
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Emperor Forged

      An Empire Reforged: Book 1

    

    




      
        K.D. Robertson

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2019 by K.D. Robertson

      Cover by Bad Moon Art Studio (www.badmoonart.com)

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

    

    
      
        Thanks for reading!

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      A hundred soldiers bellowed death threats and called me a traitor from the far side of the courtyard. A week ago, they had fought under me. Now, cornered like rats outside the keep, they awaited death by my hand. Their comrades had shut them out and now cowered behind the inner walls of the fortress. They hoped in vain that my wrath could not reach them.

      Those still loyal to me clustered nearby. They chatted as arrows and spells shattered against the glittering barriers of light that protected us. A handful of mages stood on the walls behind me, brows knitted in concentration and circles of magic glowing beneath their feet. They focused their efforts on projecting the barrier that protected all of us from harm.

      It looked like a standoff, but a trained eye would know it was an execution. I was waiting for the signal from the rest of my men before making my next move. Barriers were a wonder of magic, but they were also immobile on a large scale. If I moved too soon, I would take unnecessary losses. Arrows and spells would rain down from the walls.

      I had an empire to crush and reform. Wasting the lives of those loyal to me was the worst mistake I could make right now.

      The roar of combat drifted in from both sides of the courtyard. I could hear yells and the distant clatter of steel on steel. A green burst of light exploded high in the air to my left. Shortly after, another exploded farther to my right. Magic flares.

      I raised my plated gauntlet into the air. The chatter ceased.

      “Captain Mayer, cover us please,” I shouted up at the walls behind me. Ilsa, my mage captain, would hear me and react as necessary. My arm snapped down in a chopping motion the next moment and a flurry of activity followed it. Above me, a green flare burst in the air. My assault was fully in motion now.

      The previously idle soldiers hefted their shields and weapons and formed up into formation. Two separate columns would fan across the courtyard, slam into the cornered loyalists and cut them down.

      I felt the snap of magic behind me. Dozens of lances of light soared through the cloudy sky. They left a silver trail in the air behind them, distracting onlookers for a few moments. The lances exploded on impact but did nothing to the barriers protecting the loyalists. Even so, they cowered. The soldiers tripped over each other to get away. Each spell could punch holes right through them and end their lives in an instant.

      “Forward,” I ordered.

      We surged forward across the cobblestones and dirt of the courtyard. The volleys of arrows from the enemy increased in intensity but our helmets and shields batted them aside. No magic came our way, though. Their mages were too tied up protecting their men from our mages to be able to bombard us. The smart move would be to recognize a lost cause and do as much damage to us as possible. Evidently, their mages had some empathy left in them, if not enough to open the gates and let the soldiers in.

      A battle cry rose up from within our ranks as we closed our charge, and the loyalists packed in even more tightly against the walls in complete panic. Spears and shields greeted us when we slammed into a wall of frightened men and women. My greatsword sliced through steel, bone, and flesh alike as I led the charge on the left flank. Our magical weapons cleaved through the armor and weapons of the loyalists like knives through butter.

      This was butcher’s work. We slaughtered a hundred soldiers who swore loyalty to an empire that had rotted to the core. Fire briefly washed over my head as a mage from above slammed a fireball into me. I glanced up, my vision already clear from the inferno. The flames were ineffective against my runic plate armor.

      “Can’t waste much time here,” I said. The mage who had attacked me fled from sight.

      “No, General,” one of my knights, Terry, said from next to me. He pulled his axe free from the chest of the foe. “You bringing Ilsa forward to crack the barriers on the gate for us?”

      I looked at the thick wooden gate that barred our way forward. It was covered in blood now. The loyalists had cowered against it in hope it might open at the last moment.

      This fortress had stood for decades under my protection, so I knew the defenses on the gatehouse very well. Every piece of the structure was heavily warded and reinforced with magic. The building was an order of magnitude more resilient than the materials it was composed of. One couldn’t simply batter his way through, hence the need for powerful magical siege weapons in this day and age.

      “As I said, can’t waste much time. The other detachments will be encircling the keep as we speak,” I said, approaching the gate.

      The knights began to cluster around me. They raised their shields against the furious bombardment from above, although the worst thing they were probably feeling were the insults from any former friends.

      “Stand back,” I said. The knights did exactly that, leaving me plenty of space in the gatehouse proper.

      I raised my greatsword in a chopping stance. I focused and tapped into the power deep within me. This was the raw strength necessary to cast what we knew to be magic. There were no chants, dances, or fancy gestures. Magic was a matter of will. I used magic by controlling the energy within the world with nothing but my mind. Everything else was simply a trick. Something to convince my mind it could order the world to do my bidding. I had some very good tricks up my sleeve, however.

      A rune, one of thirteen along its length, lit up on my greatsword. In an instant, I forced all the magical energy I had summoned into that rune.

      I snapped my sword down at the gate, and it exploded into thousands of pieces of wood and steel. A deafening whirlwind of force consumed the gatehouse in front of me as I unleashed my power through a rune. Blood and gore—the remains of loyalists who had reinforced the gate with their bodies on the other side—filled my vision.

      Sound began to return, and I heard the panicked screams of retreat around me. The inner courtyard had been breached. The loyalists knew they were not safe from me and had begun to flee. Now was the true butcher’s work. I didn’t have space or food for those who were disloyal to me.

      My knights surged through the gatehouse. Their cheers and hollers contrasted with the bloody scene around them. I bounded after them, leaping over the debris.

      A ragged formation of loyalists met us on the other side. Orders were barked all across the inner courtyard behind them, contradictions in each command. Chaos overwhelmed the inexperienced loyalist officers as their impending doom began to settle into their nerves.

      I saw the fear in the eyes of the loyalists in front of me. These were animals who had forgotten everything except raw instinct. But without experience, their instinct was no better than that of a rat’s. They should surrender but didn’t know how.

      I slashed with my greatsword as I slammed into their pathetic attempt at a spear wall. The raw magical force of my blow severed a dozen spears. My return swing cleaved through a half dozen loyalists. Screaming began to rise up from within their defensive lines. Terry shield-charged right through the hole I had opened up and bowled over more loyalists. He snapped out with his axe and took an enemy in the back of the head.

      Within moments, the spear wall collapsed. Our momentum hardly faltered. We simply ran right over the corpses we had created in our charge. With that, we were in the inner courtyard, the keep looming over us.

      The situation was becoming chaotic, so I let the knights chase down the fleeing loyalists on their own. The inner courtyard surrounded me. This was the centerpiece of Tornfrost Watch, with a keep in the center and walls on all sides. On the far side was the ridge the fortress was built on.

      I watched as knights, mages, and all manner of soldiers loyal to me piled in from all directions. Fleeing loyalists were chased across the dirt training grounds and cobblestone paths. Then I frowned.

      The enemy was in disarray, but each soldier was fleeing in the same direction, toward the keep. Its five-meter tall doors stood wide open, with panicking soldiers running through them. This was an opportunity.

      The keep was the most heavily fortified section of any frontier fortress of the Rogistran Empire. Tornfrost Watch was no exception. A general or lord could barricade himself inside with supplies and hold out for an entire season. Demons or oni could rail against the walls all they liked. Eventually, the Empire would arrive with reinforcements to save those inside.

      Tornfrost Watch’s keep was a four-story monstrosity. The wards and magical reinforcement made it ten times stronger than the walls around it. If the loyalists shut me out, I’d need to spend a week preparing a spell to knock the door down.

      I had plans for next week.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” I said with a raised voice, “we’re taking the keep now.”

      A roar of approval rose from the ranks of my soldiers even as the panic doubled from the loyalists. My enemies began to trip over themselves, trampling one another in their panic. Soon, those inside would shut the stragglers out. They had done it with the outer courtyard.

      This was where I came in. I tensed my muscles, taking up a position as if I was going to leap toward the foe. Focusing inward, I drew on my magical power and pushed it throughout my body. My legs received the majority. My body felt hot, almost as though it was burning from the inside. My muscles weren’t built to be empowered to these superhuman levels.

      “General Arium,” a female voice shouted from behind me. I turned slowly. I had to be careful not to disturb the magic within the tense lower half of my body. It was Ilsa, my mage captain, jogging toward me from the ruined gatehouse. Her brown ponytail was bouncing back and forth behind her, along with her battle robes. “They’re going to close the keep’s door any second now. Should I give the order to bombard them?”

      “Focus on the mages and archers still on the walls around us, Captain Mayer,” I told her, turning back to the keep. “I’ll deal with the keep. Consider it a personal matter.” Very personal, given that this was my fortress. I’d even designed the thing, back when I first came to the north.

      Before Ilsa could respond, I uncoiled like a spring and shot into the air. Stone cracked beneath my feet from the force of my leap. I hurtled over the clashes between my knights and the few loyalists playing at being rearguard. As I flew, the steps leading to the keep rapidly filled my view. Then the steps were replaced with soldiers. I slammed to a crashing halt, hearing screams of pain and steel plate clattering on stone.

      I rolled onto my feet and shifted my focus to my magical senses. There were several people nearby and two upright immediately in front of me. I rose and lashed out with my sword. This pair went down but more people were already inside the keep.

      An ominous noise groaned out from the keep. Creaking. Like that out of poorly oiled hinges and aged wood slowly moving. The doors were being closed.

      Roaring, I leaped forward. Every sense screamed that I had only seconds. I saw the doors about to close in front of me. If they did, the wards of the keep would activate, making all of this a waste of my time and effort.

      My gauntlets slammed into the door with so much force that I liked to imagine they imprinted their shape into the magically reinforced wood. With a great heave and magical focus, I pushed back against the mechanism closing the door. Shouts of loyalists met my ears from the other side. I heard them ramming into the door, pushing futilely to close it against me. One even stuck a spear through the gap in an attempt to gut me, only for the weapon to shatter on my armor.

      I roared again. At my urging, even more magical energy flooded my body. My plate armor creaked under the strain of my strength. A snap came from somewhere within the keep and the doors slammed open. People were sent flying. Screams echoed throughout the entranceway. It sounded like I had broken the mechanism. Those who cowered farther back went to turn and run. Once again, they found themselves cornered. The doors that separated the entranceway from the grand hall of the keep had been shut.

      I walked toward the next set of doors at a calm pace, ignoring the cowering loyalists around me. Terry and his knights poured in after me and covered them. It was now time to start taking prisoners. The battle had reached the point where resistance was obviously pointless and survival took priority over loyalties.

      I still needed to get into that grand hall, however.

      “Closed us out again, huh?” Terry said. He eyed the reinforced door barring our way. “Let me guess, no time to wait for Ilsa to remove the wards?”

      “You’re beginning to get the picture,” I said. I raised one foot and kicked the door. Magic blasted out from the impact and into the door itself.

      Wood and steel were blown into splinters and dust. There weren’t any loyalists standing on the other side, judging from the lack of blood. They were learning, it seemed. It was just too little, too late.

      I stepped into the grand hall. Surrounded by stairwells, this was a two-story nexus of stone that acted as the heart of Tornfrost Watch. There was a dais and a throne at the far end. Any prince or even the emperor himself could have easily commanded the front from here while remaining secure against invasion. The mage tower jutting from the top of the keep supplied communications ability with the magical devices built into it.

      As impressive as the keep was, I had to cast my memories back far, far too long to find a time when someone worthy of it had been here. Right now it was a den of cowardly loyalists who cared more for a corrupted empire than for those who had devoted their lives to it.

      In the middle of nearly a hundred such cowards stood three mages, all lost in focus in a joint ritual. Beneath each glowed a summoning circle connected by lines. I recognized it as a summoning circle for a pure elemental, one of the most powerful beings on the continent. Should they succeed in summoning one of these truly legendary elementals, such as Salamander or Gnome, then even I would be tested.

      A smart plan, but one that was all too easy to stop. A good thing I hadn’t given them a week to finish casting this thing.

      The defenders were tired and surprised. It took only seconds to end this. I surged past them and cut the three mages down with short strokes of my blade. My knights rushed behind me and shouted commands at the stupefied loyalists. In the space of a minute, the summoning circle was broken and the remaining loyalists were disarmed and forced onto the ground. Keeping one of the mages alive might have been wise. On the other hand, they were powerful enough to be dangerous no matter what I did with them.

      I left the clean-up to my soldiers and walked over to the throne at the rear of the hall. Decades of dust coated every inch of this place, and my finger turned black merely from touching the throne. Cleaning this hall was never a priority, simply because nobody used it. This fortress had been designed to accommodate royalty, but the grand hall lay unused. The keep was used for supplies, barracks, and administration now. A shell of its intended self.

      Tornfrost Watch was the greatest bastion against the oni, the relentless barbarian threat that spilled in through the Nahaum Pass every summer. I had designed it to be the nerve center of what was now known as the Arium Bulwark.

      The name hadn’t been my decision; the Empire had a knack for naming things after people. Tornfrost was the magister-general of the Nahaum Pass when I designed Tornfrost Watch. Nahaum had been the great sorcerer who created the Nahaum mountain range, which separated the Empire from the demonic badlands to the east. So it was that the defensive line I had designed was named after me, Mykah Arium, and it became the Arium Bulwark.

      “Feeling nostalgic, General?” Ilsa asked me.

      I turned from where I had been running a finger along the throne. Both she and my armsmaster were standing at attention.

      “At ease,” I said. “Armsmaster Saruse, what are our losses?”

      “Few, if any. No dead yet, but a few nasty hits from mages when we took the walls,” Aaron answered, a confident grin on his face. He had been running my logistics and keeping track of my soldiers for nearly five years now. His knack for staying on top of paperwork amidst even absolute chaos made him a natural for the position. One did not hold off an inhuman barbarian horde year after year with raw strength, and Aaron knew it.

