and horrifying, but they were still flesh, and they could still bleed.

The Red Phoenix Army howled their defiance at the abominable army that crashed into their spears. I wanted to turn back to see those brave men hold the line.

But more than that, I wanted to kill the fuckhole standing in front of me.

“This ends here,” he shouted as I closed the range.

I responded to his taunt by swinging my Claive with all the strength and speed I could muster. The blade flared white and the scripts along its length exploded with silver sacred energy. The blur of deadly force arced through the air toward the narrow space between the Emperor’s helmet and his armor’s pauldron. It was a desperate, furious strike. If it landed, that would be the end of the man who’d destroyed the Earth.

The curved blade floating above the Emperor’s shoulders darted into defensive action. It caught the Claive’s tremendous weight and power, then twisted my attack aside to spare the Emperor a decapitating blow.

My body turned with my weapon’s redirected force. I hadn’t expected that maneuver, and my own momentum twisted me around like a corkscrew. My feet tangled together, and only a desperate burst of energy from my core strengthened my legs enough to keep me on my feet. I planted my boots on the ground and anchored myself in a sideways stance.

The Claive was still out of position, though. Its tip was buried in the ground, and before I could wrench it back up to defend myself, the Emperor attacked.

His blade appeared in his hands in a flash of black light. With a shout, he ignited the scripts that ran along its length and ebon power flooded the weapon. The curved sword blurred, then split into two floating blades, then four, then eight. The arcs of black metal whipped through the air toward me in a shrieking storm of metal.

I abandoned the Claive and threw myself to the ground a split second before the Emperor’s technique could carve me into meaty chunks. I rolled away to avoid his follow-up of a cleaving chop that came so close to my head it snipped off a few inches of my hair. I kicked up from the ground, landed on both feet, then immediately threw myself into a backflip to avoid a scything sweep from my opponent’s weapon.

Despite his size, the Midnight Emperor moved with a fluid grace and speed far beyond anything I’d ever seen. The avatar of him that I’d faced while rescuing Ryasina had nothing on the real thing. That had been a terrifying apparition. This was a deadly force of nature bent on my destruction.

“You are nothing,” the Emperor snarled as he prepared for another attack. Blades floated in the air around him, revolving in slow orbits that made it difficult to predict the next direction of his next attack. “You have inconvenienced me for long enough. Kneel before me, and I will make your death painless.”

“How about fuck you,” I said.

The Emperor unleashed his technique with a dismissive wave of his hand. Blades tumbled through the air and buzzed like a swarm of angry hornets.

As I’d hoped, the attack wasn’t guided. The deadly constellation whirled toward me, but when I dodged away the blades passed by and buried themselves in the ground. I’d moved faster than the Emperor had expected and was rewarded with the sight of one surprised eye through the socket of his dragon bone helmet.

I whipped a thread of senjin around the Claive’s hilt and ripped it clear of the ground. The weapon soared through the air and landed firmly in my palm as I charged toward my foe.

For once, the Emperor was on the back foot. He twisted his unwieldy weapon around to parry the Claive and was driven back onto his heels. Seeing my opening, I threw my weight behind my blade and trapped his weapon against his armored chest. I summoned my Crimson Claws and dug them under the edge of an armored plate. With a savage wrench, I tore the metal slab away from the Emperor’s harness and hurled it into the darkness. A comet’s tail of black fire followed the hunk of scripted steel through the air until it vanished behind the veil of rain that pelted us all.

The Emperor roared and pushed me away. He retaliated with a series of sword strikes, kicks, and punches that battered the armored protection of the Bear’s Mantle until it nearly collapsed. The barrage of blows drove me backward, one step after another, toward the front line of the battle.

One of the monster soldiers saw a chance to earn favor with its leader and lashed out at my unprotected back. The awkward, backhanded strike bounced off the last vestiges of the protection offered by my technique, which sputtered and died in a sizzling spray of red sparks. The beast howled with delight at its minor victory.

I cursed at the fucked-up mess I’d gotten myself mired in.

If I turned my back on the Midnight Emperor to face the monsters behind me, the asshole would almost certainly split my skull with that big ol’ hunk of steel that floated above his shoulders. 

If I didn’t face the monsters, then there was a good chance they’d rip my spine out. The burning-horned freaks might not be able to kill me, but they could definitely fuck me up so badly I’d be easy prey for the Midnight Emperor.

Fuck me.

“You have fought well, pup,” the Emperor gloated. “Now, though, you must face your fate. The world is mine, and you will never tamper with my control of it again.”

The Midnight Emperor raised his weapon to strike. His eyes burned into mine, and I felt his control over the monsters around me. Just before he attacked, I’d get hit from the back and sides. Individually, the monsters were no match for me. If enough of them hit me, though, they’d knock my defenses down. That’s when the Emperor would hack me apart.

My eyes didn’t waver from the blade that hung above me. The instant it moved, I’d have to act. I’d drop down, roll back between the legs of the monsters. It was a terrible plan that could go wrong in a hundred different ways. Sadly, I was all out of time to think of a better strategy.

The tip of the Emperor’s blade swept out of the sky. Hooves pounded the ground behind me, and the leaping shadows of the flame-horned war beasts fell over me.

I dropped to the muddy, churned-up earth and thrust back with my legs.

My back ran right into a monster’s knee. That was the end of my retreat.

Ther Emperor’s eyes blazed through his skull helm’s sockets. He’d won.

The black bolt that crashed out of the sky and knocked the blade from his hands was quite a surprise. I’m still not sure which of us was more shocked by the sudden attack.

“Go!” the witches roared in my thoughts.

Those crazy, beautiful women had improvised and saved my fucking life. I had to make the most of it.

I was in a shitty position to attack with my Claive. Even if I threw it, the blade wouldn’t do enough damage to end the fight. That didn’t leave me with many options. I only had one trick left.

I made a desperate gamble in the thin slice of time I had before the Emperor recovered from the stunning attack and went on a rampage.

I thrust a bolt of pure senjin out from my core toward the Midnight Emperor. It was the same sort of attack I’d used against Lycora, though many times stronger. A bolt of sacred energy streaked toward my foe’s center, a battering ram of silver power I hoped would shatter his defenses and leave him stunned and senseless.

Because, if this failed, I was well and truly fucked.

The Midnight Emperor roared when the attack hit him. It blasted through his defenses, which had been weakened by the witches’ black bolt, and plunged into his core. I pumped node after node through that connection, hoping to burn out the Emperor’s core with purified senjin and leave him too crippled to continue the fight.

It was a desperate attempt that cost me five nodes of power.

And, for a moment, it seemed to have worked.

The Emperor fell to one knee, bellowing in outrage. He raised his sword to defend himself from a strike from my Claive, and a wash of angry power exploded out of his core. It was so potent I was momentarily staggered.

And then everything went to shit.

The monster at my back’s claws raked across my spine, splashing my blood across the ground. The open wounds on my back felt like spears of ice plunged into my flesh. My strength flagged, and my left arm went limp.

The Midnight Emperor was still on one knee. I could power through this and finish him off. I poured rin into my battered flesh, forced it into my wounded channels to stitch the injuries closed. My Claive came up over my head, ready to slam down into the gap I’d created in his armor.

Monsters tackled me from either side. The collision made my ribs creak and crackle in protest, and my attackers’ weight dragged me to the ground. The Claive bounced out of my hand and skidded across the rain-slicked plain, mud coating its blade.

“No, you fuckers!” I howled and dug the claws of my left hand through the skull of the beast on top of me. I ripped his head free of his shoulders and used the decapitated skull to bludgeon his ally’s face into a red paste. Berserk fury burned in my core, driving me off the ground like I had springs in my legs.

I howled and hoped the wolves I’d summoned with the Wild Hunter technique were close enough to get in on this fight.

There was no answer to my cry. The wolves wouldn’t get there in time.

The Emperor had regained his feet. His eyes burned at me from behind his dragon skull helmet, and he held his blade in a defensive line across his chest.

“Kyr!” Jaga screamed from behind me.

I glanced over my shoulder and saw the riverboat captain mired in the collapsing front line of the Red Phoenix Army. Her crossbow hummed a deadly tune as bolt after bolt plowed into the flesh of the monsters around her. One of the creatures fell, its head a pincushion of black-fletched missiles, its eyes bloody craters. A dozen more of the fiends were scattered across the ground, their bodies pierced by spears and hacked by swords.

But for all the enemy dead, there were still more on their feet. Each of the creatures was enormously powerful, an even match for any ten men. 

That power had cracked the front line of my army. They might hold for another minute, maybe two, but those soldiers were doomed. Once they broke, the monsters would pour through their line and kill everyone they could get their hands on. The Red Phoenix Army would be no more.

That was all right. Those deaths would buy life for the rest of the world. Their sacrifice would give me the time I needed to kill the Midnight Emperor. That was the kind of decision a king would make. The needs of the whole fucking world over the needs of those of us trapped in this valley. There really wasn’t a choice here.

I snatched the Claive off the ground with a tendril of senjin and poured everything I had into my attack on the Emperor. A node of rin flowed into my claws, another into my mantle, and yet another went into my right arm to strengthen it to wield the Claive with a single hand. My first overhead blow batted aside the Emperor’s weapon to leave him defenseless, my second crashed into his armor and ripped away another metal slab, and my third knocked the dragon skull helmet from his head.

Rain poured over my enemy. The dark water plastered his black hair to his scalp. It ran down either side of his nose like a pair of black rivers, transforming his angry grimace into a demon’s mask. There was pain in his eyes.

And there was rage.

The Emperor unleashed a powerful, diagonal stroke with his sword that forced me to dance back or be sliced in half. He followed up with a spinning kick far too fast for a man of his size and weight. His foot caught me square in the gut and drove the air from my lungs. With a savage cry, he reversed his grip on his blade and smashed its black hilt into my chest.

Then, to my surprise, he retreated. The Emperor stepped back from me, his blade raised defensively. His damaged core flickered like a lantern in a storm, and two of his nodes went dark. The witches’ assault was working.

The asshole was weakening.

“You can’t have everything,” he spat. “Let that be your first lesson as king.”

The Emperor fled with stunning speed. I could still catch him. All I had to do was pump sacred energy into my legs. He was wounded, on the run. His core was badly damaged. I could finish the fucker.

“Kyr!” Jaga shouted again.

The pain and fear in Jaga’s voice dragged my attention back to the soldiers at my back.

The front line of the Red Phoenix Army had nearly broken. There were gaps in the formation where men had gone down and no one had replaced them. The prickly hedge of spears had nearly collapsed.

If I chased the Midnight Emperor, his monsters would kill my army. There’d be nothing left of them. Emerik would die.

Jaga would die.

That’s what the Emperor had meant. I’d have to trade the lives of my people to take him down. It was worth it. Any price was worth it to defeat my enemy.

The wind ruffled my hair, and for a moment I felt a cool mountain breeze on my face.

And how would that make you different from him?

Fuck.

Mielyssi was right. Only a monster would let so many die for a single victory, no matter how much it might swing the tide of the war.

“Run,” I shouted after the Midnight Emperor. “By the Blood God, I will find you again.”

With a furious shout, I attacked the monsters.
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THE EMPEROR’S WAR BEASTS were mindless creatures bent on destruction. They didn’t care that their leader had abandoned them to their fate. They didn’t care that their blood ran black on the ground around their hooves. They were driven by a need to kill that filled them with unholy life and kept them on their feet even when they were mortally wounded.

While I’d been occupied with the fucking Emperor, those monstrosities had demolished the spear wall the commander had organized. Puncture wounds had killed a dozen or more of the war beasts, but the ground was slick with far more red blood than black. Now the army was on the verge of collapse, and if I didn’t do something, we might still lose this battle even without the Emperor to contend with.

Where were those fucking wolves I’d called?

My Claive rose and fell on the war beasts like a butcher’s cleaver. Every time I raised the oversized weapon, I cycled a deep breath through my core and filled another node with senjin. With every crushing blow, I spent that node to fill my channels with sacred energy. It was an endless cycle of blood and violence, and I grew stronger with every repetition. My blows severed arms, crushed skulls, and split the monstrous creatures down their spines.

It just wasn’t enough. For every one of the beasts I took down, they killed three of our soldiers. The seething horde of gargantuan killers was still dozens strong, and their morale was unbreakable.

The looks on the soldiers’ faces told me that wasn’t true for my forces.

Within minutes, I was surrounded by a mound of war beast corpses and spears. The commander shouted orders to his men, roaring for them to hold the line, to give me time to finish this fucking thing. There was no technique in his commands, no sacred energy to back them, but the spines of the soldiers stiffened just the same. They’d trained for hundreds of hours under this man, and when he told them to do something, their instinct was to godsdamned well get it fucking done.

While the creatures we fought had no sense of tactics, they knew a threat when they saw one. Five of them broke off from the main force and came for me with slavering jaws and burning horns. They charged from every direction, bellowing words in a language I didn’t understand. Their bodies hurtled across the plain like comets of flesh and boneand, little more than howling blurs.

That was almost fast enough to catch me.

But not quite.

My channels were so filled with senjin they glowed beneath my skin. I’d never cycled so much sacred energy through my core and into my body in such a short period of time. It had changed my perception of the world and warped my reaction speed into a realm I’d never experienced before. I had time to watch the beasts, calculate their courses, and decide the best route of escape.

In the fraction of a moment before they collided with me, I leapt straight into the air. My senjin-enhanced muscles carried me far above the heads of my enemies, and I laughed with glee as they slammed together in a gory collision.

One flaming horn pierced a skull, two snouts shattered on impact with one another, and one unfortunate bastard’s entire head disintegrated when it crashed into the heavy brow of its charging ally. The last of the uninjured beasts staggered away, furiously scrubbing the blood of its fallen cousins from blinded eyes.

I plummeted to Earth, leading with the Claive. The weapon’s scripted blade ripped the head off one of the wounded war beasts, and I stomped another one to death under my boots. Spears of senjin impaled two more, clean shots that took their eyes and blasted out the backs of their skulls. My Claive cut the blinded beast in half before it could clear the blood from its eyes.

In the brief time that it had taken me to dispatch my attackers, the spear line had begun to buckle. A soldier fell, his skull crushed by a brutal kick from one of the war beasts. Shards of gore-streaked bone peppered the men next to him, and they cried out in shock at the sudden death of their comrade. Panic rippled through the line, and it bowed dangerously in toward the rest of the army.

If that wall broke, there’d be no saving this battle. The creatures would stride into the chaos and trample the rest of the Red Phoenix Army into the mud.

“Hold that fucking line!” I boosted my shout with a full node of senjin, and my words crashed across the battlefield in a tsunami of sound.