      “What’s our next move, General? We’ll need to move swiftly if we hope to have the Bulwark reinforced before winter breaks. Once the oni realize…” Ilsa trailed off, looking grim.

      “We’re going to do absolutely nothing, Ilsa,” I said, my tone more personal now that the battle was over and formalities were finished. “In fact, the sooner the oni realize, the better. After all, our next move involves those very oni. Shall we make some bets on how long before they notice and pay us a visit?”
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      A member of the scout corps snapped to attention in the doorway of the tower. Ilsa and I were inside, overlooking maps of the region. The scout’s breastplate made a dull thud from his salute, and I looked at him. There were patches of snow on his hair and uniform, as if he had come straight to us from the cold outside. Given the barely contained panic in his eyes, there seemed to be a good reason for him to report directly to us.

      “General, two oni are approaching rapidly from the north. Both full-blooded and riding on wingless griffins. Your orders?”

      The professionalism of his words belied the panic in his voice. Unsurprising. The oni were viewed as bloodthirsty barbarian monsters by most within the Empire. I was glad to see that he maintained his composure during his duties.

      “Maintain distance but keep an escort to the fortress. Do not engage under any circumstances. Use flares if necessary,” I said, almost by rote. I already knew that the scouts would not need to cast any flares, but it would set them at ease. Knowing help was close at hand always calmed the mind.

      Case in point, the scout visibly relaxed at the reminder. He saluted once more with a thud and disappeared down the stairs of the tower.

      Ilsa watched me from the other side of the table we were standing over. Despite the cold, she hadn’t worn her battle robes and instead favored the black and blue officer’s uniform. Her cloak, hair neatly tucked behind it, was the only defense she had against the sleet falling outside.

      When my eyes lingered on her a little too long, she gave me a smile that made her thoughts toward me clear. I had best keep my eyes to myself unless I intended to invite her to my bed. She remained silent but was still smiling, so I was left to my thoughts.

      A week. That was all it had been. It was almost eerie how quickly the oni could react to a change in the Bulwark. Some might say it was stranger still how they could track me down. However, I had confirmed long ago that the oni heralds possessed some magical technique to find me, wherever I might be.

      As a result, I had not left the Bulwark for a long time. The last time resulted in the largest onslaught for fifty years. Those were dark memories, dating back to when we first began construction of the Bulwark.

      “Is it right to be working with the oni?” Ilsa asked, breaking the silence. “After all the decades that we—that you—have been fighting them, can we simply stop? You’ve buried more friends than any of us.”

      “And I’ve buried more oni myself than they’ve killed soldiers under my command.”

      “They’re still invaders, General,” she said with a frown. “I’m not sure I appreciate the proverb ‘an enemy of my enemy is a friend.’ Especially when it comes to somebody who has been threatening the heartland of the Empire’s food supply for close to a century now.”

      “Why are the oni so hellbent on invading the Empire, Ilsa? They may be barbarians, but they rail against our gates year after year without fail,” I asked, changing the subject.

      “That’s…” She trailed off. “The demonic badlands aren’t exactly the most pleasant place to live. Nor is the desert to the north.”

      “So they don’t like where they live?” I said, probing Ilsa. This was an old game we played.

      Ilsa took a deep breath to steady herself. I suspected that she understood what I was pushing her to say.

      “They want food,” she said. “Living in a marsh bordered by desert and wastes can’t keep them fed well enough. But that’s obvious, General. When you took me under your wing, one of the first things you told me about was the oni’s lack of reliable food production. That their ability to send so many adults to the slaughter every year is because they simply can’t feed them. They instead have to churn them up in the meat grinder of the Bulwark in hopes of breaking through. They’re fighting for a future that we deny them.”

      “Obvious to me. Obvious to you,” I said. My tone was steady and patient like that of an experienced teacher. “To most, the oni are simply barbarians with no motivations for invading the Empire. They attack us because they can. There’s more to it, and we know it. That they want a brighter future for their people is no different from how we want prosperity for the Empire. It means we can find common cause. We can negotiate and work with one another. The Empire deserves better and we know it. It will just take effort to achieve.”

      The sound of footsteps outside interrupted my lesson. I had learned over my long tenure as magister-general that I needed sharp minds to serve as strategists. Ilsa had that type of mind, but it needed shaping.

      The report from the soldier stated that the oni were approaching the fortress gates. I picked up my helmet from the table. Still lost in thought, Ilsa did not move.

      “The Empire deserves better and we know it…” she said, repeating my words from earlier. “I want a better empire, but does it actually deserve it? I don’t know if I ever saw anything to make me think that. The behavior in the mage towers in our dearest capital was atrocious. The trading of favors, blatant nepotism and cronyism, disparagement of mages considered as lesser—the list goes on, and very little of it is good.”

      I sighed. “I haven’t been involved with a mage tower since I wrote my thesis, but yes, they have never been the most… inspiring of places. Even the greatest of minds seemed to succumb eventually.

      “However, the mage towers are humanity’s heart of progress. Most of what we know about how the world works has been discovered by a mage tower. Even if they do endlessly bicker over how to control the profits of their inventions and discoveries,” I said.

      “But it sounds like the corruption has been there since the start?” Ilsa asked. “That the power the towers gained revealed what they are actually like.”

      This statement made me think, but the thoughts were not positive. I wasn’t sure of the answer and fell silent, gesturing to the doorway so we could make our way to meet our guests.

      The Rogistran Empire had never been perfect, the people within even less so. Yet it was designed to limit the excesses of any one person. No one mad emperor or prince could ruin nearly a millennium of human progress. Still, it had fallen to corruption. Had the mages been the root cause, given they were a part of every piece of machinery within the Empire?

      I remained within my thoughts for some time as we descended the steps that led into the rest of the keep.

      Ilsa eventually prodded me back into reality. “You wrote a thesis during your time in the mage towers?”

      “The magister part of ‘magister-general’ does require the title. The rank of adept or journeyman isn’t enough. A thesis is the simplest path,” I said with a shrug. The look in her eyes suggested that my answer was not enough, so I elaborated. “It was about the impact the choice of runic language had on the result of rune-crafting.”

      At the look of surprise on her face, I gave her a thin smile. “I had a goal in mind. Even if you are already competent enough, actually proving you are experienced and powerful enough for promotion from journeyman to magister takes decades. I’m not sure there has been a magister who has taken that path and is under fifty. A thesis takes a year or two, by contrast.”

      “Fifty,” Ilsa muttered. “What about combat magisters? Surely they get through quicker.”

      “No. Mage towers have a reputation to maintain, and combat magisters are expected to eliminate small armies by themselves. The bitter bastards that form the old guard of the towers take a dim view of prodigies attempting to shortcut their processes. That includes their one-man armies.”

      Ilsa was not even attempting to hide her despair.

      “Is that why you came up north?” I asked her. It was hard to resist the urge to laugh when she nodded, but I had to. “Fortunately, it’s not something you need to worry about, given the current situation.”

      “That’s true, General,” she said after a pause. “And I can always rely on cronyism from you in the meantime.”

      I chuckled, noting that we were in the grand hall now. A handful of soldiers walked back and forth, most of them carrying supplies from the sublevels for companies to use.

      “For a start, then, you can try calling me Mykah,” I said. “I trust your advice and I don’t want you standing on protocol or feeling that there’s a gap. Plus, it’s not like I am Magister-General Arium anymore. Rebellion tends to strip one of his titles and rank.”

      “I’ll try, General… Mykah.”

      It was a start, like this meeting with the oni was intended to be. Six decades of fighting with them and I had never met them peacefully or negotiated with them. The fact that they had even come so swiftly said a lot about the gravity of the situation. Since it was established, the Bulwark had never been left undefended like this, and it wasn’t due entirely to a lack of manpower.

      I had theorized that the oni possessed some form of magic that supported their intelligence-gathering abilities. Now I was all but certain of it. No intelligence network could act this fast.

      Stepping outside, I saw that the sleet had ceased for the day. Sludge and snow covered the fortress. Two formations of knights formed a guarded path that stretched out the keep’s entrance. I saw Terry standing at the closest end and I signaled him to lower his guard. The order passed down through the knights, and they obeyed, if hesitantly. The reason for their hesitation was obvious.

      Two women had passed through the gate, each with a pair of nearly foot-long horns protruding from their foreheads. A pair of wingless white griffins followed behind them. I recognized the closest of the oni immediately: an old friend, or at least as old as an oni could ever get.

      The women stopped several meters short of me. Nearly a dozen of my knights fanned out behind them, despite my orders to do otherwise. It irritated me, but the oni remained calm, so I let it be.

      “Bulwark Mykah, I thank you for receiving us so genially and with so little notice,” the closest oni said. She spoke perfect Imperial, the language of the Rogistran Empire. It was the first time I had heard her speak. Any other time I had encountered her involved considerably more bloodshed.

      Her long hair was white, in stark contrast to her red eyes and horns. The Imperial emblems on her breastplate had long since been scratched out. It had also been reworked to fit her more impressive bust size.

      “I am Miyasa, herald of the last oni clan, the Deridh. This is Vasi, who speaks for the mothers of all oni,” Miyasa continued, maintaining eye contact with me. “Bulwark, allow us to hear your terms for passage for the oni into the Rogistran Empire. Then we shall form an agreement this day.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      The Herald of the Oni was the closest thing to my equal within the oni. Countless duels, both physical and strategic, had proven this over the decades as the oni attempted to best me. Only the heralds had ever come close.

      They broke through the defensive lines of the Bulwark, wounded me in duels, and outmaneuvered me on battlefronts. The dedication of the heralds to ensuring my defeat made them fantastic military leaders. If the oni would one day live in the lands of the Empire and make use of its agricultural bounty, it was due to the heralds.

      There was one problem, however. Only a single herald existed at any one time. I had never understood why this was. Often, the replacement herald was as strong or even stronger than the prior one.

      The Empire understood that concentrating strength in one person was dangerous. That was why multiple magister-generals were appointed, alongside a multitude of other commanders and heroes. Yet the oni only ever mustered a single commander capable of matching me. A mystery that I had a theory about, but nothing more.

      Now this same warrior was asking for peace, in spite of decades dedicated to trying to crush me. This was the first negotiation I had conducted with any oni, herald or not, despite the decades of conflict I had lived through.

      “It’s a nice change to be able to simply talk for once,” I said. My eyes were drawn past Miyasa, toward the griffins behind her. “Although we haven’t actually spoken before. It’s our first true meeting.”

      “It is an honor to meet you,” Miyasa answered immediately, nearly tripping over her words. “As it is for any herald to meet the Bulwark. That we meet not to fight, as all of my ancestors have, but for a new beginning is… complicated.”

      The look on the other oni’s face could be described the same way. I had a hunch that Miyasa was being a touch more honest about her feelings than she should have been, given the intended formality of the meeting. This was more my style, so I encouraged it. Courts, diplomacy, and such drove me to drink, and I was not a pleasant drunk. It was fortunate that my alcohol tolerance was the stuff of legends.

      “Sometimes, complicated is the way life needs to be for everybody to get what they want,” I said, my voice quiet enough that I doubted even the nearby knights heard it. If it wasn’t for the wind, the only sound in the clearing would be my voice and Miyasa’s. “You take fantastic care of your griffins. They’re a rare sight, even this close to the mountains. I keep meaning to raise another.”

      “You had one before?” Miyasa asked.

      I nodded, a little caught up in the past. “A beautiful black-feathered one, yes. His name was Ein. He fell in the chaos of your predecessor’s final attempt on my life. I miss him. But I can’t imagine a better time and place for a warrior to have fallen.”

      Miyasa returned my nod with her own. Her gaze wandered to the griffins. Both her and Vasi grew more anxious with each passing second. Silence reigned for some time, neither oni willing to look at me. The knights shifted from side to side. The cold got to some. Terry even rubbed his hands together to warm them up.

      Although it might be interesting to wait until the sleet returned just to see the oni’s reaction, I still broke the silence. “I think it’s time we stepped inside. Important matters are best discussed somewhere warmer.”

      “Could you spare some of that warmth for us, sir?” Terry jeered.

      “I think very highly of your ability and professionalism. Warm enough?” I said.

      “My face is overheating already. I might need to see a medic.” He winked. “Alright, ladies and gents, back to your posts.”

      As I led the two oni into the keep with Ilsa at my side, the mage whispered to me, “Professionalism?”

      “Terry keeps the knights in line and doing their duties. That’s professional. The rest is a charade,” I muttered back, although I was loud enough for the oni behind me to hear.

      I glanced back and tried to read their reaction to Terry’s behavior. “Complicated” did not do the faces of the two oni justice.

      If I had to guess—and I was guessing, as I barely knew the two women—I would say that Miyasa was mostly confused. Terry had blatantly breached protocol during a historic meeting, and I did not care, whereas Vasi clearly disapproved but was still obviously thoughtful rather than judgmental.

      Miyasa had introduced Vasi as the “voice of the mothers,” which seemed to be a diplomatic title. What little I knew of the mothers was that they were the political leaders of the oni. For all I knew, Vasi was a veritable noble.

      In truth, Vasi struck me as the calculating sort, which was not surprising. Diplomats were more aware of the politics surrounding them, even if Miyasa seemed to hold the reins of the negotiation right now. But I somehow knew that Vasi was waiting for her moment to step in. My experience in the courts of the Empire had taught me a lot about her type.

      The grand hall was as empty as before, save for one new addition. Aaron was standing by the throne, notebook in hand. The magically generated warmth of the keep made this the perfect place to patiently wait for our return. The keep’s protective warding was necessary to prevent more cunning mages from boiling or freezing the inhabitants alive, but it had a more normal use. It ensured the keep remained pleasantly toasty compared to outside. The same applied to the interiors of the walls, turrets, and other fortifications of the fortress, but to a lesser degree.

      I strode up to the throne, which was still coated in decades of dust. I paused and reconsidered what I had already decided several times before to do.

      I sat on the throne. Ilsa’s and Aaron’s faces remained unmoved, although they nodded at my action. In contrast, Miyasa’s lit up. Her red eyes seemed to almost sparkle, and she held herself with even more confidence, pushing out her large chest even more. Only Vasi did not react; she was merely watching and calculating.

      “You said terms for passage, Herald Miyasa?” I said to her, leaning back against the stone behind me. “That seems awfully shortsighted of you. It’s not passage that is on offer.”

      “What then?” Miyasa said, excitement written on her face.

      “The very thing that the oni want more than anything else. Land. Agricultural land, in plentiful quantity and without a sword hanging over your heads that I can drop at any moment, should you displease me.

      “The terms are simple. The oni get the Nahaum Pass, including the fortresses that make up the Arium Bulwark, and as much land as you care to take to the south and west. In exchange, I get the military might of the oni. You must also ensure the safety of existing inhabitants who surrender.”

      I was edging around the reasons for all of this, but I had a feeling they already knew. Sitting on a throne sent a message, especially as they already must know that I had rebelled.

      “You want us to serve you?” Miyasa said slowly, as if she was tasting the words.

      “To be more exact, he wants you and those oni who are designated for military service to serve him,” Vasi said, looking between me and Miyasa. “How do we ensure our safety in that case?”

      “Because I will. What I am asking for is more than a mere alliance. It is a joining of two separate goals to produce a common cause,” I said.

      “Until a week ago, your goal seemed to be to stop us from ever taking what you’re offering us right now,” Vasi said. She had taken the lead in the negotiations while Miyasa lost herself at the idea of serving me. “What do you want to achieve now?”

      The moment of truth.

      “The Rogistran Empire as I knew it is no more. It has been corrupted beyond recognition. The emperor has been deposed, and there will be no replacement. The same can be said for the princes. The seven princedoms are now six provinces, each considered the dominion of a separate race, none of them human. The change is so recent that they haven’t even properly named the new provinces. What was once the Taranth Princedom to the west is now under the rule of dragons. The Aghram Princedom immediately south is that of vampires.

      “What I loved about my home is gone, along with the very reason I have defended it for so long. So I won’t allow this twisted shell of an empire to remain any longer than necessary. I will burn out the traitors that corrupted it, reduce the current system to ashes, and build a new order.”

      The hall fell silent. Aaron scratched away at his notebook, presumably recording what I had said.

      I wondered if I should elaborate but decided against it. The reality was that the oni did not understand much about the Empire and its inner workings, and I did not understand theirs. All that mattered to them was what I intended to do and how I would do it. My sixty years of bloody warfare with them stood as a testament to my ability to achieve what I wanted, almost as if I had been preparing in secret for this role all along.

      “So the empire of humans is no longer for humans,” Miyasa said, ending her short-lived stupor. “To make yourself emperor and remove those who would deny you your power. Such a move is natural for you, I suppose.”

      That was quite the leap of logic. I felt like I had missed something important. Or that Miyasa had.

      With a cough, I interrupted her before she could praise me more. “No, the throne is more a symbolic thing. Who becomes emperor does not matter, so much as there will be one eventually. I simply need power to destroy the current corrupt empire. Reformation comes later.”

      That brought a frown to her face. Miyasa looked around, as if she only now realized how few people were present. “I see your plan now. Crush the disloyal within your ranks. Join us for military might. Crush the new nonhuman rulers and their patsies. Establish a new empire from the ashes. Simple but logical. And if you cannot found a new empire that is enough like the original?” she continued.

      “Then I will have had enough fun killing all the traitors to have made it all worthwhile,” I said coldly. “The world carried on for millennia before the Empire. Life will carry on after it. I simply won’t allow this mockery to stand in its place.”

      Perhaps saying it would be fun was pushing matters, as this wasn’t about enjoyment. I didn’t care if the betrayers died or vanished. They had grasped at power so eagerly that they had forsaken everything that made the Empire what it was. Now it was a playground for mages and nonhumans rather than a symbol of progress.

      “Surely you don’t think you can crush the Empire so quickly with only us?” Vasi asked.

      “No. At least not to start with. That’s why I’m offering land,” I said. “The oni take the land and become strong, under my protection. Our armies together can then be used to dismantle the Empire, piece by piece. As much as I’d love to march on the capital tomorrow, this will be a gradual campaign.”

      Vasi hummed to herself, her incredulous look fading away to a more thoughtful one. For a diplomat, she didn’t keep a good poker face. No, she was definitely more of a noble.

      “For now, your goal is for us to become stable enough in these lands to provide you with more military strength, correct?” Vasi pressed.

      “For now, yes. It’s a long-term agreement.”

      Vasi’s slow nod at least indicated that she was satisfied. Whether that satisfaction was with the answer to her question or my proposed agreement was hard to say.

      Miyasa muttered something under her breath but I missed what it was while distracted by my thoughts. The two oni traded a glance and a nod. Seeing my gaze, Miyasa spoke louder. “The Imperial salute. It is conducted over the breast with one fist, is it not?”

      I showed her the salute slowly, unsure of her interest. With a blush, she waited until I returned to normal. Then she repeated my movements at speed, slamming her fist into her breastplate hard enough to noticeably move it. Very noticeably, given how large her breasts were.

      Mine weren’t the only eyes drawn to the movement under her armor, and Aaron quickly averted his gaze when Ilsa gave him a sharp look. I observed a lot more scribbling in his notebook than before.

      “As the Herald of the Oni, my position has always been to ensure your downfall. I have had one singular purpose—to ensure the Deridh clan claims the Nahaum Pass,” Miyasa proclaimed, her voice echoing throughout the hall as she matched my gaze. “With this agreement, my purpose will have technically been fulfilled. At the same time, the opposite is true. My life has and always will be yours, Bulwark Mykah. Your terms are more than acceptable to the oni. So I proclaim as the last Herald of the Oni.”

      Miyasa’s words echoed throughout the hall with a sense of finality. They were the end of generations of war and the beginning of my path of vengeance.

      “Your terms appear more than amenable, but the final decision remains that of the mothers,” Vasi added with a sharp look at her fellow oni.

      “I wish for one change to the agreement, Bulwark,” Miyasa said, her face like stone. She completely ignored Vasi.

      I raised an eyebrow but said nothing.

      “I am the herald, but that is a meaningless position now. You are no longer our foe but our ally and commander. Please, do me the honor of making me yours,” Miyasa said. Then she immediately bent over in a bow at an almost ninety-degree angle. It looked practiced.

      Spluttering, Ilsa intervened as I sat still in shock. “That’s highly inappropriate. Surely you can think of something else other than that. Mykah, say something. You have somebody else in mind. From within the fortress, even.”

      “There is nothing else in my life that would mean more to me than a future together with Mykah,” Miyasa said, doubling down. “I have proven experience that is no doubt as great as anybody here.”

      Aaron and even Vasi looked on with smiles on their faces, their eyes lit up with amusement. I snapped out of my confusion at Vasi’s expression. If it had just been Aaron, then that was one thing, but Vasi’s reaction got me thinking.

      Even though Miyasa spoke perfect Imperial, her words tended to be stiffer and more formal. She likely didn’t have a grasp on more casual Imperial. This looked like a setup.

      I took a deep breath to steady myself, then said, “Miyasa, are you sure you have your words right here? As in, the Imperial? I’m not sure that what you’re asking means what you think it means.”

      The put-out expression on Vasi’s face proved that I had hit the nail on the head.

      Miyasa frowned at me, thinking over her words. “I believe so. To clarify, I wish to be taken under you as commander and servant rather than remain as part of the Deridh clan. This is because my purpose as herald has been fulfilled. Is that not what I said?”

      “Not quite, but I think I understand how you might have thought it meant that,” I said, thinking that maybe it would have been better if she had meant it the original way. Former enemy or not, there weren’t many women with looks that could match hers. Then again, it wasn’t as though this was the end of things.

      “I’m more than happy to take you on, once matters are sorted with the mothers and the rest of the clan,” I said, eliciting a broad smile from Miyasa.

      We parted ways not long after, as there was little left to discuss. Whatever misgivings Vasi might have about my plans, she clearly knew the value in my offer. This was the best thing that had been offered to them since they began invading the Empire’s borders well over a century ago. All they had to do was help me destroy an empire they were already at war with.

      Now that I had the combined military power of the oni and my old army, what was left was to build a base to launch my conquest from. The Empire was too vast to attack without more preparation.
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      Spring had come, and with it came headaches of a kind that made me wish for dragons to slay and vampires to decapitate.

      “Terry, I thought I told you not to handle the oni war bows?” I said in exasperation. I walked over to the armored figure splayed across the grounds of the archery range.

      “It should just be a matter of practice, sir,” he muttered to me as I helped him up. “They can all fire these things so damn easily.”

      Terry was referring to the dozen or so oni who had formed up into a gaggle of girls. They giggled at us seemingly at random as they looked us over like a pack of predators. Each oni had a single black horn protruding from her forehead and wore my black and blue armored uniform. The scavenged armor that the oni usually wore was a thing of the past now that they were in my service.

      These girls were colloquially known as demi-oni by my soldiers. They were not considered full-blooded oni, as something caused them to only have one horn. I had recently learned from Miyasa that the term “demi-oni” was a racial slur. In the eyes of the oni, all were equal regardless of the number of horns. This made their integration with the humans under me easier, as they didn’t look down on us for not having horns.

      Instead, they looked down on humans for not being superhumanly strong. I picked up the massive hunk of wood that Terry had dropped. The bow was almost two meters tall and nearly as thick as my fist. The wood oozed magic.

      Whispering to each other, the oni watched me with bated breath from within their gaggle. I wondered if they were placing bets. They seemed new to the fortress, as I recognized none of their faces.

      I nocked an arrow and lined up a shot. Archery was hardly my forte, but this was a practice range rather than a battle. There was no stress here. No need to place shot after shot on distant, moving targets. No enemies closing in, prepared to cave in my skull. I drew the bow easily. The magic in the bow actively helped me do so. I felt the enchantment activate and amplify my strength.

      The shot looked about right. Then I fired and all hell broke loose.

      The arrow exploded on contact with the stone target. A cloud of sawdust appeared as the soft wood of the practice arrow disintegrated from the raw force of the impact. My left arm did its best to follow the path of the arrow and take my body with it. It hurt. A lot. Only the raw magical energy I had pumped into my body kept me in one place. I acted as though everything was alright, my empowered muscles enabling me to pretend to be a champion archer. But damn, did it hurt.

      The bow magically aided the user, so it didn’t require absurd physical strength. The problem was that the user still needed to be able to withstand the force being projected by the bow. Every pound of force the magic helped with earlier came back with interest.

      The result was a bow that the oni could fire quickly and was probably cheap to produce. For a human, he could fire it so long as he didn’t mind being sent flying along with his arrow.

      The oni found this hilarious. They also wanted to see a human successfully fire one of their bows.

      The gaggle of oni girls gasped and stared at me in shock. They exchanged looks between each other. Then their faces began to warp. Desire and lust hit me like a wave, the oni’s attention focused entirely on me. This situation was going to be difficult to explain to Miyasa.

      “Mykah, what are you doing?” I thought of the devil and she appeared. Or thought of the oni in this case.

      Miyasa walked up to me with a bundle of what looked like clipboards in her arms. Her sharp glance at the other oni shut down whatever dreams they might have been having about me, although I suspected that my name might have elevated the anticipation visibly building on their faces.

      “Reminding Terry of why this is a terrible idea,” I said, looking over at him. “This hurts a lot, you know.”

      “Oh yeah, I’m sure,” he said, his attention caught by the oni and the naked lust in their eyes. Not even Miyasa’s presence was enough to shut the girls down. Somehow, I got the feeling I was giving him the wrong message.

      “If you want a less humiliating test, get to the point where you can take an unguarded punch to the ribs from Aaron without falling over. Then give this stunt a try again,” I said, patting him on the shoulder.

      Terry was taken aback. “Archangel, really? It’s that bad?”

      I waved him off, then walked with Miyasa farther around the keep.

      Soldiers and oni bustled about in all corners of the fortress, although perhaps I should refer to them simply as soldiers. Now that the oni wore my uniform and fought for me, the only real difference was that they had horns.

      There was one other difference, I noted as I watched an all-female company of oni troops pass. The oni had far more women than men in service. The large number of women in their ranks was no surprise, given their innate magical abilities. Magic was the great equalizer in battle, making brawn and mass nearly useless. That inhuman strength punctured the pride of countless men like Terry.

      Unfortunately, the humans of the Empire lacked the same easy access to magic. Less than twenty percent of knights were female, and the numbers were lower in the less magically inclined ranks. Only the battlemage units had anything close to equal numbers of men and women.

      Miyasa interrupted my thoughts as she said, “Do you really need to tease them?”

      “Teasing?” I asked, looking away from the archery range, where Terry watched the oni fire their war bows.

      “The oni girls. Do you really need to show them what they can’t have?” Miyasa said, pushing her point.

      “That’s not how this works. I can make my own decisions, and I imagine they can as well,” I replied.

      “So if they all turn up at your door, what will you do?” Miyasa’s raised eyebrow made it clear that she had a particular answer in mind.

      I didn’t respond, although I wondered why the oni became so worked up over such a small demonstration. Given my answer would be very different from the one she had in her head, silence seemed like the wise choice here.