The war beasts howled in protest, stunned and shocked by the force of my command. At the same time, the soldiers rallied, and surged forward to drive their weapons deep into their foes’ bodies. Black blood sprayed and war beasts fell, the flames from their horns guttering as the life winked out of their eyes. Even the swordsmen behind the front lines got in on the act, thrusting their blades over the shoulders of the spearmen to open wounds in their enemies.

The Emperor’s pets were too stupid to retreat from the surging wall of blades. They howled and counterattacked, only to find their limbs pierced by the defensive wall. Several of the monsters were reduced to slamming their heads into the soldiers after their arms were crippled by well-placed spear strikes.

A flurry of senjin tentacles whipped out of my core to rip the legs out from the nearest monsters. The sacred energy appendages twisted brutally from side to side, destroying knees and dislocating hips. We didn’t have to kill all the monsters; crippling them would be enough.

“Take out their limbs!” I shouted, boosting my voice again.

The soldiers roared in response and plunged their spears into elbows and shoulders. They wedged the weapons’ iron tips deep into joints and pried them apart with meaty pops that left the limbs dangling uselessly at the monsters’ sides. The wounded war beasts tried to retreat and make room for their allies to take up the fight, only to be thrust back into the fray by the brutes behind them.

While my army dispatched the monsters with precision and efficiency, I hacked through the bad guys with wild abandon. My core ached with every new cycling breath. My overworked muscles bulged and writhed beneath my skin, bruises forming where the blood vessels had burst in a futile effort to feed them the oxygen they needed. I was running on pure sacred energy now, and I had no idea the price I would have to pay when this was all over.

Like the beasts I killed, all I could think of was the slaughter. Hundreds of lives depended on me, and tens of thousands more would live out their days in the corrupted misery if I died here. The only choice was to keep going. Keep killing.

My entire existence became a blur of tattered flesh and spurting blood. My skin was stained black with the ichor of my enemies, my hair was a helmet of sticky gore. An endless bear’s roar spilled from my lips, and I lost myself in the joy and agony of battle. My thoughts had been replaced by a wild, red survival instinct and a thirst for blood.

I suddenly found myself alone. The only sound was the blood rushing in my ears and the billowing of air in and out of my lungs. My skin steamed in the soggy night air, and my heart threatened to burst out of my chest.

The war beasts had retreated. The blazing tips of their horns danced across the plains like will-o’-wisps as they fled. I watched those fuckers go, confused about what had made them turn tail.

“What in the Frozen Hells is going on?” the commander called to me from his position on the front line.

It took me a long moment to pull my thoughts together enough to form words. The crimson bear’s rage receded slowly, soaking back into my core a little at a time. Finally, I shook the blood from my hair and shrugged.

“No idea,” I said. “Maybe they got tired of dying.”

The battlefield was strewn with war beast corpses. They’d been hacked into so many pieces by the Claive’s endless swings it was impossible for me to count how many we’d slaughtered. A hundred, at least.

“I sure as shit hope so,” Emerik said as he picked his way through the field of the dead. He lowered his voice as he approached. “We lost almost a quarter of our forces. We need to get these men back to Trigawa City before the whole fucking army comes apart at the seams.”

I wanted to tell Emerik to whip his men into shape. We needed to go after the Midnight Emperor. If we didn’t finish this tonight, we might never get another chance.

But one look at the army told me that wouldn’t happen. There were too many wounded for me to treat, and the soldiers who hadn’t seen action before wore the dull, glazed expressions of men on the ragged edge of shock. I’d saved the lives of as many men as I could. Forcing them to march tonight would only be throwing those lives away.

“Let them rest,” I said. “And then get them back to the city before the Emperor can organize another attack.”

“We’ll camp deeper in the valley.” Emerik’s eyes were still fixed on the retreating horde. “You think those big fuckers will come back for another round tonight?”

Only the bobbing lights of the monster’s horns were still visible. They were hundreds of yards away, and it looked like they didn’t have any intention of slowing down.

“No,” I said. “I think they’re gone. For now.”

“You could’ve taken the Emperor,” the commander said flatly. “I’ve never seen a man fight like you. If things had gone just a little differently...”

I didn’t want to talk about what could have been. The Emperor had been right there, seconds from death, and I’d let him go to save my people.

I still didn’t know if I’d made the right choice.

“Kyr,” Ryasina called. She and Vilisia led the spirits through the unburied dead. “We tried. He was stronger than we thought.”

“You did your best,” I said. “If you hadn’t struck when you did, I’d never have survived.”

“He’s wounded,” Aja said. “You can still kill him.”

“If I can find him,” I muttered. “He could be anywhere by now. The fucker’s a master at hiding himself, and he’s probably got more escape techniques than cats have lives.”

“We’ll find him,” Vilisia swore.

I wanted to believe the witch, but it was a hard pill to swallow. The bastard had been overconfident in this fight. He’d underestimated my ability, and he hadn’t been prepared for my tricks. Next time, though, he’d be more careful. He’d be ready for me, and he was so strong I doubted the outcome would go in my favor.

We’d won the battle, but the war was far, far from over.

“Let’s get away from here,” the commander said. “I’m sick of the stink of blood and death. Come back to the camp. Get some rest. This’ll all look better in the morning.”

I watched the last of the blue flames wink out as they vanished beyond the rain. The war beasts were built for destruction. They didn’t have any sense of self-preservation. They’d thrown themselves into the spearwall again and again, willing to sacrifice themselves to kill even a single soldier.

So why the fuck had they run?

It didn’t make any sense.

And neither did the missing wolves. Lycora had assembled a large pack, and there was no way they could’ve all left the area so quickly. And yet, none of them had answered the call of the Wild Hunter.

It was all too much to think about. I shook my head, hoisted my Claive over my shoulder, and pushed the dark thoughts away.

“You’re right,” I said. “Let’s get some rest. Tomorrow’s a better day, and I’m sick as fuck of this one.”
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I COULDN’T EAT.

I couldn’t sleep.

I couldn’t even sit fucking still.

While the army and my people did all those things, I paced through the field of corpses outside the valley. My body still hummed with the sacred energy I’d crammed into my channels, and my core burned like an angry star. I still had so much fight left and no one to let it out on.

“It’s not often you see the winner of a fight like this looking so glum.” A woman’s voice sounded behind me. “Want to talk about it?”

I turned slowly, Claive at the ready. I don’t know who I expected to see behind me, but it certainly wasn’t Xanxiel.

“Not really,” I said to the Rogue Goddess. “But something tells me I don’t get a vote.”

“Smart,” she said, tapping her temple. “I knew there was a reason why so many women like you. It’s your brains.”

“You don’t have to be a dick,” I said. “What brings you down from your high tower to slum with the mortals?”

She clucked her tongue and walked through the rain to stand beside me. She seemed shorter than I remembered, the top of her head barely reaching the middle of my chest. Her leather armor creaked when she moved, its buckles jingling with every motion. The brace of daggers across her chest shone with pale red light, eager to be unsheathed.

“I don’t consider this slumming.” She shrugged. “I like to visit my worshippers. They’re fun.”

“I don’t worship anyone,” I said. “So maybe I’m not the kind of fun you’re looking for.”

There was a dangerous glint in her eye that warned me I was perilously close to pissing her right the fuck off. Not that I gave a shit. What was she going to do? Kill me? That seemed like a bad play on her part.

“My worshippers got you this far. You could show a little respect.”

She took a step closer to me and tilted her head back to look up into my face. We were close enough for the straps of her armor to brush against my skin. The pressure of her presence was a gentle hand around my core, lightly squeezing, but fully capable of crushing it if she chose. When I turned my spirit sight on the goddess, I saw nothing.

Did gods have cores? I had no idea now that I thought about it.

“I didn’t try to cut your head off with the Claive when you snuck up on me,” I said. “That seems pretty respectful after the day I’ve had.”

Xanxiel chuckled, and her breath was cool and clean against my skin. I caught a faint whiff of oiled leather and fresh roses from her, and a wave of dizziness washed over me.

“Can I touch you?” she asked. “I want to help.”

“Do whatever you want,” I said. “You’re a goddess. It’s not like I can stop you.”

Xanxiel stripped the glove from her right hand and traced a complex pattern through the rain that had collected on my skin. Pink light followed her fingertip around and around, slashing across my chest so quickly and expertly I soon lost track of what she was doing. It was impossible for my eyes to follow the pattern, and I doubted it would have done me any good even if I could. This was complex scriptwork, and I was no master of that art.

The goddess made a final twisting pattern just below the tip of my sternum and pulled her finger away. The rosy light stretched between us for a moment, like a strand of warm honey, then snapped apart into pink beads that drifted into the sky.

“Better?” she asked.

And it was. As the light faded from the script she’d drawn onto my flesh, the aches and pains that had settled into my body after the battle faded with it. I felt rested and calm, as if I’d just woken from a good night’s sleep. Though my channels were still swollen with the sacred energy I’d forced into them, I was no longer restless. In fact, it had been a very long time since I’d felt this much peace.

I didn’t trust that even a little bit.

“Sure,” I said. “I’m willing to bet you didn’t come all this way just to make me feel good, though.”

“See, you are smart.” Xanxiel pulled her glove back on, intertwined her fingers, and flexed them until they cracked like dry branches. “I came here to answer your questions.”

“If I’m so smart, why are you sure I have questions?”

“Because that’s what smart people do. They ask things.” She rapped her knuckles against my sternum. “I’ll start, though. Where are the wolves?”

I frowned at her and cocked my Claive back over my shoulder.

“I thought I was supposed to ask questions, and you’d give me answers,” I said.

“I’m a goddess. I make the rules. In this case, I’ll answer my own question.” She winked at me. “They’re still with Lycora. You never broke the bond between her and the pack.”

I nearly slapped my head in frustration. Of course. That was a rookie mistake that I definitely wouldn’t make again.

“Fuck,” I said. “She has all the wolves in the entire kingdom in her pack?”

“All the ones within range of your call.” The goddess shrugged. “Okay, your turn. Ask me a hard one.”

“Why did the war beasts run?” It was the first thing that popped into my head, and I was glad that I’d asked it. It would’ve bothered me for the rest of my life not to know why those big fuckers had turned tail at such a critical point in the battle. Sure, I was killing them, but they could’ve won if they’d stuck around.

“See? Smart. That’s the question you needed to ask,” the Rogue Goddess said. “And here’s an answer you will absolutely hate: the Midnight Emperor called them back.”

Fuck, that’s what I’d been afraid of. He wasn’t just limping home to lick his wounds. He had another plan.

“Why?” I asked.

“I didn’t tell you to ask another question.” The Rogue Goddess frowned. “But I’m in a giving mood, so I’ll answer this one, as well. He’s gone after the Thunderstrike Jaguar.”

Oh, shit. That witch was far, far from here. If he had any way to travel quickly, the Midnight Emperor would beat me to her even if I ran all night. And with no one to protect her, the witch would fall.

The Rogue Goddess waited patiently as I processed her answer, then tapped her toes and made a big show of looking at the sky.

“Can I ask another question?” I asked.

“You did, and I’ll answer it: yes.”

“Why didn’t he go after the witches before I came back?” That had been bothering me for a while now. The Emperor had plenty of time while I was tied up on Mount Shiki to hunt down the witches and kill them before they could be roused from the nexuses. “It would’ve made his job a hell of a lot easier.”

“Because, for all his power, the Midnight Emperor isn’t as smart as he’d like everyone to believe,” the goddess said with a shrug. “His allies from the Frozen Hells warned him that he had to kill you if he wanted to hang on to his power. I don’t believe they told him about the witches.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” I said. “Why would the demons not tell their most powerful mortal ally about the biggest weakness—”

My thoughts finally caught up with my mouth. The demons hadn’t told the Midnight Emperor about the witches because they didn’t trust him. From what Ryasina had told me, most mortals thought the witches were just a legend. No one had seen them for thousands of years. It wouldn’t have occurred to the Midnight Emperor to go after myths when he had a real threat to contend with. And if the demons had told that asshole the truth, he might’ve gotten tired of their deal and freed the witches himself after he’d secured his power. With the witches under his control, he’d have no trouble sending the demons right back to the Frozen Hell.

“See, I told you. Smart.” The Rogue Goddess stood up on her tiptoes, frowned, and then floated higher into the air to put a gentle kiss on my forehead. “And after you’d freed the first witch, then the second, he got the picture. My guess is he hoped he could come here and kill you, then deal with the witch as an extra bonus. Unfortunately, you kicked a hole in his core, and now he’s all fucked up. He needs the witch’s power to heal himself.”

“When will he reach her?” I asked.

“Soon,” the goddess said. “Another hour, perhaps two.”

“That motherfucker.” I glared at the goddess. “And you’re not much better. It’s pretty shitty of you to come all this way, knowing I couldn’t stop him.”

The goddess flinched at my words and rose higher into the air before drifting a few feet away. Wings of translucent pink fire spread from behind her shoulders, and her eyes became featureless orbs of light. Her disappointment fell on me like a bag of hammers, pummeling my core and conscience with emotions so strong they made me want to crawl into a hole and die.

“You think me so petty?” She spoke with the voice of a hundred different women, syllables overlapping and crashing together like a rockslide. Despite the jumble of voices, I understood every word, and they all struck with the force of ballista bolts. “How dare you, Kyr? I have come all this way to aid you, not torture you. Though, now that you have insulted me so deeply, perhaps it would serve you right to stew in your misery while the world rots under you.”

Her wings fluttered gently and carried her back to me. The goddess stopped only when our faces were so close together I smelled the sweetness of her breath and her power warmed my skin like the light of the summer sun. Her pink eyes searched mine for something, though I wasn’t sure what.

“How do I catch him?” I asked.

She said nothing for long moments. We remained motionless, inches apart as she considered what would happen next.

“I want you to be the one,” the goddess breathed. The pink light of her eyes emanated from beneath the skin of her cheeks and the hollow of her throat. “We need you to be the one.”

“Then send me to him,” I said. “I’ll snap his fucking neck with my bare hands. I’ll carve out his heart and—”

“And what then?” She cradled my face in her gloved hands. The leather was warm, and its rich scent reminded me of simpler, better times at home in Floating Village. “You have killed and fucked and rampaged, Kyr. When your greatest enemy is dead, what will you do?”

I weighed her words carefully, wary of the test that lurked behind them. There were a hundred answers to that question. I’d free the rest of the witches and cleanse the world of its corruption, that was a given. Then I could fuck off back to Mount Shiki and spend the rest of my life hunting game and fucking Mielyssi.

Because wasn’t that why I’d done all of this?

Except, there was more to it now. When I saw myself back on the sacred mountain, it was just the crimson bear and me.

No Vilisia.

No Ayo.

No Aja.

No Ryasina.

No Jaga.

And the thought of leaving them all behind hurt. In our short time together, I’d come to depend on them. I’d learned to care about them.