      Time for a change of subject. I pointed at the clipboards in Miyasa’s arms and asked, “Anything of interest?”

      “Nothing of a military nature. We’re well beyond the Nahaum Pass now, so I had expected to meet resistance. Instead, it’s only ordinary towns and villages. Shouldn’t the dragons have reacted by now?” she asked, shuffling through her clipboards.

      I frowned at Miyasa’s fumbling attempts to organize the clipboards. The oni had some odd system of notes based on wood and I was trying to shift them to a paper-based system. The furthest I had gotten so far were these clipboards, which seemed worse. Miyasa didn’t understand how a clipboard was supposed to work.

      “Not necessarily. We’re not in their territory yet,” I responded. “I was a duke as well as a magister-general. The nearby land was effectively mine, separate from any princedom. As a duke, I answered only to the emperor.”

      “Hence why all the towns and villages are not resisting your rule. You were already their ruler,” she said, then frowned. “Then why are we conquering them again?”

      “Because I didn’t do anything as duke. Prince Aghram ruled my lands so I could focus on defending the Bulwark. I had wanted the duchy so I could issue commands without being opposed by political opponents, if the Bulwark ever failed,” I said.

      I frowned and looked away. The plan brought back distant memories. Unhappy ones. My predecessor, Tornfrost, had died due to politics overruling his orders. I had claimed the duchy to prevent the same from happening to me.

      “I see,” Miyasa said, finally retrieving a clipboard and making a puzzled face at it. “There’s another request to join your… court. I still don’t understand what that is.”

      Now to deal with the second headache. I wished it was the last.

      “Nothing of importance,” I grumbled.

      “Perhaps, but I think I need to know.”

      “A court is a gathering of people to advise, influence, and make decisions over whatever the court is in charge of,” I said. “My court would assist me in ruling my territory or commanding my armies.”

      In truth, courts were a cesspit of bribes, favors, backstabbing, fakery, and other such political nonsense. They were also endlessly bureaucratic. My studies of demonology showed that demons and devils had a system of courts of similar complexity to that of the Empire. As much amusement as I took from that, I wondered if it was a coincidence.

      “Don’t we already do that?” Miyasa said, looking confused.

      “Yes, but not in a formal setting. There are many rules and formalities to courts.”

      Realization dawned on Miyasa’s face. The flicker of emotion I saw told me I was right to have her under me, as she seemed to know of something similar and did not appreciate it. The moment passed and her face returned to its usual mask.

      “Yes, I can see why you don’t need one.”

      Unfortunately, when that moment of camaraderie passed, headache number three reared its ugly head, namely the need to deal with the rest of the clipboards.

      Advice about what crops to plant, questions about the forts, how to deal with oni-human relations issues, where the oni should begin to settle, how many more soldiers I needed…

      I had asked to be given the oni’s military and had known I would likely be saddled with the humans of my former territory. This was far beyond that. What were the oni mothers doing?

      Miyasa looked a little troubled at the question written across my face, given it was a subtle jab at the leaders of her race. “These are not from the mothers.”

      “They’re not? Aren’t they in charge of the clan?”

      “They provide guidance and leadership but there are more leaders within the clan. Until recently, I was responsible for most of that. Now…”

      I nodded slowly, catching on. A vacuum created by Miyasa leaving was being filled. At the same time, the oni had dedicated decades to war. Now there was so much more to deal with and too little experience.

      Hence the mess of questions and issues from the oni, as well as the same thing sometimes asked in different ways. The Deridh clan was expanding and testing its current power structure. Right now, I, through Miyasa, was something firm they could grasp onto during a sea of change. I was also not a political opponent, which was a troubling thought. My advice could greatly affect the internal politics of the oni and the way they developed. I was in no way experienced in this.

      “If it’s advice, then I think you can answer most of them,” I said, utilizing the almighty power of delegation. “If it’s something you don’t know, try Ilsa. Her position is that of strategist. Aaron can also help if it relates to logistics. Come to me only if the three of you are stumped.”

      Miyasa smiled. “So we are your trusted subordinates then?”

      “You said you wanted to be mine, didn’t you?”

      Glowing bright red in the face, Miyasa turned away. Vasi or somebody else had explained exactly what she had inadvertently meant when asking to serve me as a general, and it was not pleasing to her. She lacked the dirty mind of the oni girls from earlier.

      As I looked at her embarrassed face, it occurred to me that I knew very little about why Miyasa was here or how she would answer those questions. She was the herald and I needed to trust her as the representative of the oni, but she was a warrior and a general. Quite a few of these questions were on farming, which made sense, given the oni were interested in feeding themselves. After a century stuck in the marsh, the opportunity to grow as much food as they desired and therefore have a population as large as they wanted was within reach.

      Passing the work off to Miyasa like this seemed like a missed opportunity.

      “Why don’t we have a look at a nearby village to help you with some of the requests?” I asked Miyasa, gesturing toward the stables.
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      We rode a pair of horses to the village. It wasn’t far, although it would likely be sundown by the time we returned. Overgrown grassland surrounded the roads we traveled, countless seeds beginning to sprout with the coming of spring. I saw a forest in the distance. After a century of human inactivity, the trees slowly made their return.

      “I would have thought there would be more farms here,” Miyasa said, breaking the silence that had overcome us during our ride. “I had thought this was prime farmland for the Empire.”

      “It was,” I admitted, thinking carefully about how much to say as our horses trundled on.

      “Ah.”

      Miyasa wasn’t a stupid woman. My two words said everything. I decided to give her the details rather than leave them to her imagination. People tended to be their own worst enemies, after all.

      “A century ago, I believe this was heavily worked land. Of course, the Nahaum Mountains didn’t exist then, and the Empire was expanding farther east to the very edges of the badlands,” I explained.

      “Then we came,” Miyasa said, staring out at the empty fields.

      “Ha, well, a lot more than the oni came. The demons came, too. Truthfully, you were the least of our worries.”

      I remembered the first of the demonic onslaughts. The darkness of the halls in the capital. Riots in the streets, as city after city fell before an unending horde of monsters that seemed to spread the taint of the badlands with every step they took. It was the only time I remembered worrying about food and needing to beg for every scrap. A pall had hung over the entire world.

      I sighed, then continued. “The real damage came after Nahaum constructed his mountain range. It helped keep the demons out. It was a natural barrier to fight them from, as well as a foundation to erect magical wards on. The fact that the oni started traveling down the new Nahaum Pass at the same time was unfortunate, as it meant you were lumped together.”

      “So the people fled to escape us that long ago,” Miyasa muttered. “Then you and Bulwark Matthew kept us locked up in the pass all this time with your raw power and skill.”

      Bulwark Matthew, huh? I hadn’t known the oni respected Magister-General Tornfrost so much. Next time I visited the old man, I would add the title to his memorial. The Bulwark itself might be named after me, but he still held the title in the hearts of the oni he fought.

      “They didn’t all flee. The Imperial military made people feel safe. It wasn’t until Fenhaven was razed that the Nahaum Pass truly became home to only soldiers,” I said. “Although that’s changed in the last couple of decades.”

      Miyasa winced, then looked away from me. We rode in silence for some time.

      Fields came into view ahead. They were bare dirt for now but would soon bear the food that would fuel my armies in the coming months. A large cluster of huts sat in the center of the neatly fenced fields. Dirt paths broke off from the grandiose highway and led to the fronts of those same huts. I didn’t know the name of this place, but it looked like any typical village in the Empire. A hundred or so residents. Thirty-acre plots broken up by fence lines. Smaller herb and vegetable gardens next to every building. Nothing out of the ordinary.

      As the duke, I held claim to a portion of what was grown in the fields, but everything else in the village belonged to the residents. In exchange, I protected the village and was supposed to manage all the services of the duchy. In practice, the farmers did their thing, and I left the duchy to others while the Empire supplied my military.

      The days when I could sit back and pretend that the people of the land were an amorphous mass that I protected were gone now. My ambitions required an engine of war and these fields would supply the fuel for it. There would be no more crates of rations delivered due to filling out forms. If I took too much from these fields, the people would starve or leave.

      I rubbed the bridge of my nose as I held back a sigh. “Thinking about how reliant we are on each individual village is worrisome. Still, these villages should be a good model for the oni. You can even see an agriwizard at work now. They’re the key to the Empire’s harvests.”

      “Agriwizard?” Miyasa asked.

      “Hedge wizards or retired mages, usually. They use basic sorcery to support the crops in the villages. Provide water in drier seasons, help deal with pests, help the crops produce better. I don’t know the specifics, as it’s a very hands-on field of magic, but I imagine you would have something similar.”

      Shaking her head, Miyasa stared out at the old man drawing a magic circle in the middle of a field. He looked to be well over fifty years old and carried a wooden staff longer than he was tall. He used it to support himself as he walked. Given his advanced age and physical weakness, I suspected he was a hedge wizard—a sorcerer without the capability to gain entry into a mage tower. That didn’t make him incompetent, as saying that would be insulting almost every battlemage in my army. However, he would almost certainly be either self-taught or would rely on knowledge passed on by a mentor or other agriwizards.

      “Our shamans provide what little magic they can for our crops, but it is usually to water them if we fear drought. Such a thing greatly exhausts them, and we have far too few shamans to expend their power lightly,” Miyasa said, her voice full of awe. “Is your domain so powerful that you can afford sorcerers like this?”

      I held back a snort. “There’s hardly a village in the Empire that doesn’t have an agriwizard who visits it regularly. Some even have several competing over territory. Hmm, I guess that’s because we use different types of magic. We’ll need to talk to the agriwizards about supporting the oni villages then.”

      Miyasa nodded, a bright smile on her face. “Thank you, Mykah. This means a lot to us.”

      The ride around the rest of the village took a few more hours. I pointed out what I knew of agricultural practices in the Empire, although it was incredibly superficial, consisting of things as basic as crop rotation and the supply chain. Calling on knowledge from my childhood like this felt nostalgic.

      For Miyasa, it seemed the opposite. She had long since stopped smiling, her expression darkening with each passing minute.

      I pulled our horses onto a hill that overlooked the village. On the opposite side was another village, this one with far fewer fields but occupying as much space—an oni village. The sun was beginning its descent, its rays changing color and signaling the need for us to return to Tornfrost Watch. There was a conversation I needed to have before we returned, however. Two, perhaps.

      “You haven’t always been herald, have you?” I asked Miyasa.

      “There is only one herald. We all held out hope that the current one would be the last. That hope has finally been borne out,” she said, smiling bitterly as she stared down at the back of her horse’s neck.

      My next words felt almost like I was speaking a taboo, but I spoke them anyway, “You are no longer herald. You can go back to your people. They’re asking you all of those questions for good reason, after all.”

      “No!” she snapped, her face whipping up to look at mine. “I am still the Herald of the Oni, at least in the way that matters. So long as we serve as the military protecting the future of the oni, the hope of a future we are beginning to claim here, I am needed. Under you, that is what I am. I merely… remembered things from the past. The leaders of the oni are all taught how to manage farmland, logistics, and supplies within the marsh. It’s what I did for a few years, whenever I was not perfecting myself for when I may be needed on the front lines.”

      Well, that made me feel a little foolish. It sounded like Miyasa had already been taught everything I had told her. I decided to stick to teaching people about things I actually had experience in, not things I was taught countless decades ago and had never used.

      Miyasa let out a sharp bark of laughter, the self-deprecation almost oozing from it. “This future was claimed with so much blood, and here you are, talking to me as if it never happened.”

      Ah, there it was: the other conversation we needed to have.

      “We have a common cause here, Miyasa,” I said, looking down the hill at the two villages. “The Empire occupies the land you need to survive just as it occupies the throne I want to save from the conspirators. I help you build your future. You give me a military. We all live happily ever after with an empire that will better suit us both.” Or perhaps one that wouldn’t exist after I was done with it.

      The wind blew past us, growing colder with the setting sun.

      “Why don’t you hate us, Mykah?” She laced her question with too many emotions to even begin to pick them apart.

      It was a question I had forced myself to answer back when Matthew Tornfrost had fallen to the oni. “I am—was—the magister-general responsible for the protection of Nahaum Pass. Hate would blind me to what is important. It would cause me to underestimate you. To make mistakes. Then, eventually, I would have failed against you. Failure was never an option. It should never have been an option for the rest of the Empire, but here we are.”

      Licking her lips, Miyasa looked satisfied. Or maybe she was simply thinking about what to say next. Yet no words came as we sat up here, watching the two villages in silence as the sun slowly descended.

      “We should head back,” I said.

      Not long after we began our ride back, I spotted a figure heading toward us. It looked familiar. A mage’s uniform, ponytail, female—yes, it was Ilsa. What was she doing out here?

      She waved us down with a bright smile and pulled her horse around. Trotting along with us as we returned to the fortress now, it was clear she had come out here to meet us.

      “Bad news?” I asked her. If so, surely she would have sent a messenger on a fast horse. This was a bad time to have forgotten to bring a larger magetalk device, I realized.

      I made a mental note to bring one of the magetalk devices in the future when I left the fortress. Although I was far from a fan of the devices, which could project magical images and audio across the world, they did allow for instantaneous communication. We had a variety of the things in the fortress, from smaller disks that enabled communications over a mile to the man-sized devices that worked across the breadth of the Empire.

      “If you count the two highest-ranking officers of the fortress randomly vanishing in the middle of the day without telling anybody, then yes,” Ilsa said. That bright smile of hers suddenly looked very strained. Was that jealousy I detected in her as her gaze flitted between me and Miyasa?

      “Technically, I did tell the gate guards that we were popping out to visit a local village,” I said, stroking my beard.