To love them.

My thoughts raced down the road to a future where I’d killed the Midnight Emperor and left the world to its own devices. With no one to hold their reins, the other kings wouldn’t be satisfied to stay in their own territories. They’d look for weaker neighbors, and they’d take whatever they could get away with. There’d be no one to stop them. They’d turn the healed world into a place of wounds and graves.

And the people I’d loved would be trapped here with all that. They’d fight it. They’d have to because they were too strong not to fight. But they’d be up against armies that would grow stronger without the corruption to hold them in check.

Even worse, some asshole king would decide it was his turn to be Emperor and make a pact with the demons of the Frozen Hells, or something worse. Men always sought the shortest route to power, no matter the cost. Once I left, it would only be a matter of time before someone fucked up all my hard work.

I understood what Xanxiel wanted me to say. I just wasn’t sure I wanted to say it.

A sad smile spread across her features. The divine light faded to a warm glow that surrounded us.

“Say the words, and I will take you to him,” the goddess whispered, her lips so close to mine I felt the words as much as heard them. “But you must swear that you will do what you promise. There can be no turning back from the road you choose.”

Before all of this began, I’d wanted to be a simple healer. I’d imagined myself traveling the wilderness, helping plants grow, nursing the wounded wildlife back to health, and generally fucking around like a bum. It had seemed like the perfect kind of life. Nothing I did would hurt anyone, and there’d be no reason for anyone to hurt me.

Somehow, my simple little life had turned to blood and pain. As much as I hated it, I knew the decision I had to make. There was no one else who could do the job.

“When he’s dead, I will heal the world,” I sighed. “I will hold the Sevenfold Empire together, and I swear my work will not be undone while I breathe.”

“And?” The goddess’s lips moved against mine when she spoke. We shared our breaths, and my head swam. “You have to say it, Kyr. Say it, and it will be so.”

“I will become the Emperor.” The words hung in the air, trapped between our lips, for what felt like an eternity.

“You’re fucking right you will.” The goddess bit my lip hard enough to draw blood even from my firebound flesh and wrapped her arms around my neck. She licked the blood from my mouth. “Your words are sealed with blood, and they are in me. They cannot be unspoken. They cannot be denied.”

She kissed me, hard, her tongue swirling over the wound she’d opened. She shuddered at the taste, and her eyes fluttered closed. The power inside her called to me, and I couldn’t resist her desire even if I’d wanted to.

The straps of her leather armor were a complicated, overlapping puzzle secured by buckles of all shapes and sizes. I fumbled with them, trying to unfasten them, my frustration growing in direct proportion to my desire.

“Fucking things,” I growled.

“I can—”

“There.” I’d found a seam between the front and back halves of the armor and wormed my fingers under the bottom edge of the jerkin. A quick jerk snapped the straps and ripped the armor in half. “All gone.”

The Rogue Goddess threw her head back and let a peal of pure, joyous laughter escape into the night. The dark rain splashed against the delicate arch of her neck and collected in the hollow of her throat. Stained water beaded on the slopes of her breasts and dripped from the jutting tips of nipples the color of flawless rubies. The pink glow of her divine light pulsed from her heart, limning her flesh in a lace of translucent power.

I drew a line of kisses from Xanxiel’s throat down to the center of her chest. The water that clung to her had been purified by her divinity, and it was nearly as sweet on my tongue as her smooth skin.

She dragged her fingernails across my shoulders as I traced circles around her left nipple and arched her back to push her flesh past my lips. She moaned and wrapped her legs around me, holding me tight.

“Do we have time for this?” My voice was hoarse with lust. Even if we didn’t have time, I wasn’t sure either of us could stop.

“Yes,” she groaned, and kissed me with the ferocity of a feeding tiger.

I hadn’t felt anything like that since I’d left Mount Shiki, and it stoked the fires of my need into a raging inferno.

“Good.” I crushed her against me and savored the taste of her tongue, the feel of her lips slippery and supple, the smooth, firm curves of the muscles beside the ridge of her spine.

Her light surrounded us in a pink shell that sheltered us from the rain and hid us from the eyes of the world. It lifted us off the ground, and we floated weightless within its bubble.

“That’s better.” The Rogue Goddess tilted her body away from mine, kicked off her boots, and shimmied out of her pants. “Much better.”

I was surprised to see the faint lines of scars marring her body. I’d never imagined a goddess as anything but perfection made flesh.

“We’re not so different from you.” The Rogue Goddess kissed me and trailed her fingers down my sides to my hips. “We fight and fuck. We love and hate. We live and die.”

I hooked an arm around her waist and pulled her closer. We turned slowly within the bubble, twisted by our momentum. My other hand traced the contours of her body as we rotated around our shared axis, stroking the length of her spine, following the curve of her ass down to her thigh, then slipping along the muscle there to find the arch of her hip. Goosebumps rose under my fingers, and sparks of light jumped from her skin to send shivering sensations racing across mine.

My hand eased up along her side, fingers following the curve of her ribs up to the lower swell of her breast. I cupped it in my palm and traced the raised edge of her red nipple with my index finger.

Our kiss went on and on, both of us greedy to taste and feel more of one another. Every moment was better than the last, a rising spiral of excitement and pleasure that left us gasping and eager for more.

The goddess twisted in my grip until she floated upside down. She tore my loincloth away and encircled my swollen cock with both hands. Her tongue swirled around my head and more sparks flashed across me in breathtaking streams. Pleasure devoured my world, holding my senses hostage to the slow circles of her tongue and the rhythmic squeezing of her hands.

I slid my fingers down the inside of her leg to the warm juncture of her thighs. She parted eagerly at my touch, the wet folds of her lips almost hot. My fingers stroked the sides of her pink pearl, and paused just outside the opening of her center.

The goddess trembled and clutched me tighter, her tongue working in feverish circles, then sliding down my length as she took me deep into her throat. She held me in that moist embrace, her tongue massaging waves of pleasure from my sensitive skin.

My fingers entered her slowly, teasingly, drawing a guttural moan from the goddess. My thumb stroked her swollen bud, and she pushed herself against the motion.

We pulled each other deeper into the velvet heat of our shared hunger, pushing our bodies toward greater and greater heights of sensation. And then, as suddenly as we’d begun, the goddess twisted away from me and thrust her hips back into my groin.

“Now,” she demanded.

I plunged into her, burying myself to the hilt in the sweet sheath of her sex. Our bodies bucked together in a rough dance that carried us closer to the burning heart of our lust by the second.

The goddess reached back to grab my hips, slamming herself onto me harder with every thrust. Her moans became sharp cries, and she quickened her pace. We raced to the edge of oblivion together, crashing against one another with frenzied urgency.

Her breath caught in her throat suddenly, and she threw her head back to my shoulder. Her arms curled around me, clinging to me as I thrust into her again and again. Ragged moans escaped the goddess, and she twisted her head to suck at the side of my neck. She stiffened then, every muscle tense for long seconds as waves of pleasure washed over her.

I couldn’t hold back any longer. Spasms ripped through me in bursts of sensation that pushed me through a final, desperate series of thrusts and left me spent.

We clung to one another for long moments, drifting in a blissful haze. Far too soon, the goddess slid away from me.

“We’re here,” she said with a faint shiver. “Time to keep your promise, shaman.”

“I don’t wanna,” I groaned and closed my eyes.

As much as I wanted to stay right there, I knew that wasn’t really an option. I dragged my eyes open, found my loincloth, and tied it around my waist.

“I feel him down there,” the rogue goddess said quietly. “Like a pus-filled chancre.”

“I’ll head down and pop him,” I said. “No big deal.”

“Be careful,” she said. “Your confidence has stood you in good stead, but that diseased animal lies outside the natural order. I cannot see what the future holds where he is concerned.”

“Good.” I shrugged. “I like to be surprised. I guess there’s no point in putting this off any longer.”

“You’ll need this.” Xanxiel held my Claive out to me. “And this.”

She lifted her empty hands over my head, and a weight settled on my brow.

“What the hell is that?” I asked.

“A crown,” she said. “So he knows who’s replacing him.”

The goddess kissed me, soft and gentle as a breath of spring air, and the pink bubble popped. I stood alone under the night sky at the edge of a deep crater.

Blue lights flickered down there. The bad guys were ready.

It was time to get to work.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 25

[image: image]


THE CRATER TURNED OUT to be an ancient amphitheater, its levels smoothed by centuries of erosion. What had once been an elaborate theater had been reduced to a moldering ruin, its sloped sides covered with creeping vines and patches of drifted mud.

The war beasts that remained, close to thirty of the creatures, had gathered in a circle at the bottom of the structure. Their bulky bodies surrounded an octagonal opening outlined by a script that glowed with dark energy. The Midnight Emperor was down there, searching for the witch. 

The rogue goddess had gotten me here as quickly as she could. She’d done her part. Now it was time for me to do mine.

The war beasts didn’t seem to notice as I descended toward them. I kept my Claive cocked back over my shoulder, ready for action, and hoped those flame-horned fucksticks would abandon their posts to come after me. Because I was so much faster than they were, I could circle around them, then drop down into the witch’s temple before the war beasts could catch me. The hole looked too small to allow the monsters to pass through, and the stone was thick enough it would take them far too long to rip it up.

With that idea in mind, I cupped one hand to the side of my mouth and called out to the beasts.

“Hey, you pieces of parasite-riddled shit,” I shouted. “Get off your asses and fight. I’m not fucking through with you.”

That got their attention.

Half the beasts exploded up the funnel toward me, their hooves kicking sparks from the stone slope with every step. They bellowed with mindless rage and brandished their massive weapons. They were quick, but I had a hundred-foot head start on them. The only way they’d catch me was if I let them.

I ran halfway back to the rim of the crater, then stopped and turned back to eyeball my foes. The dumb fucks hadn’t gained any ground on me, which was a very good sign. If I’d misjudged their speed, my plan would have blown up in my face.

Satisfied the monsters were still chasing me but weren’t in any danger of catching me, I sprinted for the top of the amphitheater. While half the war beasts were still gathered around the hole, that wasn’t enough to keep me away from the witch’s temple. My plan was working.

And then the wolves showed up.

“Hi, Kyr,” Lycora called down to me from the top of the ruined amphitheater. “I brought some friends to see you.”

Her pack was twice the size it had been when she’d attacked the army. The sleek predators lined the top edge of the ruins.

My plan had suddenly gone to shit. The wolves would slow me down too much. The war beasts would catch up to me long before I could reach the hole in the ground.

Fuck.

“We really don’t have time to chat,” I said. “I’ve got a bunch of monsters running up my ass.”

“Did you mean what you said before?” the werewolf asked, seemingly oblivious to the rampaging threat only seconds away.

“What the fuck are you talking about?”

“That we could work together,” she said. “You would give me a territory of my own.”

“Yes,” I shouted with exasperation. “I’m not a fucking liar. Now, get the fuck out of my way.”

“I came to fight,” Lycora laughed, “and that’s what we’ll do.”

The werewolf vaulted over my head in a single leap. Claws sprouted from her fingers, and silky fur blossomed down the length of her spine and flowered into a bushy tail. She landed atop the first of the war beasts, her clawed feet digging into the skin that covered the back of its thick neck. She grabbed one of the monster’s horns in each hand, then wrenched her body hard to the side.

The war beast bellowed and tried to sweep Lycora off with its blade. The angle was awful for it, though, and the weapon missed the werewolf by a full yard.

And then Lycora really put her back into twisting the beast’s horns, and the creature’s neck snapped with a grinding crunch. Its body collapsed to the stones to be trampled by its charging allies.

For a moment, I thought Lycora had been stomped to death in her eagerness to join the battle. Then she popped back up behind the monsters, her claws raised overhead, her head thrown back to howl at the dark sky.

The wolves answered their mistress’s cry with their own howls. They surged past me to slip through the ranks of monsters. Their fangs flashed white in the darkness, tearing at the tendons behind the monsters’ legs and ripping ragged strips of flesh away from their exposed flanks.

Confused by the sudden flurry of attacks, the war beasts turned to pursue the wolves, who had already darted away from the clumsy monsters. The Emperor’s creatures roared in rage as they thundered back down the steps, hungry for blood.

I had to admit, the wolves were better at executing my plan than I would’ve been. While I could outrun any wolf on a straightaway, they were more lithe and quicker on their feet than me. They darted and dodged around the stomping hooves and sweeping axes of the war beasts with ease, all the while leading those evil fuckers away from the hole in the ground.

What the wolves couldn’t do was kill those assholes. For all their savagery and skill, the wolves didn’t have the strength to do any real damage.

Unless...

I activated the Wild Hunter technique again. My spirit sight showed me silvery threads of connection between myself and the wolves.

Unfortunately, there was an even stronger connection between Lycora and her pack.

“Let them go!” I called to her. “I’ve got an idea.”

“Swear to me you won’t turn them against me,” the werewolf shouted back.

“Fine! I won’t,” I responded. Why couldn’t people just do the right thing? Everybody always needed guarantees and promises. It was getting on my fucking nerves.

“He is your alpha now,” Lycora shouted.

In that moment I felt as if I’d become one with the pack. Their bodies were my body, their jaws were my jaws.

“Kill them all,” I howled through the temporary bond I shared with the pack.

And that wasn’t all I sent through that bond.

I activated my Crimson Claws technique and channeled it into the pack, much as I had with the formation back on the beach outside Ryasina’s temple. I did the same with the Bear’s Mantle technique, and then topped it off with five nodes of senjin from my core.

The combination pushed the wolves to the heights of savagery. Their claws and fangs grew longer and sharper. Their pelts became thicker and more durable, capable of turning aside blows even from the giant weapons wielded by the war beasts.

The pack became the instrument of my rage. Their jaws snapped through ankles to bring the beasts down, and their claws ripped the guts out of the monsters. In a flash, half the war beasts had fallen. Their black blood ran down the amphitheater’s worn steps like rivers of sewage.

“What did you do to them?” Lycora asked when she met me halfway down the amphitheater’s slop.

“I made them stronger,” I said.

“Will they stay like that?” she asked. I couldn’t tell if she was concerned or impressed.

“For a while,” I said with a shrug. “Until this is over.”

The war beasts that had chased me were dead, their bodies ripped to pieces and scattered across the slopes of the crater. The wolf pack circled the remaining beasts, who’d tightened the perimeter around the hole. My wily allies darted in and back out from all sides of their foes. The harrying attacks ground the war beasts down, leaving them too exhausted and wounded to defend themselves, much less counterattack.

“Why didn’t you kill me?” Lycora gazed into my eyes.

“Because I can see the future. I knew I’d need you here.”

“Bullshit,” Lycora snorted. “I’d have killed you in the same spot.”