      “Yes, because that’s exactly who the ruler of the castle tells when they vanish without warning,” Ilsa said. “The fortress is going to be talking about your midday rendezvous for the rest of the month, now.”

      Definitely jealousy. Ilsa had spat “rendezvous” at me like it was acid, and she was inspecting our clothes a little too closely. I felt that if they were even the slightest bit askew we would be walking back to the fortress.

      “My apologies, Captain Mayer,” Miyasa said, nearly falling off her horse as she attempted to bow while riding. “Mykah was showing me the nearby village so I would have more information with which to assist the oni in their own farming.”

      Ilsa cocked an eyebrow at that. “That’s the sort of thing Aaron can do. And call me Ilsa. The soldiers call me Captain Mayer, and even that feels too stuffy for me.”

      “Yes, the original idea was for you, Armsmaster Saruse, and myself to solve the many queries of the oni leaders before we go to Mykah with them. However, it seemed best if I had additional knowledge about how such an important aspect of daily life worked,” Miyasa said.

      Internally, I was cheering for Miyasa while keeping my face blank. Ilsa’s expression had softened while she listened to Miyasa explain how agriwizards might help the oni avoid the food shortages that had troubled them in the past. Such problems were no doubt new to Ilsa. Famine in the Empire was almost unheard of, caused solely by war and destruction. Magic had long since done away with “bad years” in which crops produced too little food to feed the Empire.

      “I see,” Ilsa said, giving me an odd look when Miyasa finished. “Why don’t we set up a standing meeting with the three of us to go through these requests? That way, you don’t need to worry about them piling up. We just knock them all out at once and dump the remainder on Mykah.”

      “Hey,” I objected.

      “You can’t delegate everything,” Ilsa said primly.

      “I can damn well try.”

      Miyasa giggled. Ilsa gave me a look of triumph, which I admitted was deserved. This was the first time Miyasa had reacted like that. I wished she did so more often.

      The rest of the ride back was uneventful, filled by Ilsa explaining what she knew of farming and trying to help with the other requests that Miyasa could remember. The walls of the keep were dyed red by the sun as we strode inside and found our beds.

      Come morning, I found the mage tower occupied by my three officers, all deep in discussion. Miyasa’s clipboards were piled high, the three working through them steadily. That left me to my own devices.

      I found myself down at the stables, admiring the griffins. They cawed at me softly as I stroked the feathers of one. At the far end, I noticed a new arrival: a towering beast with beautiful black feathers. It was clearly built for battle. Years ago, I knew one very similar: my old partner, Ein. I still missed him, even if his passing had been the best an old warrior could have hoped for.

      This black-feathered wingless griffin was female, from what I could tell. She stared down at me. Her bulk rippled with muscles great enough to shred through steel plate if she used her vicious front claws. Bowing to her, I found in her the same respect that was common in many other tamed griffins. They were all soft-hearted in the stables, melting in my arms as I rubbed at their feathers and they cawed in my ears.

      “Ah, I see you have found her,” Miyasa said from behind me.

      I turned around, hands still buried in the griffin’s neck. Before I could open my mouth to respond, I saw a messenger sprinting toward us from the keep.

      “General! Report from the front,” the messenger shouted before coming to a stop, breathing rapidly and doubling over. “Yasno reports a large army with black and gold standards from the west. He’s moving to engage.”

      Black and gold were the colors of Taranth, the Empire’s province immediately to our west. The dragons were on the move.
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      Barreling across the terrain on the back of a griffin was an experience I had almost forgotten the joy of. I gripped the griffin’s black feathers, hugged her bulk tightly, and watched the world fly by. My old bird, Ein, had given me this joy for decades before his valiant death in battle years ago. Now I experienced it through a new griffin, Zwei.

      “I take it you like your gift,” Miyasa called out to me. “I’m glad you met her at the stables earlier. This isn’t how I wanted to introduce you.”

      “There is no better occasion than battle to meet a new partner,” I shouted back.

      The air whistling past us was loud enough to nearly make conversation impossible. The sheer speed at which wingless griffins could move across the terrain wore at my body. Without training and experience, I would have fallen off long ago. Griffins were phantasmal beasts formed of magical energy, so they did not understand fatigue. It was like riding a horse that could gallop all night and day without rest.

      The griffins the oni had brought with them to Tornfrost Watch were some of the most valuable assets I had. I could trade a tamed griffin for a castle in the Empire. A black-feathered one such as Zwei would be worth more than most nobles’ estates.

      The battlefield came into sight. Two armies lined up across from one another, barely more than a bowshot apart. I had expected more chaos by the time we arrived. Evidently whoever we were battling was poorly trained in the Empire’s military tactics.

      An oni waved at us from the top of the rolling hills situated behind the battlefield. He wore heavy plate armor, and a single horn parted unkempt black hair. This was Yasno, one of Miyasa’s lieutenants.

      Frowning as she surveyed the battlefield, Miyasa immediately questioned him. “Shouldn’t we be deployed up here? This is an ideal defensive position.”

      “They have more than triple our number of mages, and we’re infantry-heavy as it is, Miya. Blame Hish and her love of swords,” Yasno answered casually. His face betrayed no stress, and he almost looked bored. His words and battle preparations made it clear that he took his job seriously.

      I mentally noted Miyasa’s nickname and visually confirmed Yasno’s assessment of the two forces. The visual enhancement my helmet provided made it easy to pick out force compositions.

      It looked bleak. The power of mages was key to modern militaries. A mage had the range of a longbow and explosive power that could punch through plate armor. Plus, they were flexible, able to both summon defensive barriers and mow down their foes. The only thing that common soldiers feared more than mages were the beasts and heroes of myth and legend. An unopposed unit of mages would erase entire companies of soldiers with each fusillade of magic. Only other magic could oppose them.

      This meant that the nearly 150 mages the enemy fielded were extremely bad for us. If they had more mages than us, that meant our magic-using knights had to carry the battle.

      “Arrows will be stopped with barriers. Trying to trade spells will result in us being overwhelmed by their superior firepower,” Miyasa summed up, biting her lip.

      “Exactly. So we have to charge them and hit them as quickly as possible. Setting up on the hill will take away space we can use to maneuver later,” Yasno said.

      “We also have to account for any dragons in their force. Each will double or even triple their magical power,” I said.

      The two oni looked at me in confusion.

      Miyasa spoke up. “I don’t see any giant winged lizards.”

      “That’s because it would make them a target. Dragons have a human form as well.”

      If only I could sense them. I’d never been the best at sensing magic and had completely flunked all forms of sensing the flow of magical energy. Terra, my old sorcery mentor’s pure earth elemental, had tried for years to teach me the basics of flow detection. She had never truly given up until I left the mage tower once and for all to serve up north under Tornfrost. As I had countless times in the past, I wished I had tried harder to learn. I needed the ability to detect the flow of magic to sense any dragons hiding among the mages.

      I shifted my focus to our army, which was roughly two-thirds the size of our enemy’s. Approximately half were oni, their horns proudly poking up from their fresh black and blue uniforms—with one exception.

      “What’s with the unit of oni that looks fresh from the marshes?” I asked.

      “Hish,” Miyasa said flatly.

      “Ah,” I said. One of Miyasa’s other lieutenants. She was… something.

      Clearly, Miyasa felt some need to defend her subordinate. “She believes that appearing more… barbarian-like inspires more fear in our enemies. It makes us appear stronger because she is wearing the loot of her victims.” To the Empire, it always appeared as though they were vultures picking at the scraps of the dead.

      “Personally,” Yasno said, “I prefer looking like an armored wall of death rather than a vagrant killer. It’s worked for the Bulwark for sixty years. Should work for me, too.”

      Yasno ignored Miyasa’s glare, so I also paid it no regard. Given that my own lack of protocol in these situations was likely fueling his behavior, intervening would irritate Miyasa more.

      I pointed toward the enemy army. “It’s odd that they’re not doing anything. The recommended tactic in such a situation is to bombard the enemy before they can form up. Then you rush the enemy while they’re broken. If the Empire has any dragons, all the easier for them. Delaying for too long gives us more time to rally reinforcements. They should know that means I gain time to intervene. The odds of success lower accordingly.”

      Magic had changed the traditional tactics of war significantly. Attempting to wait out an opponent could see him rally elites or a powerful warrior in under a day. The tides of an already decided battle could change overnight due to unforeseen reinforcements. We had proven as much with the absurd speed of our griffins. The marching distance of an army was meaningless in a world with tireless mounts and teleportation magic.

      I spotted a hive of activity near what I guessed was the enemy’s command center. It was tempting to bombard it, but that would reveal our hand, and our shots would be deflected with barriers. Instead, I considered what the Empire’s commander was waiting for. A dragon to arrive?

      Then it struck me. I groaned. “They’re waiting for me.”

      “For you? For what? To attack first?” Miyasa asked. “I did not think the Empire was so polite.”

      “No, to parley. I’m technically still Imperial nobility and a magister-general. I never formally declared my rebellion,” I said, resisting the urge to palm my helmet’s visor. “Without an emperor, there was nobody worth my time. I had assumed at least one of the loyalists had gotten a message off. Perhaps they weren’t believed. Right now, whoever is in charge of this army is attempting to contact me using magetalk so that we can discuss this like civilized people and come to a peaceful resolution.”

      Once again, I had forgotten to bring such a device outside the fortress. Ilsa would have my head.

      “Instead, we’re going to slaughter them all because they’re idiots,” Yasno said. “Should we just charge?”

      “Sounds great,” I said.

      “No!” Miyasa shouted. “What do you mean you never declared your rebellion, Mykah?”

      Oh, so this was a thing now. Fortunately, I was to be saved by the bell. Or the impatience of the enemy commander, to be more exact.

      The hive of activity in the enemy camp shifted. A man strode forward and cupped his hands around his mouth. It was for effect, as nobody actually needed to do that to magically enhance his voice.

      “Magister-General Mykah Arium,” shouted the Empire’s officer. “By the order of Marshal Lyria of the draconic province of Taranth, you are required to cease your resistance against the Rogistran Empire, suppress all errant barbarians, and report to the Regency Council for summary judgment. All soldiers under his banner are expected to lay down arms or they will be judged as traitors against the Empire and be executed. I ask of you on behalf of the marshal to make the right decision for the sake of the Empire and its people.”

      I sighed, uncertain if it was in relief or annoyance. Battle was to be joined, and Miyasa could be distracted.

      “Lyria, huh.” So she was involved and even in command here. Just my luck. “Can’t say I care to respond to a puppet. Miya, can you give him a warning shot,” I said, waving my arm dismissively toward the Empire’s army.

      “M-Miya,” she responded, her face going red. “Yes, sir.”

      Without a moment’s hesitation, Miyasa drew the massive hunk of wood hanging over her shoulder. It was even larger than the war bow I had used the prior day, greater than two meters in length and with arrows of solid steel. Having been hit by the thing in battle in the past, I doubted I could physically fire it without considerable preparation.

      Miyasa nocked, drew, and fired the arrow in a single smooth action. She didn’t so much as sway. The earth around her did, however. Wind exploded into massive gusts behind her as the arrow blasted across the battlefield faster than the eye could naturally see. My vision wavered from the light of the magical circle that formed around her hand. It shimmered for an instant as she held the arrow at full draw. Then the arrow sucked the circle inside itself. As the arrow flew across the battlefield, the magic left a brilliant trail of light behind it.

      That brilliance was matched by that of the Empire’s officer. The arrow had crossed a good half mile or more so quickly I barely followed it. In that instant, he somehow responded with an explosive spell. The gathering of magical energy from the officer was so swift and furious that even the knights would have felt it.

      The spell and arrow met in an explosion that lit up the sky so brightly it almost seemed like night afterward. Shock waves knocked down entire ranks of the massed soldiers in both armies. Panicked yells rose up from all sides of the battlefield as boredom exploded into fury.

      “Traitor!” yelled the Empire’s officer, who was now revealed as a dragon in human form. No human could have gathered magic like he did.

      “Pot, I’d like you to meet kettle,” I muttered, thinking of Lyria. “Yasno, you’re in command. Miyasa, we’re going dragon-hunting.”
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      Yasno dashed down the hill on his griffin, leaving me and Miyasa alone. Dragon-hunting was our game, not that I was confident in doing it. It had been over twenty years since I last fought one and over fifty since I killed one. Even then, those had been undead dragons or young ones driven mad by magical overload.

      A sane dragon with access to all of his spells and raw power was nigh-invulnerable to everything save for weapons dedicated to slaying him. An adult dragon could singlehandedly obliterate whole armies, ruin castles, and still have power left over to fly across the Empire overnight. With the right leverage and spells, I could punch through his innate protections with my current equipment, but otherwise…

      I looked over at Miyasa’s gargantuan war bow. That was the sort of flexibility I needed in my attacks to match a dragon. If she had my power and I had her bow, then we could easily defeat a dragon. Sadly, combining our strengths was not so simple. I doubted that shouting “combine” would do the trick here, as much as an old friend of mine from the Arisian Isles would probably have supported the idea.

      If the dragon at least stayed on the ground—

      Oh, he transformed and took off. There went that plan. He was large enough that he would barely fit in the grand hall back at Tornfrost Watch. That bulk marked him as a young adult, and it scared the soldiers around him into scattering. His scales, easy to pick out against the cloudy sky, were a deep blue.

      “Miyasa, I’m going to have to leave the dragon to you,” I said, gritting my teeth as I looked up at the thing soaring through the sky. “Leaping through the air to score blows on him won’t do us much good. I’ll join Yasno in the thick of it.”

      Miyasa muttered something under her breath. It sounded oddly like her nickname. She said, “Very well. Any advice?”

      “Don’t let it strafe anybody. Dragons’ spells are nasty but can be countered with raw power. Let him get off a burst of dragonfire and you’ll learn why it’s one of the most dangerous magical elements in the world,” I said, then considered something. “Although if you can shoot him in the mouth, he’ll probably go down for good. Risk versus reward.”

      Having said my piece, I signaled for Zwei to charge down the hill. I looked around for where horses and other mounts were being kept behind the lines. With dragons flying about, this battle was too risky for a new partner. I’d keep her out of battle until we had some time to acclimatize to each other. We weren’t true partners yet, but we would be. Rushing things would hurt our relationship.

      A wave of pressure ran down the hill and over my back, followed by a loud crack. An explosion sounded in the distance. I looked up to see the dragon circling wider. Another magical explosion burst in the air near where he was flying. Prismatic light was visible around the edges of the explosion—a sure sign of a failed magical spell that Miyasa had interrupted with a well-timed shot.

      Another arrow flew through the air, accompanied by the same shock wave. Light glowed in the dragon’s claws. That same light glowed in the air around the arrow, trying to intercept it. Keyword: tried.

      I’d never seen the entire body of such a large creature flinch in mid-air. His whole body seemed to recoil in a caterpillar-like wave as the impact rippled through his muscles. His snout snapped to one side as the arrow slammed into it.

      A scale spun away through the air, glinting as the sun reflected off it. Dragon scales did not grow back, nor was the damage fully hidden in a dragon’s human form. That was a permanent scar on his snout. He wasn’t going to be the prettiest fellow anymore, and he had to know it.

      The roar that resounded throughout the battlefield was deafening. I made it my mission to get the hell away from the hill. Miyasa let out a shout and galloped away as well, beginning what I took to be a chase. Her strength was true, as that arrow had proven. I trusted her to keep the dragon busy while I mopped up the dragon’s army. I shifted my shield to a more comfortable position on my back as I rode. This shield was my insurance, should I need it.

      Yasno wasn’t that far ahead. He was slipping off his griffin at the rear of the lines as they began to march forward. Explosions were already rocking the front lines. Fire and glimmers of light were visible in the sky ahead of our lines—battlemages testing their range. The lack of screams meant their volleys had fallen short. For now.

      I leaped off Zwei and sprinted to join up with Yasno as he rushed to the front lines. We were preparing for a charge, so our archers and mages were massed in the center. Normally we would have our artillery on the front lines, as per standard tactics. Our formation shortened our range but still let our mages cast barriers for our knights, who occupied the front lines. The knights had to carry the battle. Only they had the equipment to shrug off the numerous enemy mages. The barriers would minimize casualties but everything was built around getting our knights into the thick of the fighting as quickly as possible.

      Right now, we were surrounded by the regular grunts, namely human soldiers from the territories around us. I could see uncertainty and fear on their faces. The dragon above clearly rattled them, but they held fast.

      “Did Miya want to present the dragon’s head to you as a dowry?” Yasno asked me when I drew up to his side. His expression was still dour, despite the joke.

      “I can’t fly.”

      “I’ve seen you try.”

      “I don’t fancy being chomped in half in mid-air by a dragon. He’s a little bigger than I expected any of Lyria’s dragons to be,” I said, looking up at the sky.

      There were more lights in the sky now, and they were coming in fast. These weren’t fireballs. Magic lances were harder to cast than fireballs, but they had more penetrative power. As one would expect from elite battlemages under the command of a prince’s former lord-general, they knew how to handle knights. Even enchanted plate broke under the right spells.

      “Barriers, Yasno,” I said.

      He nodded, already raising a fist into the air. He fired off a spell. Light burst into the air from his fist, followed by bursts of light elsewhere from within our ranks. Our entire army stopped in its tracks. Moments later, a shimmering wall of silver light snapped into existence before our soldiers. It rippled like a pool of water as the magic lances exploded upon it. It felt like I was underwater, staring up at raindrops falling endlessly on the surface above me. It was tranquil. We were unharmed.

      Then the moment passed. The volley ceased and the barrier dropped. Yasno’s arm dropped in turn as more flares rose in the sky and the advance began again. Seeing the oni pull this off like clockwork and in such a short period of time was nothing short of impressive. Then again, we stole this barrier march tactic from the oni to begin with. Forced to dedicate themselves to war for so long, they had gotten exceptionally good at it.

      We reached the front lines, which were thick with oni, though there was not a single full-blooded oni in sight. Almost three-quarters of the hundreds of heavily armored knights charging headlong at the Empire right now were oni, yet only Miyasa at the very rear bore two horns.

      Hefting his massive hammer and tower shield, Yasno joined the very front of the charge. At a glance, I could tell which unit was his because every soldier in it was equipped like Yasno: heavily armored walls of death carrying hammers with heads almost as big as their fists and gigantic tower shields. Although the hammers were unwieldy in the hands of a human, with superhuman strength, they could shatter magically reinforced plate armor like it was cheap wood.

      “Forty meters,” Yasno shouted.

      The mages were right ahead of us, desperately casting one last volley. I pumped my legs, unwilling to charge ahead of the pack. Thirty meters. Twenty.

      “Brace!”

      Shields up. I unslung mine and pumped magical energy into it. The wooden backing filled my vision. A golden light flickered out from its edges as I cast my spell. Fire and prismatic light soon joined the golden glow, along with screams and yells. We stood strong.

      “Forward, again,” Yasno ordered.

      We were all whole. I slung my shield on my back. The mages ahead of us fled in a panic. Black and gold armored knights charged forth and desperately attempted to form ranks to protect them.

      The first ranks—if you could call the enemy’s haphazard formation ranks—were slapped aside instantly by the raw power of the oni. Imperial knights were sent flying with each blow. Hammer blows caved in plate armor so deeply that I could see organs spilling out. Yasno swung his hammer with one hand, felling enemies with each swing. My sword cleaved through flesh, bone, and steel alike. The air was thick with screams, blood, and magic.

      The Empire was not having the same easy time of it as us. We were not fighting grizzled veterans with years of experience. Their swords and axes bounced off our armor and they died from our return blows. The enemy mages had fallen silent as they retreated in a panic to their rear positions, to find themselves buried under an onslaught of arrows and fireballs. My own archers and mages had come into range and were now able to fire unmolested at the enemy.

      It was a slaughter. Butcher’s work, once again. I found myself briefly missing the time when I was battling my subordinates and allies.

      Suddenly, we were through. The fleeing, screaming Imperial knights were cut down to a man. The mages came into sight. I saw the panic of the archers and regular soldiers who had seen their heavily armed vanguard obliterated by Yasno’s elites.

      Between us stood a woman dressed in a battle robe. A combat magister, most likely, or perhaps the leader of the battlemages. I summoned a mote of power into my sword and prepared to lunge.

      Then she summoned power, masses of it. I turned that mote of power into a torrent, my body screaming in fury at my recklessness. Runes rippled to life along my sword as I took up a defensive stance in the time it took me to blink. My muscles felt like they were going to explode from the sheer volume of magic I pumped into them.

      A huge chunk of black iron materialized from nowhere in front of the woman. That iron was sharpened to a point and steaming with prismatic light. It screamed toward me with lightning speed. I spun my sword toward it. The sound of the collision deafened me. Yasno, the oni, and the mages were knocked away, some by several meters. A ball of prismatic light hugged me for a moment before it dissipated into nothingness, the raw magical energy transitioning from the material plane back to the magical plane from whence it came.

      I let out a breath I didn’t know I had been holding. Across from me, the woman scowled. She didn’t even look like she was breathing heavily or had broken a sweat. Then she transformed into a dragon. In a blink, her body shifted to her draconic form, her robe vanishing in the process.

      I looked up at the gargantuan winged lizard. It could kill a hundred or more oni with a single breath. Red scales glittered along her form, promising a dragonfire that was hotter and more dangerous than that of most of her brethren.

      At least she was on the ground, where I could—

      Oh wait, she took off. Had none of these dragons heard of the honor of the duel?

      I supposed it was dragon-hunting time. Again. Time to learn how to fly.
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      The air was thick with ash and smoke, but the form of the red dragon soaring away was unmistakable. It was preparing for a strafing run that would turn this into an extremely costly victory at best. It would end the war before it had truly started. Lyria had masses of reserves and the armies of five other provinces to draw upon, so she could afford to lose a small force. I couldn’t. That dragon had to be stopped.

      I dashed back through my lines, entrusting Yasno with the last of the butchery. The enemy was in disarray, and the grass itself burned from the bombardment my mages had unleashed. I saw my rearguard beginning to advance around the edges of the melee to close the noose around the foe. Nothing short of a dragon could win this for them, so I had to prevent just that.

      Zwei was still waiting patiently for me in the rear. A handful of other wingless griffins waited with her, as we lacked the numbers for a cavalry company. I shouted a thank-you to the attendants and leaped upon her back. The hill was my objective, so I urged her toward it.

      Free from the smoke, I could now see what I heard earlier. The blue dragon flew in an evasive loop in the distance, over the forest from which we came. The distant crackle and pop of Miyasa’s barrage was the cause as she fired arrow after arrow at him.

      Zwei leaped over a massive crater in the earth, the ground glassy where a spell had incinerated what it could and melted whatever it couldn’t. Scars from the ongoing duel between dragon and oni. Evidently, Miyasa knew how to dodge.

      On the other side of the crater was the red dragon. She was already beginning to turn back toward my army. I turned Zwei toward the red dragon and held on tight as we barreled toward a potentially fiery death. As I summoned magical energy into my body, I prepared to do something more reckless than I had in years.

      Distance was key. I had to wait until the dragon was close enough but not so close that she could begin her strafing run. A single jet of dragonfire would kill dozens, to say nothing of what a full blast would do. Every pound of Zwei’s feet into the dirt felt heavier than the last. Yet the dragon seemed no closer with each step. Time seemed to slip away from me.

      I had to brave it.

      I leaped, hit the ground in a roll, and came to my feet. Magic was humming in my veins, hot enough that it was beginning to burn on the inside. It wasn’t enough. My muscles needed to truly feel this.

      Sprinting forward, I jumped into the air at the apex of the hill. I flew. The trees shrunk below me. The red dragon rapidly closed in my vision as I soared toward her.

      Hurtling through the air with no control over my angle still left me more time to think than I would have liked, especially when most of it was spent staring at a dragon that could eat me in a single bite. I could make eating me painful with my sword, but death was death. I didn’t fancy my chances if she somehow intercepted my leap. It was recklessness defined.

      Then reality, and the hardy bulk of the dragon, came crashing home. I slammed into her side. The impact elicited a roar that rattled my helmet. She did not appreciate my presence. The runic greatsword jammed almost to the hilt in her belly also probably annoyed her a little.

      I didn’t have the chance to clear the ringing from my ears before she acted. I felt the thrum of magic around me. Using my sword to hold myself aloft, I unslung my shield and summoned a barrier around my body. The glimmering golden field of light held strong against the barrage of raw magic she unleashed. The blue orbs burst into puffs of prismatic light that quickly began to irritate my eyes. No chance of friendly fire either, as the magical resistance in her scales would shrug off such unrefined magical attacks, even if those same blue orbs could burn through my steel armor like it was wax.

      “Get off me,” a booming voice resounded around me. It was clearly feminine but extremely loud and coming from every direction around me. Now I knew what the magically projected voice of a dragon sounded like when you were on top of one. Or on the side of one, given that she hadn’t changed direction.

      It worried me that she ignored my attack and kept flying straight.

      Change of plans, then. I summoned my strength and flipped myself upward, pulling my sword free. I landed high enough on the dragon that I didn’t need to start scaling her like a cliff—which was good, as I didn’t have the leverage to punch another hole in her scales. That was a one-time trick.

      “I said,” she boomed, “get off!”

      I recognized the sound of somebody about to do something rash because she was irritated. What I lacked was the appropriate means to deal with her right now. The dragon was turning over in mid-air.

      Staying up here was not going to work. My sword would bounce off her scales and she had the power of gravity at her disposal. I had no other plan to fight her unless I got to her head fast enough. Given her sheer bulk and the rapid speed with which she was turning herself over right now, that was not going to happen.

      With a sigh, I resigned myself to a rapid descent but at least decided to try something first. I took a running leap and used the momentum she was generating to propel myself higher into the air as she spun around. Gravity pulled me down, but this time, her underbelly was exposed. As I fell, I gathered up all the magical power I could muster into my sword.

      She saw me at the last moment. Her body jerked away with a blast of air but it was too little too late for her. I held my focus and slammed into her side with a chop of my sword. My blade scored deeply into her elongated neck. Blood poured out above me as I continued to fall, gravity dragging me and my sword through the side of her neck. I fell, pulling my sword free. Great gouts of blood came with it.

      Her roar of pain distracted me from my fall and the incoming hard landing. It was worth it to at least give her an injury she would remember. I wondered if it would scar.
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      My fall was broken by the backs of a pair of extremely unlucky Imperial soldiers. I checked before landing, in case I needed to alter my momentum slightly. Better them than me, as cruel as it was.

      “Dropping into the battlefield to capture my heart in a fit of violence, boss. You’re just the best,” said a blonde-haired female oni I could have done without meeting today. She was short, almost a head shorter than Miyasa, even when accounting for horns. “Lithe” was the word to describe her, particularly as she lacked Miyasa’s impressive bust. Her general attractiveness was matched by her capacity for violence, made clear by her wicked sickle-like blade that was almost as large as she was.

      “Not enough violence, Hish. That dragon is still flying,” I said, moving to pull myself up. I didn’t get the chance. A mass of female hands manifested around me and hoisted me to my feet.