“I know. Guess you’re lucky I’m not you.” The truth was, I wasn’t sure exactly why I hadn’t killed Lycora. The first time, I’d been willing to give her a pass because she could have been an amazing ally. The second time, I’d have gutted her like a fish if I could have. And the last time...

That was the one I didn’t understand. She could have easily been lying to save her stinking hide. And yet, when I’d had her right where I wanted her, I’d hesitated to end the werewolf’s life.

Maybe I really had caught a glimpse of a future where I’d need her.

Or maybe I was just lucky.

When the last of the war beasts had fallen, Lycora turned to me.

“Did you stop to fuck on your way here?”

“How is that your business?” I half-laughed at the blunt question.

“You know what happens if he gets to that witch before you?” she asked. “And you still took time to hump a bitch. Ridiculous.”

“You’re just jealous,” I said. “I got here before you did. And now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got an Emperor to kill.”

“Nice crown,” she called after me as I descended toward the hole.

I raised a hand and gave her a salute.

With one finger.
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THE STAIRCASE THAT had once spiraled down from the hole in the ground to the floor below had fallen into ruin long before I got there. I dropped off the opening’s lip and landed fifty feet below with a muted thump. My firebound core protected me from the fall and my boots saved my feet from the jagged stones that littered my landing site.

The chamber I’d jumped into had four walls that all converged on the hole in the ceiling, like a hollow pyramid. Beyond the circle of rubble that marked where the spiral staircase had fallen, the floor was covered in an intricate series of interlocking spiral patterns. I extended my spirit senses and found no senjin gathered in those whorls.

I did, however, sense a thick veil of corruption emanating from the nearby nexus.

“Let’s get this over with,” I grumbled and searched for an exit.

Unfortunately, I found four of the damned things, one in the center of each wall. I didn’t have time to guess which one would lead me to the Emperor; a wrong choice would cost me far too much precious time. I had no idea how much of a lead the asshole had on me, or how close he was to the witch.

That thought summoned a horde of unpleasant images in my head. He could easily kill her and fuck up everything I’d worked toward. Or he could really make a mess and bond with her. In either case, it would do more than slow down my plans. It would completely destroy them.

I extended my spirit senses again, searching for the dream meridians that fed into the nexus. If I could find one of those, I’d have a much better idea of where the witch was, and where I could find the Midnight Emperor. Of course, there was no guarantee that the door pointed in that direction would lead me where I needed to go, but at least it was a start.

It took me two nodes of senjin to boost my spirit senses far enough to find what I was searching for. The nexus lay to the east, and the dream meridians that fed into it were as wide and sluggish as rivers clogged with storm debris. I felt the witch still at the heart of the ruined temple, a slumbering power waiting to be awakened. A dark and hungry spirit was very close, eager to get at her.

The Midnight Emperor.

He had a head start, but he hadn’t claimed her yet.

I charged through the eastern door, cycling senjin from the dream meridians as I ran. With my transplanted nodes, it was a simple task to strip away the corruption and fill myself to overflowing with purified sacred dream energy. It was amazing to think of how far I’d come in such a short time, and even more amazing to realize just how much further I had to go.

The passage I followed twisted and turned through a number of right-angled corners and switchback ramps that carried me deeper beneath the surface. The air grew thicker with every descent, as if the nexus had concentrated it into a foul fog laced with dark corruption. Even when I didn’t actively cycle, I had to constantly purge nodes of senjin only to refill them as I purified the tainted air that entered my lungs. It was an annoying, unpleasant task and made me seriously consider breaking my promise to the Red Phoenix King.

While I’d promised not to bind the witch and purify this nexus, I might not have a choice. If it was the only way to save the world, I might be forced to try and break my oath. Hopefully, the king wouldn’t lose her shit and decide it was worth going to war over.

That was a problem for future Kyr. Present Kyr had more than enough trouble on his plate.

The dream meridians ran closer together as I approached the nexus. Strange carvings on the walls sparked with sacred energy, while shadows of corruption blurred their images and made it difficult to understand what they wanted to show me. Bizarre monsters fought men with blazing halos, while cubes covered in burning scripts floated overhead. Radiating lines that could’ve represented the dream meridians floated around holes hacked into the stone with crude chisel strokes as if to depict some sort of natural craters. Ryasina and Vilisia would’ve loved this place. Maybe I’d bring them back for a history lesson if I got out of here alive.

The passage I’d been following suddenly dead-ended. I was so close to my goal, I could practically see the nexus just beyond the wall that barred my path. There were a half-dozen dream meridians within yards of where I stood. This passage had to lead to the nexus.

Except it didn’t.

The wall that stood between me and my goal was utterly blank. The powerful carvings that had marked the hallway to this point simply stopped. Why would someone go to all the trouble to create a long, winding tunnel deep beneath the earth, decorate it with symbolic etchings, and then not finish the godsdamned thing?

“Frozen Hells,” I spat. “It’s just one fucking thing after another.”

I pushed against the wall with my fingertips. Turned out it was as solid as it looked.

I paced up and down the passage, racking my brain for a solution. I didn’t have time to backtrack and pick another path. The Midnight Emperor’s presence was as close as the nexus. I didn’t have long before he’d figure out how to get the witch out of the corruption.

“Think.” I went through a mental inventory of all the tools at my disposal.

The Bear’s Mantle technique would make me stronger and protect me from damage. That was great in a fight, and totally useless here.

The Crimson Claws might cut through the stone. It would be slow, though, and make a hell of a lot of noise. If the Midnight Emperor didn’t already know I was on his tail, he certainly would once I started hacking through the wall. I kept that option in my back pocket while I tried to think of a better plan.

The Claive of Amankala was strong enough to shatter stone, though that had all the same downsides as using the claws. It would be noisy and slow, and it had the added disadvantage of potentially breaking or dulling the weapon. Fuck that shit.

The Wild Hunter technique would fill the tunnel with wolves, who would stare at the blank wall just like I was. No help there.

Other than my techniques and my weapon, all I had was a core full of sacred energy and a steady source of more from the dream meridian beneath my feet.

On its own, rin is only useful for activating techniques or fueling your channels. It was great, don’t get me wrong, but those crimson nodes were useless to me here.

Senjin, though, was different. I could use it to form solid tendrils of sacred energy, and those could manipulate solid objects or attack my enemies.

But senjin could also manifest as a raw physical liquid. The touch of the quicksilver power in that form would break down any object, transforming physical material into its shio and rin components. It was a reality acid, and it worked fast. A bucket or two of that stuff would dissolve the wall in no time.

Unfortunately, the only senjin I had access to was inside me.

The question was, could I manifest senjin from inside me?

“Let’s find out,” I whispered.

The first step was to concentrate on a meditative cycle that would keep senjin flowing from the dream meridians into my core. The corrupted power would be cleansed through that circuit, and the purified energy would refill any nodes I’d emptied. It only took me a handful of breaths to establish the breathing pattern. I’d meditated for a hundred years on Mount Shiki and had only gotten better at it since I’d come back to the world of men.

With my power source established, I concentrated on forcing senjin out of my core. The sacred energy wormed its way through the channels in my right hand and soon filled them to capacity. I pushed even more into that limb, willing node after node to empty into the channels of my arm.

My arm glowed with power from shoulder to fingertips within moments, the channels standing out against my skin like swollen, glowing veins. Every inhalation filled nodes as fast as I emptied them; every exhalation gushed black shadows from my mouth. It was an impressive feat, and it wasn’t working. My channels were overstuffed and aching, and still no silvery fluid emerged from my hand.

It was time for more extreme measures.

I burned a note of rin to activate my Crimson Claws and dragged one of the natural weapons across my palm to open a bloody wound between my thumb and pinky finger. Scarlet beads welled up from my torn flesh and soon grew into a pool of blood that filled my cupped hand. Sparks of light danced in the crimson fluid, and a slow smile spread across my face.

I slapped my hand against the wall. My heart quickened, the pulse pushing blood from the gash. I directed the flow of senjin from the dream meridian through my core, through my nodes, down my arm, and out through my torn skin. For a moment, nothing happened.

And then, the wall began to come apart.

Arcs of red rin and blue shio rushed away from the point where my blood touched the stone. Encouraged by my success, I strained to push more of the sacred energy through my body. My core throbbed with power and my heart galloped to keep up with it. I smeared my blood in a rough rectangle across the wall in front of me, forging a path to the witch.

All the while, the Midnight Emperor’s power grew stronger as if expanding to meet me. Time was running out.

I dissolved an inch of stone, then two, then six. A foot. The wound was no longer blood red; it oozed drops of mercurial power that clung to the stone like hungry leeches to an artery. It was working. I just needed a little more time.

Time I didn’t have.

Frustrated, I ripped a chunk of skin from the wound on my palm. Blood gushed from the injury, and bubbles of senjin appeared in the crimson flow. I splashed the bloody mess against the wall and scrubbed at the stone with my wounded hand. I’d cut my whole fucking arm off if I had to.

The Emperor’s power throbbed through the air like the echoes of a struck gong. He was close.

A sliver of light appeared ahead of me. The stone had given way, just a little, enough to show me what lay beyond.

The nexus occupied the center of a tall, silo-like room. The etchings in the floor were far simpler than those in the rest of the complex, nothing more than a series of straight lines that represented the dream meridians joined together by narrow arcs. A woman floated above the intersection of those lines, her body wrapped in coils of black light that rippled like silk ribbons in an autumn storm. Waves of thick, tawny hair tumbled past her shoulders, moving with the same sinuous motion as the light that surrounded her. Her eyes were closed and painted with a thick band of red paint that ran from one side of her face to the other. Patterns formed by clusters of red dots covered her skin, and a long, sleek tail curled around her legs to the ankles. Her name rang in my thoughts, and I struggled to reach the Thunderstrike Jaguar.

Because the Midnight Emperor had almost made it to her. His back was to me, and he showed no signs that he was aware of my presence. He raised both hands to the witch, and beams of black and silver tainted sacred energy flowed from him to batter her prison. Whatever he was doing, it was working. The black ribbons that surrounded the witch had started to fray, and it wouldn’t be long now until they unraveled completely.

And then there’d be no way to stop him.

I shoved my wounded right hand through the crack I’d created and worked at the wall’s rough edges with the senjin that bled from me. I had to get in there, and I had to do it now.

“I’m coming for you, asshole,” I shouted at the Emperor’s back. The advantage of surprise wouldn’t help me if I didn’t get to the witch in time. I needed to pull his attention away from her until I could get through the fucking wall.

“You’re too late.” His words were strained, as if he had to force them through gritted teeth. This wasn’t easy for him. After the damage I’d done to his core, the effort cost him dearly.

“I fucking doubt it.” The opening I’d created in the wall was big enough for me to shove my arm and hand through. I kept at it, smearing blood on the rest of the stone to weaken it further. Despite how much of my blood I’d shed to get this far, I felt more alive now than ever before. Senjin flowed through me in a continuous stream from the dream meridians, giving me far more strength than I’d lost.

The Emperor glanced back at me. His face might once have been handsome, but now it was twisted into a mask of fear and rage. His eyes blazed like pinpricks of starlight through slitted pupils, and he drooled black streams of corruption over his lips.

He was a fucking monster, and I was going to kill him.

Finally, a chunk of the wall fell away. I dragged myself through the opening I’d created with my blood , heedless of the scrapes and wounds it opened in my skin, and stormed into the nexus chamber. The last time I’d rescued a witch, I’d had to step carefully around those lines to avoid being consumed by the corruption that flowed through them. Now, when the darkness reached for me, I let it coil around my legs. I stripped its corruption away, leaving behind the sacred energy that was my true strength.

“No!” the Midnight Emperor shouted. “You can’t stop me.”

I raised my Claive, ready to strike. My spirit sight showed me his core was even more wounded than I’d thought. He hadn’t been prepared for the attack when we’d last met, and his arrogance had cost him dearly. Most of his nodes were empty; he’d spent too much of himself trying to get to the witch.

“It’s over,” I said. “Your time is done.”

My Claive fell in a stroke of silver lightning aimed at the Emperor’s head. His eyes went wide in the instant he saw his doom approaching, and his mouth fell open.

My heart sang a song of vengeance as the blade smashed into its target. Black shadows burst around its cutting edge, and the Emperor’s skin sloughed away to reveal the core of darkness that was his true essence. His robes fell to the ground, and the shadows inside him scattered like a cloud of frightened bats.

I couldn’t believe it was over that easily. He hadn’t even tried to fight back. I stared down at the robes tangled around the tip of my Claive. After all the struggles, it was finally over. Without the Midnight Emperor to hold them together, the rest of the kings couldn’t stand against me.

I’d won.

My eyes turned to the witch still floating in her prison.

My heart skipped a beat.

Beams of tarnished silver light still played over the ribbons. They flowed from shadowed figures who’d appeared out of nowhere, its twisted forms far too well-known to me.

The soulwyrd.

Which meant the Midnight Emperor wasn’t dead.

A blast of power slammed into my back. It hurled me off my feet, and I skidded across the nexus, desperately snatching energy from the dark tendrils that clawed at me.

I rolled on one shoulder and sprang back to my feet, Claive held at the ready.

The Midnight Emperor strode toward me, his enormous curved sword floating in the air behind him.

“You’re a fool, Kyr,” he said. “It’s time for you to die.”
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THE MOTHERFUCKING EMPEROR chuckled as he walked toward me. His sword revolved lazily above his head, a soaring falcon waiting for the word to strike. He’d shed the bulky armor he’d worn on the battlefield and now wore a simple black robe that covered him from neck to ankles and concealed his arms to the wrists. His toothy smile made him look like a mad dog about to bite.

“You have accomplished much,” the Emperor said. “And yet, nothing at all.”

“I’m not finished yet.” The crimson bear’s rage slammed against the cage of my heart, transforming my words into a savage snarl. “I’ll have accomplished plenty when I take off your head.”

“I can respect a man who wishes to die on his feet,” the Emperor said. “So be it.”

I expected him to send his sword at me and raised my Claive to defend myself. What I didn’t expect was for each of the soulwyrd aspects to direct their tarnished silver beams at my core.

I jammed my blade in front of two of those beams, but the other four slammed into my sides and back. Their touch was icy cold and exerted a horrifying pressure against my skin. If the corruption didn’t wound my core, the sheer force of the beams would strip the flesh from my bones in a matter of moments. Even my firebound core couldn’t protect me from that.

The surprise reappearance of my least favorite creature had truly fucked my battle plan. If I went at the Midnight Emperor while the soulwyrd was still in the fight, those beams would beat me into the ground before I could finish my enemy off. And if I waited, the asshole would claim the witch’s life or bond with her. I had to find a third option to have any chance to beat these dickheads.

I pushed rin into my leg muscles and leapt above the tainted soulwyrd beams and across the nexus chamber. My maneuver put the witch directly between me and three of the soulwyrd aspects, and very close to a fourth.

I took advantage of the creature’s slow reflexes to close the distance to one of its aspects. The twisted creature turned to follow me, its beam screaming through the air. The soulwyrd might’ve been attuned to my core, but that didn’t give it the speed it needed to keep up with me.

My Claive ripped through the creature’s face with a screeching hiss. Streamers of shadow floated behind my blade and the creature came apart, the senjin that held it together disrupted by my scripted weapon’s blow.

The remaining soulwyrd aspects drifted around the witch, and their beams scorched the walls of the nexus chamber as they converged on my new position. Though the deadly rays were closing in on me faster than I’d expected, that was all right. I was still fast enough to maneuver around the chamber, keeping the witch between us.

The five remaining aspects were now all on the opposite side of the nexus from me. That allowed them to target their beams more easily. It also meant all those beams had to come from the same general direction.

I held my position as the beams chewed their paths across the walls of the nexus. When the beams were so close to me their corrupted rays raised the hairs on my arms, I summoned a handful of formation pylons and threw them in a line on the ground in front of me.

I shoved a node of rin into the nearest pylon, and the Wall of Sanctity exploded from the floor in a crimson sheet of rippling power. The formation blocked the tarnished silver beams from the soulwyrd facets, and I took off like a shot.

“Your tricks earn you nothing,” the Midnight Emperor raged.

“They’re pissing you off, and that’s enough for me.” I forced myself to laugh, hoping the sarcasm would make the Emperor so mad he’d lose concentration.

Like the illusion he’d used to trick me, the real man struggled to pierce the barrier that surrounded the witch. He’d eroded a few of the slithering black shadows to near transparency, but there were still more to keep him away from his goal. 

Brute force clearly wasn’t the best way to free the witches.

The soulwyrd moved its facets to get a better line on me, only to find its beams blocked by another formation I’d summoned as I ran toward their boss. The simple barrier wasn’t powerful enough to hold the creatures for long.

That was all right. While they’d wasted their energy firing into my shields, I’d reached the Emperor.

The arrogant asshole hadn’t expected this turn of events. His concentration was fully consumed by his attempts to crack the Thunderstrike Jaguar out of her prison. The threads of senjin that ran to and from that prison showed me just how badly the Emperor had fucked up.

He’d invested so much of his power into this attempt that if he broke away from it, he risked grievous injury.

I struck while the Emperor was distracted, throwing my full weight behind the Claive’s blade and pumping my muscles with sacred energy for speed and strength. The weapon crashed down hard across his shoulders. When it struck his robes, the air filled with the frantic keening of a mortally wounded animal.

The force of the impact reverberated through the Claive and wrenched it from my grasp. The sword bounced across the floor and landed outside the nexus, a blast pattern of soot marring its blade.

The Midnight Emperor was unmoved by the attack. His robes weren’t even ruffled, and he didn’t bother to face me.

“Firebound,” he said dismissively. “My core is proof against yours. You are so far beneath me you have no hope of defeating me.”

“I fucked you up once. I’ll do it again,” I said.

Because, as much as the Midnight Emperor bragged about the strength of his core, he was wounded. The thrust I’d delivered on the battlefield had left its mark, and he needed the witch to recover as much as he needed her to stop me.

I gambled and tried the same trick again. It had worked once, maybe...

My blast of senjin deflected off the Midnight Emperor’s core with a warbling whine that nearly deafened me.

“No man tricks me the same way twice,” the Emperor scoffed. “I hardened myself against your wiles, shaman.”

Before I could respond with a witty comeback, the soulwyrd facets forced me to retreat again. They were moving quicker and more confidently. I summoned another barrier, and they focused their beams on it until it was burned away. Like the Emperor, they wouldn’t be fooled by the same trick twice.

Everybody was learning shit today except for me, apparently.

One of the black shadows that surrounded the witch blinked out, and another was half gone. It was difficult to count the moving barriers, but there couldn’t have been more than ten of them still active.

Fine. I’d do it the hard way.

I rushed after the nearest soulwyrd facet, snatched my Claive off the ground with a tendril of senjin, and swung for all I was worth.

The soulwyrd responded with shocking speed, almost as if it had anticipated that move. Beams from each of its aspects struck my blade at the same instant, throwing off my strike. The Claive only grazed its target, carving free a wisp of smoky shadow without doing any real damage to the creature.

The beams came for me again. One lanced toward my head, and when I dodged that one, another struck me in the thigh with staggering force. I blocked one with my Claive, only to take a second hit to the shoulder that nearly knocked me over.

This wasn’t going to work. I couldn’t fight all the soulwyrd facets and the Emperor. I needed a better plan.

My thoughts raced as I parried a flurry of beam strikes. I forced more sacred energy into my limbs and torso, hardening myself against the attacks so I could focus on something other than dodging.

The soulwyrd, despite its facets, was a single creature. Ryasina had told me it was attuned to my core. That’s how it kept finding me.

But it was also attuned to the Emperor’s core. He’d created it, and it needed that connection to him to survive.

That was the key.

I centered my thoughts, working through each step of the plan. I had to execute this perfectly because if the Midnight Emperor saw the trap coming, I’d fail. I let myself fall into a meditative breathing cycle and focused all my thoughts on what was about to happen. I ignored the bruising pain from the beams. I ignored the screeching hiss of the Emperor’s energy clawing at the witch’s prison. I ignored the rage that burned inside me.

I became the cold calm at the heart of a winter storm. I saw every piece of the puzzle snap into place.

And then I acted.

Spears of senjin launched from my core to impale the soulwyrd facets. The strikes left me utterly defenseless, because it took all of my attention to launch the attack. My body was pummeled, battered from side to side and knocked to the floor by the beams those facets had launched before I’d made my own attack. 

The pain tried to jar me out of my center, but my thoughts remained as still and placid as a frozen pond.

The soulwyrd screeched and tried to escape the barbs I’d sunk into its facets. There was nowhere for it to run, though. Through my connection to its bodies, I saw its true core. The spears of my sacred energy shot into it in perfect unison, impaling the soulwyrd’s essence in the blink of an eye.

“You will not,” the Midnight Emperor shouted.

He’d fucked up. The soulwyrd’s connection to him was a chink in his armor. I saw it burning within his creation, clear as a comet’s blazing face across a moonless sky. His only defense was to break that connection and destroy the soulwyrd. To do that, though, he’d have to focus on something other than the witch.

And he didn’t dare do that for fear that the energy he’d already invested in trying to crack the prison would come back at him with deadly force.

The Emperor saw the danger and pushed his attack on the witch’s prison. The sinuous shapes that surrounded her dissolved into sparks that floated toward the ceiling.

The witch screamed, her eyes shooting wide, her tail lashing the air.

I put every scrap of effort I had into a final thrust through the soulwyrd’s connection to the Emperor. Senjin from my core flowed toward the most powerful creature I’d ever seen in a river of deadly force. It struck unerringly, a blow so powerful it shattered the stone floor beneath its course.

And it wasn’t enough.

My attack splashed against the Emperor’s core with no more effect than a bucket of water thrown into a bonfire.

I willed the senjin to break through his defenses. I strained until blood vessels in my eyes burst and my vision turned red. My core throbbed, aching as I pulled more and more power from the nexus to drive into my enemy.

Nothing worked.

The Midnight Emperor threw back his head and laughed as the final barrier around the witch vanished. She hung helpless before him, her naked form no longer protected by the prison the corruption had fashioned around her. She couldn’t escape him now.

The Emperor’s defenses were strong, not perfect. I felt cracks in them, then fissures. Given time, I could pry those apart.

But I didn’t have that time.

The Emperor pulled the witch from the column of light that suspended her. Black tentacles of tainted senjin from his core wrapped around her body. They stroked her flesh like obscene tongues, and she cried out in fear.

If I was a little stronger...

I kept up the attack through the aspects and snatched the final dream lotus blossom from my satchel. I crushed its cage in my mouth, devoured its fragrant petals, and absorbed a burst of raw power into my already overloaded core. The senjin I’d taken in writhed inside me like a caged animal, searching for a way out of my core.

I refused to let it go. There were no empty senjin nodes to absorb it, though. It sloshed around in my core shell, so powerful it threatened to fracture me.

I focused on the calmness I’d found before. It was time for me to change. Time to become a weapon that would strike down the world’s enemy.

“I am King Kyr,” I growled through gritted teeth, “and I will not be defeated.”

My core, abused by days of battling monstrosities and cycling more sacred energy than I’d thought possible, overfilled with the dream lotus blossom’s power, couldn’t survive at firebound.

With a ragged scream, I dragged myself through the next ascension. My core was unmade, and reforged around my nodes.

I’d made it to moonbound. It was time for this asshole to die.

Through the advancement, I poured power stolen from the corrupted nexus into the Midnight Emperor. The cracks in his core became chasms.

He spun toward me, his eyes filled with a hellish light.

“You’ll never learn,” he snarled. “You can’t kill me.”

Maybe not, but I’d definitely distracted him from claiming the witch. He had to split his attention between the ritual he’d started and a suddenly much-improved enemy. He stormed across the chamber, his enormous sword appearing in his hand in the blink of an eye. The Emperor clutched the blade in both hands and raised it over his head for a killing strike. The deadly black weapon plunged toward me with terrifying speed.

Without my Claive, I couldn’t block the attack, and I wasn’t fast enough to dodge it. The Bear’s Mantle held my only hope of survival. Sacred energy poured out of my nodes and into the technique. My skin stiffened and a coarse mat of thick fur exploded over my body. My jaws ached as my teeth grew longer and sharper, and my face twisted into an animalistic snout. A bloodcurdling roar erupted from my throat and sprayed the Midnight Emperor with blood and spittle.

The explosive ferocity rattled him, just for a second. His conviction wavered, and he hesitated for a single instant, unsure whether he should abort his attack and switch into a defensive posture. In the end, he pressed his advantage and the black blade slammed into my left shoulder. Blood sprayed from the gaping wound the Midnight Emperor had opened above my collarbone. He roared, his victory at hand.

The moment of hesitation and my new and improved core had saved my life. The gash in my shoulder was wide, ugly, and bloody as hell. It wasn’t, however, even close to fatal. My core had already started stitching the wound’s edges closed, and the pain faded to an annoying throb at the back of my thoughts.

Bloody instinct sent a node of senjin into my Crimson Claws technique, and I lashed out with a brutal double-handed swipe before the Midnight Emperor could retreat or raise a defense. My supernatural weapons ripped through my foe’s defenses and tore hunks of bleeding meat from his torso. Black steam rose from the carnage and unleashed the overpowering stink of death into the chamber. The choking clouds blinded me for a moment, and I retreated, hands raised like shields to ward off any unseen attack.

“You cannot stop what has been foreseen.” The pain in the Midnight Emperor’s voice was music to my ears. He’d definitely felt that last attack. “Your death is assured.”

“Everybody dies.” The reeking steam had dissipated. Blood still leaked from my enemy’s sides, and his sword’s blade rested on the floor. He had one arm held tight across his abdomen to staunch the worst of the bleeding. The fucker still hadn’t given up on the ritual that tied him to the witch, though. “And you’re definitely going into the ground before me.”

The Bear’s Mantle technique was so much more powerful now that I was moonbound, and it wasn’t through changing me. I charged my enemy, and my legs grew shorter and thicker even as my arms lengthened. I fell forward on my hands and rushed toward the Emperor like a fucking four-legged avalanche.

My enemy fell back as I roared, and raised his sword in a cross-body defense. Wisps of smoke curled away from the razor-sharp weapon. The Emperor pushed sacred energy out of his core into his body’s channels to bolster himself against my charge. He knew he couldn’t avoid it. The best he could hope for was to survive.

The techniques completed their transformation. I’d started the charge as a man and ended it as a fucking crimson grizzly bear. My thickly muscled shoulder hit the Midnight Emperor like a battering ram and drove him back into the chamber’s wall. Bloodlust had turned the world red, and I scarcely noticed as his blade cut into me. A flurry of claw slashes ripped bone-deep gashes in his arms and legs. With a roar, I closed my muzzle around his right wrist.

An agonized scream exploded from the Midnight Emperor. My powerful jaws had crushed his bones and shredded his flesh. His severed hand, and the blade he’d held, fell to the ground. Blood gushed from the mangled stump of his arm, and he sagged against the wall. Sobs racked his ravaged body. His wounds leaked a pool of foul, black blood onto the floor.

“You’re finished.” My voice rang like thunder. “Everything you’ve worked for ends here, now.”

The Emperor’s sobs were so loud and wild it took me a heartbeat to recognize them for what they truly were.

Laughter.

Sacred energy gushed from the Emperor’s wound in a foul tide that forced me back from his throat. The unexpected assault threw me across the chamber, and my shoulders slammed into the wall with enough force to shatter the stones.

The same power shredded the Midnight Emperor’s robes to reveal an emaciated torso covered in wicked tattoos. Hellish light crawled away from the sigils with the hunger of a forest fire. The skin beneath the unwholesome radiance peeled away to reveal raw, red meat and yellowed bones riddled with the twisted horns of tumors.

“You aren’t the only one who can change, savage.” The Midnight Emperor’s body cracked and lengthened. The skin split away from the muscles beneath, and branching black horns erupted from his skull. The lopsided rack dripped blue fire and gushed red smoke from its barbed points. “Look upon me as I am, and despair.”

The Midnight Emperor’s horns scraped the ritual chamber’s ceiling. His hoofed feet cracked the chamber’s stone floor with every step. A long tail lashed the air behind him, and its barb dripped a poison that sizzled like acid.

Well, that was fucking awesome.

“Blood God.” I shook my head. “If that’s what I looked like, I’d never leave the house.”

The Emperor tried to close the distance between us. His ponderous steps were too slow to keep up with me, though, and I skirted the chamber’s perimeter to search for an opening in his defenses.

Brute force wouldn’t win this fight for me. His new form was incredibly powerful. If he got his hands on me, I had no doubt the Emperor would rip me in half. I wasn’t even sure I could wear him down without getting myself slaughtered.

Before I could come up with a new plan, though, the asshole unleashed another trick. The Midnight Emperor suddenly dropped into a crouch and slammed one hand into the lines of corrupted senjin that flowed through the nexus. The blackened silver sacred energy roiled in response to his touch. Sheets of writhing power exploded from the dream meridian and split themselves into dripping tentacles that filled the chamber with a forest of grasping obstacles.

Well, shit. I hadn’t seen that coming.

A swipe of my claws cleared the tentacles away from my immediate surroundings. The breathing room that earned me only lasted a moment, though. The tentacles reappeared almost instantly.

The blackened silver appendanges surged toward me. The serpentine horde lashed around my legs and torso. They snapped off easily thanks to my massive strength. Unfortunately, there were so many of them, for every one I broke five more grabbed hold of me.