      For a moment, I questioned whether I was on the battlefield. Being surrounded by attractive women was not normal for a battlefield. Then I saw the masses of blood covering the oni who were cooing over me, and reality came rushing back.

      Maybe Hish wasn’t wrong about a barbarian-like appearance making them more fearsome. These oni looked less like they were wearing scraps from forgotten battlefields now that they were covered in the blood of their enemies. A few had even picked up new trophies. Lyria’s bright golden crests stood out like sore thumbs compared to the faded blue of their old loot.

      “Ooh, a man after my own heart,” Hish said with a grin. She paused, her grin turning lopsided. “Wait, dragon? Isn’t Miya shooting that down?” she continued while covering her eyes and looking up at the sky. “Oh wow, there’s a second one now. Color-coded, too. Somehow I missed that in this slaughter. Hate to say this, but these guys are kind of soft compared to you. No good trophies to ride at all. When do the elites come out to play? We like strong guys.”

      Technically, these were some of the elites of the Empire. We were surrounded by the broken, bleeding corpses of hundreds of the Empire’s finest soldiers. Saying that felt rather sad, so I kept silent.

      There was a surreal quality to this moment. The screams, the shouts, and the clatter of weapons in the distance. Ash and smoke filled the air. There was blood everywhere. Two dragons flapped about, threatening fiery destruction at any moment. Yet I stood here, being fawned over by a gaggle of female oni who I suspected would quite happily strip my armor off. It was all too easy to do something I really shouldn’t right now.

      Maybe later. That red dragon bearing down on me looked mighty unhappy.

      I glanced around me. This appeared to be the far edge of the battlefront. Hish had pushed well ahead of any encirclement by the rearguard. I hadn’t fallen too far off track from the dragon’s original path. That meant I could quell any worries about mass casualties from the dragon’s strafing run even if I failed, so long as I could keep her attention on me.

      The red dragon bore down on me, her maw open and filled with fiery fury. I rolled my shoulders and calmly stepped forward with a plan in mind.

      “Hish, make sure everybody is behind me,” I said. Fear had set into the oni by now, so they rapidly obeyed, forming ranks, for as little good as it would do.

      Flames, blue at first and then clear white, burst forth from the dragon. Not a speck of red could be seen in pure dragonfire, such was its heat and power.

      I casually unslung my shield as death approached, then slammed it point-first into the dirt. I pumped every ounce of magical energy my body could muster into the rune engraved on the back of the steel. The rune glowed magnificently, visible even through the wooden backing of the shield that normally hid it from view.

      A field of golden light sprung into existence. It spanned more than a hundred meters on either side of the shield. It didn’t shimmer like most barriers, instead appearing more like a frosted-over windowpane.

      The fire exploded against the field of light. The heat was so great that I felt it even on this side of the barrier. Or perhaps that was nerves. Hard to say. I held onto the shield for a moment longer, pumping yet more energy into the barrier. I watched as endless streams of fire flared out for tens of meters on either side of the shield.

      Then I let go, stepped back, and admired my handiwork. The jet of flame continued for several more seconds, growing more and more concentrated. Something was amiss, the dragon surely realized. Why couldn’t it hear any screams? Instead, there was only a huddle of oni staring slack-jawed behind me.

      When the dragon stopped breathing fiery death at me, the golden barrier still stood strong. My rune still stood strong. The dragon stared at me, as if questioning whether I actually still existed or if I was a vision tormenting her from beyond the grave. Would I haunt her sight forever? Was I a twisted ghost that had cursed the scar left in her neck?

      Then I pulled my flask from my hip. I unscrewed it and took a big, long gulp of water. She knew that I was very real—and that I was taunting her.

      All she had to do was fly up and around the barrier and melt the rest of my army. Marshal Lyria would surely praise her for everything she had done, whatever the result of the rest of the battle.

      I held both of my hands out to my sides and shrugged at her. Then I took another gulp of water.

      She roared in fury. In shame. Another jet of fire flared at the barrier as if she could melt it through raw power. This one was extremely concentrated, barely larger than my body in width and focused on my shield.

      It went on for an eternity. Long enough for me to get nervous, in any case. The rune wasn’t all-powerful. It just amplified barriers for a fixed period. The cost was that it couldn’t be moved while active. Hence why I hid the rune in the shield. If somebody with knowledge of runes saw how I pulled this off, he could easily work around it. This was genuine magic rather than the sorcery or spiritualism we actually used. It relied on the mind. A parlor trick, almost.

      This was one of the most effective tactics I knew: tying down a more dangerous opponent through frustration or anger, even if you cannot battle her. Being as obnoxious as possible won battles. An opponent who lacked reason would focus solely on what she wanted to erase from this world rather than what she actually wanted to achieve. This dragon had forgotten her objective. All she thought of was killing me.

      Eventually, the dragon stopped. Her breathing was ragged. The rune had dimmed but held fast.

      The wailing of the wounded filled the air. The dragon looked around, as if she was only now taking in the catastrophe of this battle and the enormous damage I had wrought. Human wreckage had replaced the army she had been entrusted with. In the distance, another dragon flew in evasive patterns as he played a game with Miyasa.

      The pair of dragons flew off, roaring in defiance. I couldn’t celebrate. These weren’t even young adult dragons. I suspected they were teenagers with larger bodies than normal. The amount of magic she had been able to use and the defensive strength of her scales had given her age away. I had enough experience and knowledge of the race to at least know that these weren’t true adult dragons.

      Without knowing exactly how, I had won my first battle against the Rogistran Empire. Cheers filled the battlefield, ale and wine our mouths that same night. Yet even a pair of overgrown teenage dragons given far too much responsibility had nearly broken us. I needed something to counter them with. Without it, all of my ambitions meant nothing. The oni would be wasted.
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      Night fell, and with it came a historic celebration. Ale, wine, and food changed hands between chatting oni and Imperial soldiers. Ex-Imperial soldiers, I reminded myself, although I wondered if these particular men and women still thought of themselves as part of the Rogistran Empire. We still wore a uniform that bore the emblem of the seven-headed hydra and the same color scheme, and they were fighting under an esteemed magister-general appointed by the former emperor himself. Did this look like a civil war to them?

      It didn’t matter, I decided. What did matter was that this was the first time in known history that oni and humans from the Empire had sat and celebrated a victory together. I looked forward to when it would be a celebration involving the veterans still back in the Nahaum Pass. The Empire might have moved toward a professional military long ago, but it was an insult to the elites we slaughtered to call these glorified town guards professional soldiers.

      I wandered past the many fires and gatherings of soldiers. Greetings were had and idle chatter filled the air. No small number of tankards were downed in a single go to the cheers of men and women. Especially the women, almost all of whom were oni.

      My view of women was being shifted forcibly by the oni, I felt. The same could be said of most of the other human men here, but I questioned their resistance.

      Eventually, I made my way back to the gathering of officers. Ilsa had joined us at some point, raising a tankard to me with a bright smile. Evidently, the cheer had infected her enough that she wasn’t concerned that I abandoned her to deal with paperwork back at Tornfrost Watch.

      “Been away so long and not even stumbling, boss. Some boss you are,” Hish shouted at me, her voice almost deafening. She exuded alcohol. “Have a few. Come on.”

      She rose and walked toward me, wavering as she did so. Two tankards hovered in front of my face. I took one, saw she was still looking up at me expectantly, and knocked it back before taking the other.

      “Let me enjoy this one, will you?” I said, raising an eyebrow at her. The chuckles of the officers were drowned out by the surrounding cheers of the soldiers, who were all watching expectantly. Reputation was a funny thing.

      “Woooow, you really don’t feel alcohol,” Hish slurred, frowning as she struggled to stay upright. “No wonder you’re always so cranky. No sex, no getting drunk, dealing with Miya all day, every day.”

      One of those three things was not like the other. Another was fundamentally not true. I sensed that a pair of holes was about to explode from the back of Hish’s skull due to the power of Miyasa’s glare. Grabbing the drunk oni in front of me, I steered her back toward the group. She giggled and wrestled her way onto my lap as I sat us down with the other officers, but I ignored her for now.

      In silence, I raised my cup high into the air. Ilsa and Yasno caught on and followed suit but remained silent. It wasn’t long before a silence fell over the camp. All the soldiers had a hand held over their hearts or a tankard raised in the air. Even Hish realized something was amiss. The oni had seen us do this custom from afar often enough to realize the solemnity.

      After I rose to my feet, I spoke using magic to carry my voice across the camp. “May all those who have fallen today and any other day find peace and order within the heart of the Archangel Myrael. Friend, foe, or innocent, we salute your contribution to this world.”

      Then I drank. So did the camp.

      It didn’t take long before everybody returned to their previous activities. The excitement from before quickly returned, so I didn’t feel too bad for interrupting it. For me, the prayer was one of the most important parts of the battle. Holding it after everybody was passed out drunk was an absurdity.

      “Got a question, Bulwark,” Yasno began to say.

      “Call me Mykah,” I said. “At least off the battlefield.”

      “Got a question, Mykah,” Yasno repeated. “The formations here were a bit of a funny thing. I basically stole the formation you use any time you charge us outside your precious fortresses. Seemed fitting, given we oni always have ranged superiority, so it was new to be on the receiving end.”

      Half the oni were ballista-wielding archers, so it went almost without saying that they were used to having superiority at range.

      “But what the hell was the formation these idiots were using?” Yasno continued. “Mages standing in front of knights, waiting until the literal last second to retreat? We nearly cut them down while they were defenseless, to say nothing of how unprepared their knights were.”

      I blinked. This was a standard Imperial formation. I was pretty sure I’d used it in the past, although with more disciplined soldiers who could switch ranks more effectively. When I glanced at Miyasa, she nodded her agreement with Yasno, looking at me in all seriousness.

      “Have I never used such a formation against you?” I asked, confused.

      “Why would you?”

      I thought back. How many decades had it been since I actually used standard Imperial tactics? The oni weren’t an ordinary foe, and so many of our formations had been formed fighting demons from the eastern badlands or foxes from the Arisian Isles to the west. Was it possible I was so old?

      “Yes,” Ilsa said. “Aren’t you almost a century old? By the time pretty much anybody in this camp was born, you had been defending the Bulwark for at least twenty years.”

      Time flies.

      “Tactics discussion time, then,” I said. “That formation was developed for fighting demons, back when I was… oh, in my late teens. It mitigates losses against infantry-heavy armies, such as ours. Mages at the front, who can hit the front ranks with as much heavy artillery as possible. They pull back and the knights then receive a much-weakened charge from the enemy infantry. With luck, the heavy-hitters will be exhausted or dead. For demons, this was vital, as some greater demons can be virtually impossible for even a few knights to slay in melee, but a mage can incinerate them easily.”

      I paused and took a long drink, realizing I was drifting away from the topic at hand. “The idea falls apart against us. Demons don’t have any particular resistance to sorcery and are weak to spiritualism, such as what you oni use, so mages are extremely effective. Knights can shrug off magic, however. Furthermore, the formation predates barrier-marching. I introduced that formation into the Empire after witnessing the oni use it against us.”

      Chuckling, Yasno said, “So it’s old news and they didn’t know it. Also, did you say you invented both formations?”

      “No, but I was around for the first. I was involved in one of its earliest uses,” I said.

      “Geezer,” Hish said, giggling and feeling me up. “This part doesn’t feel like a geezer, though.”

      I ignored her. Miyasa didn’t and physically dragged Hish out of my lap.

      “Aww,” Hish mumbled before perking right back up. “Speaking of old things, what about that archangel? Do you really think the dead go into his heart? Seems a bit crazy.”

      The looks on Yasno’s and Miyasa’s faces were one step away from pure horror. I chuckled and their expressions changed to confusion.

      “They don’t really go into his heart. Myrael is both a physical and conceptual being, as an archangel,” I explained, then stopped. Given the amount of alcohol around and the looks on everybody’s faces, explaining magical theory seemed like a poor idea.

      I decided to stick to history. “Myrael disappeared a few hundred years ago, about the time the badlands appeared. Obviously not a coincidence. We say that all those who die go to his heart because we believe that he is still protecting us from whatever nearly ended all life and brought forth the demons. Anything capable of wiping out such a large amount of the continent could have been so much worse.”

      “The Archangel Myrael… All we have left of him now is the Talab Bastion, right? The ancient fortress in the Nahaum Mountains,” Ilsa said, shifting the topic with a deep frown. “I’ve been thinking about a place near there, after what Miyasa said about the battle.”

      Ah, the battle. The very thing I’d been trying hard not to think about.

      I tried a little harder. “Yes, Talab Bastion is full of angelic runes. I did my thesis there while helping repel the regular demonic invasions from the badlands.”

      Not buying into it, despite the interest in a thesis from the oni around her, Ilsa pushed again. “We won this battle, but we actually didn’t, did we? Not truly.”

      A hush fell over the officers, and I held back a sigh. This was exactly what I hadn’t wanted to discuss during a celebration.

      “No, we didn’t. A victory would have meant doing something about those dragons. Lyria won’t have many, but she’ll have enough that if we can’t handle them, any of my plans about crushing the Empire are impossible,” I said, bitterness leaking into my voice.

      Miyasa stood up, drink spilling from her tankard and over her clothes. “I can help you defeat them. More time and a good shot would be more than enough.”

      The look Ilsa gave me suggested she wanted to say something more. Something made her hold back.

      “It shouldn’t be about time and a good shot. There are ways to slay dragons. It’s not as though they are invulnerable,” I said.

      “I saw,” Hish piped up. “The one you fought was bleeding. You cut her good.”