“You see your error now.” The tentacles parted before the Midnight Emperor’s steps. “You believed you were fighting a man, when you were fighting the world itself. This place wants to be dirty. The land cries out for the corruption that I delivered to it. The witches themselves abandoned it to my dark touch.”

“You lie!” I lunged toward my enemy, and managed to go all of a foot before the black silver tentacles dragged me down to the floor. “This isn’t over. You’ll never leave this place.”

The Midnight Emperor crouched down in front of me. His twisted hand patted the top of my head.

“You’re a fighter.” He shrugged. “That’s not enough. Now, I’ll finish my ritual and claim the witch. And then I’ll kill you.”

I roared and pulled one powerful limb free of the tentacles. I slashed at his leg, missed, and was bound tight by even more tentacles.

The Emperor returned his attention to the witch. The ritual was nearly complete. Only seconds remained before the end.

No amount of struggle would free me from the dark energy that filled the meridians. It clung to me like a swarm of pythons, and every time I moved it squeezed more tightly around me. There was no escape that way.

The Claive was out of my reach. It had fallen on the floor near the witch, and I’d never recovered it. I wasn’t sure what good it would do against these tentacles, anyway. 

Tentacles...

There was one chance left. There was no guarantee it would work.

What did I have to lose?

I drew a deep breath, cycled senjin into my nodes, and then lashed out with a tendril of sacred energy. It darted through the dark tentacles before they could snatch it out of the air. The tentacle was small and weak, and I knew it would never harm the Midnight Emperor even as I guided it toward him.

The Emperor’s core had one connection spot open. He’d planned to use it to bind the witch. 

My advancement had given me a new connection point, too. All that I needed now was a connection of senjin into his core.

The Midnight Emperor reached out with a thread of tainted senjin to claim the witch.

Before he could complete the task, though, my tendril wove its way through his cracked defenses and touched his core.

And I claimed him.
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IN MY DREAMS, THE ROGUE Goddess reappeared after I’d bound the Midnight Emperor. She wrapped us up in that sexy pink bubble of hers and floated all three of us back to Trigawa City, where I paraded the asshole through the streets while the citizens flung turds and rotten apples at him.

In reality, I spent hours patching my wounds, and then the Emperor and I had a long fucking walk ahead of us.

“Hey,” the Thunderstrike Jaguar called after me as I hauled my new conquest out of the nexus. “What am I supposed to do now?”

Honestly, I wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do. The witch was no longer in her prison, and it seemed like a real dick move to just leave her out here in the middle of nowhere with a tainted nexus in her house.

I considered going back on my word to the Red Phoenix King. That would’ve been the easiest thing to do. Bind the witch, cleanse the nexus, fuck the Midnight Emperor right in his godsdamned skull. Simple as that, all my problems would be solved.

Except that wouldn’t just be breaking one promise, but two. I’d told the Rogue Goddess—no, I’d sworn to her—I’d be better than the broken man who was now my prisoner. The old Emperor wouldn’t have hesitated to go back on his word. He would’ve taken the witch against her will and done whatever the fuck he wanted after.

That’s how we got into this godsdamned mess in the first place.

“Not as easy as you thought,” he muttered. “An Emperor’s hard decisions are meant for hard men. Not the likes of you.”

I punched him square in the teeth with all the force I could muster from my moonbound core. The blow rocked him back on his heels and split his lips into bloody smears over his teeth.

He spat blood and gave me a red grin.

“This is temporary,” he said. “You played a good trick. But binding a creature more powerful than you is far from foolproof. Our connection will fray. One day, far, far sooner than you think, I will be free.”

“Don’t you worry your pretty little head about our connection,” I said. “People like being bonded to me. I grow on you.”

“You will die for what you have done. I will parade your skull through—”

I cracked him in the mouth again, this time with the pommel of the Claive of Amankala. That made a little more of an impression on him, and he sat down hard on the stone floor. When his eyes stopped rolling around in their sockets, I grabbed him by his hair and dragged him to his feet.

“I want to be very fucking clear with you,” I said. “We both know you can’t raise a hand against me right now because I’ve bound you. I, on the other hand, don’t have any qualms about slaughtering you here and now. The only reason you’re still alive is because I have a use for you. The second you make yourself more trouble than you’re worth, pop, off comes your fucking head.”

The Midnight Emperor stared at me with eyes narrowed to hateful slits. There was a lot of venom churning in his gut, and I was impressed he managed to hold it in check. For the past hundred years or so, no one had dared raise a finger against this piece of shit. 

Now, he was completely at my mercy. He was humiliated, his entire world pulled down around his ears by a savage who looked like a teenager. It took a lot of guts to swallow your pride in the face of that, and that told me I’d have to keep a very close eye on this one. He’d bide his time, but it was like holding a cobra by the tail. Eventually, no matter how careful you were, you’d get bit.

Fortunately, I didn’t think he’d be around to threaten anyone for long after we’d returned to the Red Phoenix Kingdom.

“You’re just leaving me here?” the witch asked.

She sounded so sad and forlorn, as if she couldn’t believe what had happened to her in the past few minutes. I could tell she still hadn’t taken everything in. After all, she’d been down there for a very, very long nap, only to be woken up by a dickhead.

She was extraordinarily hot. Seemed a shame to leave her way out here in the wilderness, with nothing to keep her company but a bunch of rats and wolves.

Still, a promise was a promise.

“I’ll send for you,” I said. “Stay here. Someone will come.”

“When?” she cried.

“Soon,” I said. “I think.”

Before she could pluck at my heartstrings any further, I pointed to the exit I’d created and demanded the Midnight Emperor lead the way. There was no way I’d let that fucker anywhere near my back.

“Perhaps you’re harder than I thought,” he taunted me. “Only a resolute man would leave something like that behind.”

“Someone,” I said and banged my knuckles on the back of his head hard enough to make him stumble. “She’s a person, you piece of shit.”

“She’s a tool,” he shot back. “It’s all witches ever were. A way for the Celestial Bureaucracy to choose their tyrants to watch over the world of men. You’re a fool if you think they’re anything more than that.”

“Yeah, well, times fucking change,” I said. “It’s a brand-new world out there, buddy. You better get with the program, or you’ll land on your head with one everloving fuck of a thud.”

The asshole tried a few other conversational gambits as we pushed our way through the wasteland toward Trigawa City. It was just easier to ignore the fucker, though. I had too much on my mind to add any more from his bullshit.

We passed three days marching along like that, the Emperor ahead of me, his robes fraying at the hem from dragging through the weeds, my brain chasing itself in circles thinking of all the problems that waited for me when we got back to civilization.

“Holy fuck, it’s you,” Yata croaked as it plunged out of the sky to land on my shoulder. “The witches and I kept telling them you weren’t dead, but no one would listen.”

“Who thought I was dead?” I asked. “They thought this shrimp was big enough to kill me?”

“Jaga thought you were dead,” the raven said. “The spirits, too. You should’ve seen them. They’ve been crying about it for the past three days. No one ever listens to me.”

“I do,” I said.

“Only when it suits you,” Yata croaked. “Look, I’ve been flying for days, so let me ride on your shoulder. The search camp is over that way, probably a half a day. Maybe a little less for you, because your legs are so fucking long. They will freak right the fuck out when you show up.”

“Good,” I said. “I’ll paddle the asses of the people who thought I was dead.”

“They’ll love that,” Yata said.

They actually did. Jaga and her scouts had been out combing the wasteland for me since I’d been spirited away by the Rogue Goddess. The Yellow Chrysanthemum had even loaned them some wagons and donkeys to pull them in case I was fucked up and needed help getting home. Everybody thought I was too heavy to carry, apparently.

The witches had come along for the ride, but their magic hadn’t been able to find me. The same bullshit that had kept us from finding the Emperor when he was on the run had also made it impossible for Ryasina and Vilisia to find me.

It was a two-day wagon ride back to Trigawa City. That trip taught me that, while it’s not easy to fuck in a wagon, it’s definitely possible. The witches, Jaga, and I tried out a bunch of different combinations during the trip, and by the time we arrived I was more tired than I would’ve been if I’d walked the whole fucking way.

“Holy shit,” Yata said as the city appeared through the rain ahead of us. “Finally, we’re back in civilization. Try to keep your dick out of their holes while we’re in public. Not everybody’s as understanding about your wild ways as I am.”

“Thanks for the advice.” I rolled my eyes and shook my head. “We’re just very affectionate. Don’t judge.”

We’d gotten halfway through the city on our way back to the Yellow Chrysanthemum when a bunch of guards stopped our wagon. Fucking Emerik was with them, and he scowled at me like I’d personally insulted him by showing up.

“Where the fuck have you been?” he asked.

“Ah, did you miss me?” I asked. “I would’ve left a note at camp if I’d thought you cared.”

“Blood God, you’re a smart-ass,” he said. “Get cleaned up and presentable. You’ve got an appointment for dinner tonight, and you really don’t want to miss it.”

“Where?” I asked.

It was the commander’s turn to shake his head. He pointed toward the castle rising through the mist, and a red lantern in its top window sparked to life.

“The king wants to talk to you,” he said. “And she’s not in a mood to wait.”
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JAGA WAITED UNTIL WE were back in the safety of the Yellow Chrysanthemum before she attacked. She slapped me so hard I thought she’d broken her fingers on my jaw. She yelped in pain and danced away, clutching her wounded hand to her chest and cursing so loud and long I was sure the rest of the bar’s customers would need healing for the trauma to their ears.

“You cocksucker,” she shouted. “You took off in the middle of the night. We thought you were dead.”

“I’m not!” After all the affection I’d enjoyed on the ride back, this was an unexpected turn in the story. One I didn’t like but knew I sort of deserved. “Yata told you I wasn’t dead.”

“You think I listen to that fucking bird?” The fire in Jaga’s green eyes flared so bright it cast shadows. “You left us.”

“I didn’t have much choice,” I said. “When a goddess shows up—”

“That sounds like a load of bullshit,” Aja said. “You left with a goddess? Because, what? She needed her coochie tickled?”

“That, and I had to deal with this piece of shit.” I pointed to the Midnight Emperor, who we’d left standing in the corner of our suite. While I didn’t trust him, our connection would let me know the instant he tried anything stupid. “She just showed up and told me if I didn’t go with her, he was going to kill the witch. I couldn’t exactly let that happen.”

“The Thunderstrike Jaguar?” Ryasina asked. “I haven’t seen her in so long. Was she all right?”

“She’s fine,” I said.

“You left her out there,” Vilisia frowned. “What if something happens to her?”

“I’ll go get her,” Ayo said. “Jaga, do your scouts know where I can find her?”

“Stop!” I shouted. “Listen to me. I made a deal with the Red Phoenix King. Nobody touches the witch. I’m sorry I took off the way I did, but I had work to do. It’s over now. Really, it’s kind of all over now.”

They all stopped and looked at me. Even Yata, from its perch on the windowsill, tilted its head in my direction and paused, its beak slightly parted as if it had been about to say something.

“He’s right,” Ayo said quietly. “With the Emperor out of the way, no one can stop us from cleansing the other nexuses.”

“We won,” Ryasina said, stunned by the revelation. She coiled her tail and settled into it like a chair. “It doesn’t seem real.”

“Savor this moment,” the Midnight Emperor said from the corner. “When I am free, you will cling to the brief time when you believed yourselves the victors. Pray these memories will sustain you while my torturers flay you alive for your crimes against my empire.”

“Can I shoot him?” Jaga asked. “Just a little.”

“I’ve got a better idea.” I snatched the sheet off the bed, wrapped it around the Midnight Emperor’s head until I was satisfied he couldn’t see or hear, then tied a knot at the back of his neck to keep the makeshift hood in place.

“Can he breathe?” Vilisia asked.

“I don’t care.” And I really didn’t. My need for that fuckstick was dwindling by the minute. If he made it through my dinner with the king, his guardian angel was working.

“What will you do after?” Jaga stepped up to me and wrapped her arms around my waist. She rested her cheek against my chest, and I felt the warm wetness of tears against my skin. “Go back to the mountain? Back to the bear?”

The witches and spirits watched me carefully, holding their faces in fragile, neutral masks. Their eyes, though, told me how they really felt. They didn’t want me to go. They wanted me to stay with them.

I’d never wanted to come down this road. I’d have gladly stayed on Mount Shiki for the rest of eternity. I’d come a long way from my walk down the mountain and my first day in the ruins of my village. I still wanted to go back to Mielyssi. I always would.

And, maybe, one day I could.

Now, though, I had so many other responsibilities, so many other lives that depended on my own. And the women who loved me deserved to know that I loved them in return. I’d always yearn for the crimson bear. I knew that ache would never leave my heart.

But she’d want me to heal the world. She’d want me to be worthy of the life she’d given me.

“I’m staying,” I said softly. “That’s what you said back in Amankala, right? It’s not enough to be king. You have to lead. And this fucked-up world still needs leaders.”

All of them came to me then. They wrapped their arms around me, and we held each other tight. We’d made it through the storm. Now came the rebuilding.

Together.

“Uh,” Yata croaked, “excuse me. There’s something I need to tell you.”

“You’re really going to interrupt this tender moment?” I asked. “Seriously?”

“Well, yeah,” the three-legged raven said. “I don’t have a lot of control over what’s happening.”

The raven croaked, and its wings flapped. The damned bird seemed bigger now than it had been on the ride back. It had to be close to six feet tall, and there was no telling how wide its wingspan was. I was pretty sure the damned bird could have carried me on its back if it really wanted to.

The raven croaked again, and feathers fluttered away from its chest and tail. It squawked in alarm, flicking the tips of its wings away from its body as if no longer sure how they worked. It hopped from foot to foot to foot, its beak clicking open and closed in uncontrolled movements.

“You okay?” I asked, slipping out of the arms of my lovers. “What the fuck is happening?”

A change thrummed through the connection I’d forged with Yata what seemed like years ago. My familiar writhed in the grip of a powerful transformation that swept through its core in seismic waves.

“I think,” it croaked. “I think I’m advancing.”

It hopped off the windowsill into the suite, its wings banging against the walls, its head thrown back to croak again and again. And then, as abruptly as it all started, the change stopped. Yata stiffened and fell onto its side, wings tucked tight against its body, all three legs stiff in front of it.

“Shit.” My connection to the three-legged raven had been severed.

“No!” Ryasina cried. “Do something.”

I dropped to my knees, my hands roaming over the raven’s body. It was already cooling, its feathers slick and lifeless under my palms. I tried to push senjin out of my core and into the poor fucker. I searched for wounds to heal. But there was no spirit there, no core to work with.

Yata was gone.

I stared down at the dead raven, stunned.

Feathers slipped from the body, drifting around it like ashes piled deep after a forest fire. Pink skin peeked through the gaps the feathers left behind, smooth and unblemished as a newborn. The corpse shed more and more of its covering, until all that remained was a slender twist of stiff flesh.

“Kyr,” Ryasina said quietly. “What’s happening?”

The dead thing next to me jerked and drew its legs up tight against its body. The bony limbs shifted and popped, the joints cracking, the talons falling free.

“Step back,” I said. “Something’s wrong.”

Yata’s beak sloughed away, and its skull curled over onto its chest. Its knees were drawn up to its face, its back arched in an impossibly tight curve. It shifted in front of me, its wings retracting only to reemerge smaller and stubbier, bent double with skeletal claws at the ends.

“What the fuck?” I gasped and scrambled to my feet. I turned to face the Midnight Emperor, fury building within me. “He did this.”

I’d kill him. I didn’t know how he’d damaged my connection to Yata, or how he’d killed the raven. But his interference was the only thing that made sense. He and I were bonded now; there were ties between us that I didn’t even begin to understand. Maybe he’d reached through that to choke the life out of my familiar and twist its corpse into this mockery.

He had to die.

“Kyr,” Jaga called. “Look at this.”

“Let me kill him first,” I said.

“Now,” Vilisia said. Her voice was high and tight.

“Fine.” I walked back to the window, easing between the witches.

My breath caught in my lungs.

A young woman stood in the ring of Yata’s feathers. She wore a cape of black scales over a dark dress of stitched-together plumage. She had no hair, only long, thin feathers that trailed from her scalp down to the middle of her back. Her almond-shaped eyes sparkled with mischief, and their dark depths reflected wisdom far beyond her apparent age.

“Yata?” I asked.

“Who the fuck else would it be?” she asked in a bright, cheery voice. “You should see your face. Honestly, no one ever told any of you about celestial ascendance?”

“No,” I said. “How would I know anything about that?”

“You bonded with a sacred beast,” she said. “A servant of the Celestial Bureaucracy. You know, the gods? You didn’t even look up what might happen?”

“Oh,” I said. “I mean, I’ve been busy.”

“Blood God,” she said with a roll of her eyes. “You all are so fucking lucky I’m here. You’d cut off your own balls trying to if shave someone didn’t show you the right way to do it.”
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Chapter 30
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THE RED PHOENIX KING was waiting for me in her private dining chambers when I arrived at the palace. She’d sent Emerik to fetch me, and he insisted I come alone.

“I’m bringing him, though.” I yanked on the Emperor’s leash. “As a peace offering, I guess.”

We’d rounded up some rope to use as a lead for the Midnight Emperor. His head was still wrapped in the bed sheet, and he stumbled around because he couldn’t see or hear a godsdamned thing. The commander looked my prisoner up and down, his eyes narrowed with suspicion.

“I’ll trust this isn’t a trick,” he said. “But if this turns out to be some bullshit, my ghost will haunt you for the rest of your miserable life.”

“No trick,” I said. “I swear.”

And with that, Emerik led me up the rear staircase to the king’s personal quarters. 

“You really did it,” she said, awe her in voice.. “I was pretty sure you’d die.”

“You knew better than that,” I said as I took a seat at a table piled high with food and drink. “If you really thought I’d die, you’d never have backed me. That’s a loser’s bet, and you’re no loser.”

“You don’t know anything about me.” The king’s eyes sparkled as she spoke. “Which is why you’re here. We have a lot to discuss. Venison?”

I nodded and was surprised when she carved a slab of rare meat from the tenderloin in front of her. She scooped tiny potatoes from a bowl next to the serving tray onto my plate and added some other vegetables I didn’t recognize swimming in a sauce that smelled both spicy and sweet. She ladled gravy over the deer meat with surprising skill for someone who probably didn’t serve themselves very often, and handed me the plate.

“Looks delicious.” I watched her carve another piece of meat for herself, then another, and another. She didn’t take a single vegetable.

“It is,” she said. “I took this one myself. On your side of the border, so there’s no taint to speak of.”

“While I was off capturing this asshole you went into my territory, and hunted?” I stabbed my fork into the meat and crossed my arms over my chest. “I don’t remember giving you the right to trespass in my kingdoms.”

“I just wanted to see what it was like,” she said. “To be free of the rain. To walk in the sun across dry ground.”

“You poached a fucking deer,” I clarified. “One of my deer.”

“Which I cooked and am now serving you,” she said.

“Did you like it?” I asked.

“No,” she chewed thoughtfully. “I felt a lot more strongly about it than that. The Emperor told us we’d never see it again. The sun. I thought it was gone forever.”

The king took another bite of her venison, chewing quietly as a single tear trickled from the corner of her eye.

“I believed him, Kyr.” Her anger was growing. “I trusted him. He’d saved us, or so he said. But that’s not what happened.”

“No,” I said. “It isn’t. I don’t know the whole story, but I do know that he’s not what he said. All of this, at the end of the day, you can lay at his feet.”

The king had nothing to say to that. She regained her composure and continued to eat the venison in silence. One bite after another disappeared through her ruby-red lips, and her straight white teeth tore the meat apart. It was like watching the most cultured lioness devouring her prey.

I joined in and emptied my plate in record time. It was good, every fucking bite of it. It was hard to enjoy, though, because I knew there was something on the king’s mind. She watched me with uncertain eyes, looking for some clue I didn’t know how to give to her.

“You might as well just spit it out.” I took a drink of my wine and set the goblet down next to my empty plate. “Whatever’s got your panties in a twist, let’s hear it.”

“You certainly have a way with words, Kyr,” she said.

“King Kyr,” I corrected.

“Emperor Kyr,” she said with a smile. “Technically, I suppose. You did defeat the old one. Those are the laws.”

“I’m not ready to step into that title just yet.”

“You’re more ready than you think,” she said and raised her glass in a silent salute. “Does it frighten you?”

“I just fought off a hundred war beasts. I bound the Midnight Emperor and brought him to you as a present.” I shrugged. “What do you think?”

“I think you’re wise enough to be terrified of what comes next,” she said. “I invited you here to help allay those fears.”

“Oh.” I shrugged. “I thought you just wanted to get laid.”

“Perhaps,” she said. “What does the new Emperor need?”

I considered the question.

“An army,” I said. “In case the rest of the kings get uppity and need to be taught a lesson.”

“Yes, that would be helpful.” She took another drink of her wine. “What you really need, just so we’re clear, are allies.”

“I thought I had an ally,” I said over the rim of my goblet. “I mean, you did give me your army.”

“Loaned you my army. I’m thinking of something more permanent.” Her eyes sparkled with mischievous glee.

“Oh, come the fuck on. Really?”

“I’ve been king of this territory for more than two hundred years. That’s far longer than any of the other kings have worn their crowns,” she explained. “I know all of them; I’ve dealt with all of them. I know what they want, and I know what they fear. If we work together, you may not have to fight all of them. You may not have to fight any of them.”

“And what will my new ally cost me?” I asked.

“An Emperor needs heirs,” the king said. “Something your witches and spirits cannot give you. And, from what the commander tells me, he doubts Jaga would be willing to carry your spawn.”

“I already said I’d fuck you,” I said. “Just ask.”

“Listen to me.” She stood and circled the table to stand next to me. She shoved the plates away and then perched on the table’s edge with her crossed knees next to my left shoulder. “I have held power for centuries. I’ve lived a life filled with as many luxuries as any under the Midnight Emperor. None of them come even close to the pleasure that one walk in the sunlight gave me. I want that for my people. I want it for the world, Kyr. Let me help make that happen.”

Everything was happening so fast. I didn’t know what to say or think. The Red Phoenix King’s offer was compelling, but could I trust her? While her army was certainly useful, I didn’t have any doubt I could smack the other kings in line if it came to that. There was literally no one in the world more powerful than I at that moment, except for the Midnight Emperor. And he dangled off the end of my core like a lapdog. I couldn’t be stopped.

Except...

How many would die if I went down that road? How many armies would burn their way across the Sevenfold Empire to try to stop me?

“You won’t be king any more if we do this,” I said.

“Oh? I’ll be your consort?” she asked.

“I don’t need that. I’ll need an Empress.” I took her hand in mine, stroking each of her long, slender fingers with the rough pad of my thumb. “If you want this job, you should be worried. Because I’ll expect you to do all the bullshit I hate, and talk to all the assholes I want to kill.”

“That’s the sweetest proposal anyone’s ever offered me,” she said with a smirk. “Have your babies, do your shit work, and give up my titles. Sounds exciting.”

“If you’re lucky, you’ll get to fight some monsters,” I said. “It’s kind of a first date thing with me.”

“Are you serious?” she asked. “Together, with my other allies at our side, no one will be able to stop us. We’ll show them what the world can be.”

“And what do we do with him?” I jerked a thumb at the Midnight Emperor. “You know he’ll stir up shit as soon as he can.”

“That’s an easy problem to solve.” The king stood, straightened her dress, and lifted one hand over her head. Her sword appeared from thin air, accompanied by the whirring sound of flapping wings. “May I?”

“Sure,” I said. “Make it quick. He’s an asshole, but I’m no torturer.”

“We should do this right,” the king said. “Bring him along.”

She left the audience chamber, and I followed her down a long, red-carpeted floor lit by orbs of red mercury held in place by clever scripts. After a few moments, we arrived at the throne room that overlooked Trigawa City.

“Put him right there.” She pointed to the floor in front of the throne.

I guided the deaf and blind prisoner to the spot she’d identified, and forced him to his knees. I could see the fucker’s smirk even through the hood. He really thought he’d get out of this with his head still on his shoulders.

Idiot.

The king approached the prisoner. She flicked her sword’s impossibly sharp tip across the sheet that bound his head. Another slash, and the Midnight Emperor’s face was revealed. He blinked his eyes hard, trying to adjust to the candlelit room, and worked his jaw like a string to pop his ears.

“How dare you?” he began, but the king cut him off.

“Listen to me,” the Red Phoenix King hissed. “You lied to us. You brought the rain. You blinded the sun. You sentenced us to decades of misery for your personal gain. You cost us a generation of children born to misery. For your crimes, I, the Red Phoenix King, sentence you to death.”

“You have no right,” the Emperor began.

The black sword sizzled as it arced through the air. For a moment, I thought the Red Phoenix King had missed. Then, the Emperor’s head slid to the side, bounced off his shoulder, and hit the floor with a wet thud.

I joined the Red Phoenix King before our dead enemy. Then, before she could say a word, I ascended her throne and looked out over the city. Red lights burned through the early evening, and people scurried beneath them like ants searching for food. Trigawa City was the largest town in the empire, other than the capital.

And it was about to be mine.

“Are you comfortable up there?” the king asked.

I gestured for her to approach the throne, and took her left hand in mine. I stroked her long fingers and stared deep into her eyes.

“Want to get married?” I asked.

“You better fucking believe it.” The sword fell from her grasp, and she threw her arms around my neck.

Some days, it’s good to be the king.
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Chapter 31
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I HAD A LOT OF EXPLAINING to do after that little stunt.

To say that the witches were displeased that I’d jumped right into the lion’s den without consulting them would be a massive understatement. Jaga was doubly pissed that I’d run off and agreed to marry the Red Phoenix King. They all let me have it when I returned with the news that night.

“This is the way forward,” I explained after their tempers had run their course and the yelling had died down to angry glares. “It’s not what we’d expected, but it’s what I have to do.”

“And what do we have to do?” Jaga snapped. “Stay in the shadows like your motherfucking consorts while you go off to pump out babies with the Red Phoenix King?”

They all waited expectantly for my answer, even Yata. There was an anxiousness to the members of my family that I’d never seen before.

Their anger was a palpable force.

So was their fear.

“Oh, no.” I couldn’t hold back a chuckle. “I’m the fucking king, I’ll make the godsdamned rules. This changes nothing between us. Nothing.”

Their wary expressions softened a bit at my assurances. Ryasina broke away from the others and crossed the room to put her hand on my chest.

“What will your new bride think of that?” Her concerned eyes watched my face closely, and her hand trembled against my skin.

“She’ll think she got the best end of the deal,” I said. “You’ll see.”

I was confident I’d made the right choice, but the rest of my family seemed less sure. Even as the wedding approached and everyone got measured for their fancy clothes, they were sure the whole fucking thing would fall apart with some shocking last-minute betrayal from the Red Phoenix King.

It didn’t help that the king avoided the rest of us like the plague during the weeks of preparation. She’d secluded herself in the castle while the rest of us stayed at the Yellow Chrysanthemum. She’d only communicate through those stupid white-veiled messengers, and they always had the same story to tell.

“It’s bad luck to see the bride before the wedding,” they told me. “And we’ve had enough bad luck to last several lifetimes.”

To distract ourselves, we spent our days making plans for the remaining territories in the Sevenfold Empire. The kings who bent the knee and accepted the fact that I was the new boss would get to keep their titles. Not their power, though. I was cleansing every fucking nexus I could get my hands on.

Anyone who tried to get in the way of that was already dead. They just didn’t know it yet.

Those kings who wouldn’t toe the line wouldn’t stand a chance against me and my allies. The path to cleansing the world was clear. It was only a matter of time before the fucking rain was gone, and Mielyssi’s pain with it.

That thought brought a smile to my face.

My cue came, and I marched onto the stage in front of a wedding party that was far, far larger than any I’d ever seen before. There were enough suits of armor and exquisitely tailored gowns fund a whole army of mercenaries.

Even I’d gotten dressed up, though I felt like a godsdamned fool. The robes the witches had conjured up for me were pure white, with shoulders covered in dense red fur. It was so heavily embroidered with threads of moonsilver and red mercury that even I thought it was pretty fucking heavy. And, of course, they’d stuck a crown on my head. The damned thing looked like a dozen ivory stag antlers. I put a brave face on it, though, and raised my fist into the air.

The crowd gathered in front of the stage cheered my appearance, and cheered even louder when I took a place opposite their king. The priest craned his head back to look at my face, and let out a nervous gulp.

Even in fancy dress there was no mistaking the fact that I was a bloodthirsty savage.

Good.

The priest’s sermon was the usual business about the honor of the marriage bonds, the importance of keeping demons out of your bed, and a lot of other junk that I ignored. The poor fucker stumbled over the numerous sections about how important it was for one soul to find another in these trying times, and I chuckled at the number of times he had to correct ‘wife’ to ‘wives.’

I guess it wasn’t really the usual business at all. I was ready to get this over with and begin the partying phase of the wedding ceremony. A bunch of booze, a bunch of food, and a whole lot of sexy times would be the perfect ending to this whole ridiculous mess.

My eyes wandered over the crowd, looking for something, anything, interesting. I didn’t have any patience for this shit. The ceremony was all a show for other people. It didn’t matter one bit to how I felt.

How any of us felt.

“The rings,” the priest asked Marku.

The mercenary dug through a pouch on his belt, and I chuckled to myself. It would be just like that asshole to lose the fucking rings on my wedding day. I’d half-turned to find out what his fucking problem was when I caught a flash of pink light from the corner of my eye.

There it was again, all the way at the back of the crowd.

The Rogue Goddess flashed me a smile so dazzling it nearly made me miss the redhead standing next to her.

Mielyssi.

My breath caught in my throat like a fistful of fishhooks.

The crimson bear was a ravishing vision. Her hair was long and lustrous, her skin luminous and flawless. I ached for her to be up there with us.

“I’ll wait.” Her words rang in my thoughts. “But not forever.”

“Fuck, I’m sorry.” Marku muttered. “There’s so fucking many of these things. Just take them. You figure it out.”

The priest couldn’t manage all the rings and the heavy book of scripture in his hands, so I took the things. They fit easily in my palm.

“Blood God, Marku,” the Red Phoenix King cursed under her breath. “This is not how this is supposed to go.”

“Nothing was ever supposed to go like this.” I winked at the king. “Come on, priest, let’s get this show on the road.”

“As you wish,” he mumbled.

He guided me down the length of the bridal party, extolling the virtues of marriage and explaining all the responsibilities of a dutiful husband. It was like this fucker didn’t know who he was talking to. Keeping my wives fed was the least of my fucking problems.

There were witches to rescue, kings to kill, and I was pretty sure Ryel’s daughter would need someone to guide her down the shaman’s path. Oh, and Lycora’s litter still needed to be rescued, the White Tiger Kingdom’s former boss was on the loose, and...

I pushed all those thoughts away. Future Kyr and his new allies could tackle all those problems in due time. Today was for enjoying our victory, and celebrating the bright times ahead.

Finally, we stopped in front of the veiled figure at the far end of the bride’s side. I picked a heavy ring, half moonsilver, half red mercury, with a massive diamond clutched in its prongs from my palm and held it up so my new wife could get a good look at it. An amazing artist had etched a pattern of waves into the band, and the play of light made them look like they were moving.

“Do you take this woman to be your bride, to shelter her from the storms, and protect her from the darkness?” The priest looked at me anxiously. He still wasn’t sure what I’d do when push came to shove. Maybe he thought I’d run off to live with the other barbarians rather than pledge my undying loyalty and love.

Fucking idiot.

“Yes.” I hadn’t expected the rush of emotion that welled up in me when I said the word. Just three little letters could change everything.

I slipped the ring onto her finger, and our hands both trembled as it slid into place.

“And do you,” the priest began.

“Of course, I do, you dickless shitbag,” my bride answered. “Give me the fucking ring.”

She plucked a golden band with a matching wave pattern from my palm and slipped it over the knuckles of my left ring finger. It fit perfectly, and my core tingled as the vow was sealed in place.

“You may kiss the bride,” the priest said.

I parted my wife’s veil with my left hand and eased the sheer curtains back over her shoulders. For the first time since we’d met, she looked shy.

“Kiss me, you fucking asshole,” Jaga whispered. “You’ve got six more to go.”

“It’s going to be a busy day.” Our lips met with an electric shock that ran through me from crown to crotch. We’d kissed a thousand times before, but this time marked a turning point. Jaga was the first of my wives, and nothing would ever be the same.

“Not as busy as the night,” she whispered as we pulled back from one another.

The crowd roared, and they kept right on roaring until I’d placed the ring on the Red Phoenix King’s finger and raised her hand to the sky.

“Not the way I imagined my wedding day,” she whispered as we kissed. “But I’ll take it.”

Story of my fucking life.
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GATHER AN ESCORT. ACQUIRE a dragon hoard. Build an empire....

Steven Whipp, a normal, poor college student, is kissed and shot on the night of his 20th birthday. He realizes three things: He's bulletproof; he's a dragon; and everything he's ever wanted is within his reach. But the attempts on his life are just the beginning of his troubles.

Steven is a Dragonsoul - a magical race of beings who have thrived, hidden from the eyes of humans, in control of the world. And not just any Dragonsoul but the last in a long line of Arch-Sorcerers, thought long dead. Now he is being hunted, and he must unlock his powers through battle and sex, or ancient forces and old feuds will destroy him and all he loves.

From the author of the LitRPG epic fantasy, War God's Mantle, comes a brand-new pulp harem adventure!
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Chapter One

IT WAS GOING TO BE one of those nights at the Coffee Clutch. You’d think midnight in a Denver coffee shop would be pretty chill, and it was most of the time. But then things can get weird on the night before a guy’s twentieth birthday.

Steven Whipp grabbed the mop out of the cleaning closet just as Bud came in and kicked the water bucket. “Oops,” Bud sneered. “I just gave you more to mop up. Gotta earn that minimum wage, Cool Whipp.”

Steven tried to ignore the guy. What was the point of getting in a fight and losing his job over some bully messing with him? The cleaning company job was the one job that Steven actually liked. His other two jobs—shelving books at the Denver Metro University’s library and working in the cafeteria—were stupidly boring. Besides, there was no Tessa Ross there to make them bearable.

Bud swaggered back to the employee lockers to grab his jacket and backpack. He’d leave early and let Tessa close down the latte machines and other equipment. It was unfair to Tessa, but Steven could relax once the jerk-off left.

Steven maneuvered the rolling bucket and mop out of the cleaning closet and into the main area of the coffee shop. Chairs crowned the tables, and while the bright overhead lights had been turned off, the neon signs cast a multicolored light like a buzzing rainbow. Tessa cleaned behind the bar, wiping off the machines with a rag and listening to music on her phone through one earbud. The other dangled free.

Even late on a Wednesday night, traffic still moved down Broadway in a parade of lights.

Before Steven started mopping, he inhaled and smelled the sweetly bitter coffee and Tessa’s perfume. He so wanted to tell her how he felt about her, but she was light-years out of his league.

She was a hipster chick—tattoos, piercings, and one side of her dark hair shaved. She dressed in black and wasn’t afraid of showing a vast valley of pale cleavage. She was a thicker girl, but Steven didn’t mind a bit. He liked women with hips. While Tessa was ultra-cool and listened to music he’d never heard of, Steven was just an everyday average normal guy—medium height, medium weight, medium everything. He did like his hair, though, which was thick and inky. That was all he had going for him. He was too busy dealing with three jobs and working his way to a bachelor’s degree to be cool. He’d never be able to afford even a single tattoo. He wasn’t exactly shy, but he wasn’t all that outgoing either. 

He splashed the mop down and started in the far corner by the door. If he timed it right, he’d get to the coffee bar right when Tessa finished. On good nights, she’d stay, and they’d talk. On bad nights, she’d leave to hook up with someone, guy or girl. Tessa was pansexual and proud of it. On those nights, Steven wanted to burn the entire city down out of mad jealousy.

Bud walked out of the back room wearing what he called his extroverted bomber jacket and sunglasses, even though it was past midnight. He tossed Tessa a look and then did what he normally did. He pointed to a spot and said, “Hey, Cool Whipp, you missed a spot.”

He laughed at his own joke. Instead of leaving, he paused. “What kind of a name is Whipp anyway?”

Steven felt Tessa watching them. He wanted to shove Bud, or come up with a snappy comeback, but his head was blank. Truthfully, he didn’t much like his last name either.

“It’s a name,” Steven said. “Just leave, Bud.”

The guy smirked. “That’s the thing. You can’t tell me what to do. You’re just the cleaning guy. Tessa and I are baristas. We’re important. You’re not. We’re the lords, and you’re the servant, Cool Whipp.”

Steven could picture himself slapping Bud across the face with the mop, but then Bud would contact the owners of the Coffee Clutch and there went that job. He’d have to spend a fortune on coffee just to spend time with Tessa. 

He slapped the mop onto the floor. “Sure, Bud. I get it.”

Bully Bud laughed, unlocked the door, and went out into the night.

Tessa returned to cleaning. Steven made his way across the floor, hating himself for being such a punk. The fact was, he didn’t feel like a servant. He didn’t think he’d be smelling like disinfectant when he was in his fifties, unlike his mom, who worked as a cleaner at the Denver airport. He knew that at some point, things would change. But when?

He had the floor shining when he reached Tessa, who sat on the counter, so he could get to the coffee stains and cast-off grounds on the tile floor. 

He glanced up and saw she was watching him.

“He’s wrong,” Steven said suddenly. Well, that was certainly off script. He always let Tessa talk first. He didn’t want to be the douche who talked her ears off.

“I know he is,” Tessa said. “But come on, at some point, you are going to have to stand up to him. He messes with you because he can get away with it.”

Steven leaned on his mop and dared to look into her face. She had a nose piercing and hazel eyes that changed color. Sometimes they were greener, and sometimes they were bluer, and sometimes they were even a brownish color. She obviously dyed her hair black, and he liked the combination. Always had. Dark hair with blue or green eyes was striking. There was a foreign exchange student at Metro University from India named Aria who had similar features. Steven thought Aria might be a model because she was kill-me-slow gorgeous. She sometimes studied in the coffee shop. She loved the caramel lattes there.

Yeah, the caramel lattes were good. Behind Tessa, the specials of the day, latte this, frap that, were written in her distinctive handwriting, full of loops and character. She’d also added little flourishes—cartoons of happy cups of coffee promising sweetness and caffeine.

“Guys like Bud don’t matter in the long run,” Steven said. “So what if he bullies me? I have a ton of stuff I want to do in this life, and I’m not going to let dicks like that get to me.”

Tessa grinned at him. It was warm and welcoming. “What kind of stuff are you going to do?”

Steven felt a blush warm his face. “I have no idea. But ... can I be honest with you?”

Tessa glanced at one of the many watches on her left wrist along with a bunch of brass bangles and plastic bracelets. “It’s after midnight, early on a Thursday morning. If you can’t be honest with me now, then when?”

Steven felt the fear in his belly like cold water. But he wasn’t going to let that stop him. He was going to push forward and tell her something he’d never told anyone before in his entire life. And yet, every second of every moment he had felt it. “Tessa, this is going to sound stupid, but I feel like I’m going to do something great. It’s just a feeling ... I mean, I have no evidence to support it. I grew up in Thornton, I got Bs in school, and I knew I wasn’t going to go to any big university. Hell, I’m lucky to be going to Metro. But at some point, something is going to happen, and it’s going to make my entire life make sense.”

He watched as the smile dimmed on her face. Her eyes went far away, and a hush filled the coffee shop. A car outside honked a horn and another car roared past on the street. 

What was that look about? Why wasn’t she saying anything? Steven had no idea. There was no way he could ask. He got the mop wet, swirled it into the wringer, drove the handle hard to wring it out, and then started on the floor behind the coffee bar. He’d been so stupid to open up like that. She must think he was such a moron.

He concentrated on wiping away the coffee grime and footprints from the day. In a few short hours he’d be twenty years old officially. According to his mom, he’d been born at exactly 6:16 a.m. But then, sometimes his mom said she’d brought him home at 6:16 a.m. His mom was a bit spacy even on her best days, so he had no idea what time he’d been born. And it was odd how she talked about it. Spacy and odd, that was his mother.

Why wasn’t Tessa saying anything? Finally, he had to break the silence. “You know, today is my birthday. And maybe the big grand something that is going to happen will happen because of my superior mopping skills.”

“You do mop well,” Tessa finally said. 

He risked glancing at her face. Instead of a smirk or sneer or any kind of disgust, he saw tears sparkling in her eyes.

Damn. Her silence was one thing, but tears were a whole other animal, a species he had no idea how to handle. It was time to try and back out of the trouble he’d got himself into. “Well, Tessa, you know, I bet most people think that they’re special. Isn’t that the point of humanitarianism? We’re all special humans living special lives, when in fact we’re just ants.”

Tessa jumped off the counter, landing her trendy knee-high boots squarely onto the area he’d just mopped.

“Don’t,” she said viciously. “Don’t do that.” She grabbed his arm.

He found himself staring into her face. “Don’t mop? You know, Mr. Slocum pays the Broadway Cleaners Incorporated like five hundred dollars a week to keep his coffee shop. Not to brag, but I get like five percent of that. A night. Cha-ching.”

Tessa didn’t smile, and those tears never left her eyes. “Don’t do that either,” she said. “Don’t shit on your truth by avoiding it or by trying to be funny.”

“Trying and failing,” Steven murmured. “Obviously.”

Tessa must’ve realized she had lost control of herself because she let go of his arm and stepped back. “Maybe we’re all ants. Maybe nothing matters. But Steven, you work your ass off. You’ll get home around two, but you have your cafeteria job at nine. You do that, then ace your classes, before you go to the library.”

It was a shock that she knew his schedule as well as she did. Steven wisely stayed quiet.

She kept on talking, passion in her voice. “You’re at least trying to make something of yourself. Me? I have this crappy job, and I write my crappy poetry and practice my crappy calligraphy, and that’s my life. That’s probably going to be my life for the duration. And yet ...” She crossed her arms over her chest. “I’ve felt it too. On some nights, when I’m alone in my room, I know that someday, I’m going to rise above all this. For me, though, it’s wishful thinking ... For you ...”

Steven couldn’t stare into her eyes. They were too intense, too pretty. He slopped the mop back into the bucket.

“You’re doing stuff to make your dreams come true,” Tessa finished. “Unlike me.”

“Give me a break, Tessa. You go out. You have boyfriends and girlfriends and you go dancing and you take care of your brother and you do stuff too. Yeah, I’m going to college, but you could too. I could help—”

Tessa flung out a hand. “It’s all so empty, all that sex, and the newness wears off, and I’m with some hipster and his beard and there’s nothing there. Yes, I have friends, and I love my family, especially my brother, but if some great thing is going to happen to us, we’re going to have to work for it. You’re doing that.” She paused. “I’m not.”

For a second, Steven thought about trying to argue against everything she’d just said. He thought about telling her he’d been in love with her for months. But then, he knew the friend zone well. And with someone like Tessa? It wasn’t just a zone, it was a dungeon, and she’d thrown him into the friend dungeon long ago and thrown away the key. No way would she ever go for him.

Yet, she knew his schedule. She admired him for some strange reason even though he let Bud walk all over him. Could he escape the dungeon and into her heart?

He was about to say something when a guy in a lizard mask covering his entire head charged through the front door. In his hand was a black pistol.

Fuck! Bud hadn’t locked the front door on his way out.

“Take the cash!” Tessa yelped in fear.

No, this guy hadn’t just busted in to rob the place. Something about him, something about the way he moved, how he held the gun, and how his weird red eyes fixed on Steven said that he hadn’t come for the money.

He raised the gun. He didn’t aim for Steven, though. He fired at Tessa.
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