      “More like scratched her. I thought it was deep enough to scar, but I suspect she’ll be able to regenerate it with magic,” I said. As I shook my head, Yasno refilled my tankard. “Ilsa, it sounds like you know what I mean. Miyasa, sit down.”

      As Miyasa sat down, looking attentive, we listened to Ilsa explain her strategy.

      “There’s one particularly famous city in the Empire, not far from Talab Bastion,” Ilsa explained. “Talepolis, the… former capital of the Aghram Princedom, now the vampiric province of Aghram. It’s a foundry city, a joint project between the dwarves of the north and the Empire. I remember seeing smelters the size of keeps, with production lines that could supply an entire army in a month and still have spare capacity.”

      “Is it capacity we need?” I probed, knowing that Ilsa already had the answer. It seemed she had the sharp mind I had wanted, as she had an answer before I even asked for it.

      “No, but we could use it if we’re going to overthrow the entire Empire,” she replied with a small smile almost hidden by her tankard. “Talepolis can produce weapons capable of harming dragons. They have specialized magical forges for dealing with phantasmal beasts and demons. My father once mentioned that the ballista ammo he used to penetrate the force barriers of the mystic foxes came from Talepolis. If we want to slay Lyria’s dragon elites, we need to take Talepolis.”

      Chatter immediately followed her pronouncement. We had just been given a new objective, but it hadn’t been from me. The oni looked a little confused, like they were going to fight this. I had to shut this down before it got any further, as what Ilsa had said was right.

      “Taking Talepolis won’t be easy,” I said quickly, cutting through the chatter. “It’s as far south as the capital, which means we’ll need weeks, if not months, to establish supply lines in preparation for a siege. Delaying Lyria for that long won’t be easy.”

      “What about the demons over the mountains?” Ilsa added, having looked troubled since I interrupted. True, they were a threat. Talepolis was built into the western edges of the Nahaum Mountains, having expanded into it since the mountain range was magically erected. The demons were essentially a stone’s throw away.

      “The Empire crushes the demons regularly. The oni do it as well,” I said with a shrug.

      “Indeed. Marauding demons have never been a match for the oni, and we could never breach the Arium Bulwark. How could they be a match for the Empire’s defensive lines along the badlands?” Miyasa declared, somehow feeling pride for my feats.

      Ilsa nodded, seemingly satisfied. Then opposition came from an unexpected source.

      “We make weapons, sure, but weapons for whom?” Yasno asked, looking into his tankard with a complex expression. Doubt? Frustration? I had never seen him look anything besides dour, so this was new to me.

      More than that, it was a damn good question. I had my own runic sword. I could craft a new one for dragon-slaying. What about the others? Could they even fight a dragon? Was it right for me to ask them to do such a thing? In the past, I had never expected those under me to battle the greatest of the oni, such as the herald or some of the more terrifying swordmasters I had fought in my earlier days. Holding off a dragon was one thing, but Miyasa’s remains could have easily filled those scars etched into the battlefield.

      Dragons were terrifyingly powerful beings. The most dangerous of the mortal races. The legendary dragons were seen by humans in the same way as Archangel Myrael, who had once cut an entire city in half with a single sword swing and created the Chasm of Faith. Asking my subordinates to battle them, even with dragon-slaying weapons, was sending them to their deaths.

      Everyone was looking at me. Or so it felt like for a moment. Truthfully, it was only the officers. Except Hish, who had fallen asleep.

      “I will fight them,” Miyasa declared, not standing this time but instead staring resolutely into my eyes. No alcohol talking here.

      “Very well. Lyria has more than one dragon, after all, and armies beyond that,” I said. “We’ll make the weapons, then slay them one by one.”

      I raised my cup and we all let out a cheer. Hish startled awake at the noise. Ilsa stared at me afterward, not joining in the chatter. I let her be. She was ruminating on something, and the whole point of having her as a strategist was to let her provide me with advice. I felt that I needed that now.

      “Say, what’s this Marshal Lyria like, anyway?” Yasno asked.

      An old, bad memory.
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      “Here to see us off, sir?” Terry asked me. “I expected you to head south weeks ago.”

      “Somebody has to do the paperwork,” I said, looking over the companies lined up in the outer courtyard behind Terry. “Not everybody can take part in the fun all the time.”

      Some two hundred soldiers were standing at attention in neat lines, oni and humans mixed together and in full uniform. Most of their armor was packed away in the supply train, given it would be a long march to the front lines with little resistance, but the packs on their backs were large enough that I felt for them. Endurance was an issue, even for the oni. Their magic reserves would run dry, their superhuman strength would dwindle, and they’d find themselves as exhausted as everybody else if they weren’t careful.

      “Fun like leaping across a battlefield to get on top of a dragon, eh?” Terry said, ribbing the air between us with an elbow and a wink. “How many forms do you have to fill out for doing that without prior approval from the higher-ups?”

      None, because I’m the damn boss and set the rules. “How many would it take to stop you thinking it’s worth it?”

      “Sir, if I had the magical ability to leap into the air, stab a dragon, and ride it like you can, no amount of paperwork would stop me,” he responded, voice suddenly dead serious as he looked me in the eyes. “You could give me a stack of paperwork as tall as Archangel Tower in the capital and I would still do it.”

      I tried not to smile. Tried.

      Giving me a smile in return, Terry raised his fist over his chest in salute. More fists clattered on breastplates as the companies behind him followed suit. I returned the salute.

      It was different now, I told myself as I watched Terry and the soldiers march out through the gates of Tornfrost Watch. They weren’t marching north to a pitched battle with an oni horde. Nor was this a farewell, as it had been so many times. I didn’t think Terry realized it himself, but I had played out that very scene many times in the past and for countless hundreds of officers I would never see again.

      Ilsa was waiting for me back in the keep’s mage tower, which was simply a tower that we strategized in. It was filled with maps, markers, and more unvoiced thoughts than I felt comfortable dealing with. She was focused on comparing notes against the manpower markers on the map, no doubt checking that we had the correct number of soldiers in the right locations.

      The soldiers who had left were visible from up here. The enormous road, built long ago to support the battalions necessary to defend the Bulwark, made two hundred men and women look insignificant by comparison. Most of the veterans of the Bulwark and Deridh Clan had already been sent south or west. They now made up the markers that Ilsa was checking against the reports. I wasn’t entirely joking when I said that I was remaining behind to handle paperwork.

      We were in the eye of the storm of a two-front war. Luck had prevented this from exploding so far. Or at least I hoped it was luck. I worried away at creeping thoughts that Lyria might be intentionally holding back since our last battle.

      “How are our numbers? I’d think the oni are shoring them up nicely,” I said, feeling the need to break this uncomfortable silence.

      Ilsa brushed her hair to one side, and I noticed that it wasn’t up in a ponytail today. How long had it been since she had last put it up in one?

      I came back to my senses and caught what I thought was a withheld sigh from Ilsa. Then she spoke. “They are shoring them up. Miyasa is out west at the edges of your former duchy with almost nothing but oni. Her and Vasi, the full-blooded oni we met originally, are in command, and the Deridh Clan has come out in force to defend their newly claimed territory.”

      A spark of worry filled my head. “What about the soldiers of the duchy?”

      “Do we need them at the front lines?” Ilsa asked. I wondered if she was actually asking.

      Clicking my tongue, I pointed at the markers. “Ilsa, run through the western front for me.”

      She did so, and it was as I suspected. Oni filled out the entire border facing Lyria. As we got to Tornfrost Watch and began to shift toward Aghram and our target of Talepolis, humans finally came into the mix. I didn’t have all the numbers, as I was letting Aaron and Ilsa handle them, but it definitely felt like there was a divide.

      “Am I right in saying that you’ve shifted the soldiers from the duchy south to support forming the supply line?” I asked, keeping my voice neutral. It was pretty obvious why she had done so, and I was smacking myself internally for not thinking of it, but I needed her to take the extra step. I didn’t like that things were happening without my involvement, particularly since Ilsa felt comfortable taking action but did not want to talk to me about it.

      “That’s…” Ilsa faltered. There was a long pause.

      “Take a breath and the time you need,” I said. I double-checked my body language. Hands behind my back, relaxed posture—I hadn’t done anything amateur here. I could still remember scaring a few people in the past by pushing them with crossed arms or by leaning over the table. An excellent way to make somebody defensive when she was uncertain if she had done the right thing and feel confronted.

      Eventually, Ilsa calmed down. “You’re right. That’s what Aaron and I have done.” Another pause, but I didn’t need to fill this one before she continued. “I reviewed what Yasno told me about the battle with Lyria’s troops and your own comments on formations that night. How the oni demolished her elites. There’s a significant gap between inexperienced human soldiers and the battle-hardened, magically empowered oni.

      “The oni are our hammer in this war, and most of our human soldiers are the handle. We need people to keep the peace, win hearts and minds, and remind people that the oni aren’t chasing them out as we establish a supply line, which the human soldiers are best at. Our veterans and the oni can then win the hard battles.”

      I mentally chewed on the metaphor. It felt like it was missing something. Hammerhead and handle?

      “What about the chisel?”

      Ilsa made a face like I had jumped her from the bushes. “You… and Miyasa are the warriors we need to act as a chisel when dangerous foes like the dragons are present. Most work just needs a hammer, but that stubborn piece of rust will need a chisel. Hence why you’re back here until we really need you.”

      That fog of unvoiced thoughts was filling the air again. As confidently as Ilsa had presented all of this, I felt like she had stepped back from something. Still, it all added up, and she was proving herself to be the strategist I needed. More than that, she was proactively providing the advice and taking the steps she knew were necessary to achieve my goals.

      It had been a long time since one of my advisers had gone that far. That one was likely traipsing around the Empire in one of her expensive dresses right now, at the very top of the world without the emperor and the princes in her way anymore.

      “Oh, you’re both here. Thought I saw you sending off Terry, Mykah,” Yasno said as he and Aaron entered, interrupting my thoughts. They both had a stack of papers, and I nodded approvingly at the lack of clipboards in Yasno’s hands.

      “I did. Did you and Aaron stop for a drink before coming up here?” I said.

      “Needed one before we break open the can of worms that are these reports,” Yasno muttered. “Can we give a short version?”

      Ilsa nodded at me, so I gave the go-ahead. “Shoot.”

      Aaron opened. “We have enough food, weapons, and general supplies to keep us going until well after harvest. Food is the big one, but this year is already looking good, and the agriwizards haven’t been as averse to helping the oni as we expected. Losing too much territory to Lyria will hurt if she burns the crops, however.”

      “She will. If you’ve ever seen a tactic you thought of as ruthless in the Empire’s strategies, she had a hand in it,” I said. “Plan around it.”

      Yasno clicked his tongue. “Are you ever going to tell us about your history with her?”

      “When I can hang her head from my door, maybe.”

      “Right,” Yasno said slowly, looking grim. “So, here’s the bad part. She’s not doing anything.”

      Ilsa cocked an eyebrow. “Isn’t that good?”

      “Sure, if she was known as the Bulwark and renowned for hanging around in an impenetrable wall of fortresses that we have to get past,” Yasno said, giving me a sidelong look. “But she isn’t, and our plans aren’t to go through her.”

      “She doesn’t know that,” I interrupted as Ilsa’s expression became complicated. “This was hinted at, but there is another nearby set of foundries that can produce weapons capable of slaying dragons. The dwarven citadel of Norlocke, a little farther to the west and within Lyria’s territory. If she’s holing up, she might be expecting us to make a play for neutral territory and convince them to let us use their forges.”

      It was my first idea, in truth. I had forged my own equipment a couple of decades ago at the forges of Turrethdamm, the second-largest dwarven citadel known to the Empire. It lay far to the east by the coast. Norlocke was far closer and even larger. Lyria knew me well and might think my first port of call would be a dwarven city where I could make a sword capable of cutting off even her oversized spiky head.

      That seemed to settle things and restored Ilsa to normal. Chatter filled the room, most of it over minor things such as how to keep the oni from causing havoc as we took over more towns and villages. Aghram was mostly rural, and we were avoiding the cities that filled the inland areas of the province, so resistance was lighter than expected.

      “Yasno, I’d like you to head south and head up the oni down there. You and Terry should make a great pair as things get hotter,” I ordered suddenly, realizing that I lacked any particularly strong officers.

      “Not going to send Hish?” Yasno said, raising an eyebrow. For the briefest of moments, his dour expression flickered with something like amusement.

      “I’d prefer to send Hish,” Ilsa muttered, eying me oddly.

      Aaron snorted. “Yes, let’s send the murder machine that still won’t wear the uniform to keep the peace down south. Great idea.”

      Squabbling broke out between my officers, Yasno watching in bemusement.

      “Yasno, you’re going down. You have the temperament and the ability,” I said, emphasizing the word “temperament.” Aaron had hit the nail on the head, as annoyed as Ilsa was about keeping Hish around Tornfrost Watch for a moment longer.

      As we finished up this session, my mind turned to Yasno’s disquiet over Lyria. I wasn’t too concerned, for one simple reason. The new system of provinces gave the dragons no incentive to intervene to help the vampires. Each province was now racial—if the dragons claimed land in the vampires’ province, then they’d have to give it back. It was how they would prevent infighting. In this case, it would provide an economic disincentive that would prevent Lyria from helping her vampiric counterpart. The same had been true in the past with the princedoms, leading to the appointment of magister-generals who cared nothing for the internal boundaries of the Empire.

      The very system of province-bound marshals would be the doom of this new empire, and I would see to it. In the meantime, perhaps it wouldn’t hurt to see what the oni had to say about Lyria’s movements.
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      Flares burst high in the sky, in a brilliant pattern of copper, silver, and gold. I watched from the ridge, running my hands idly through Zwei’s feathers. The fort down below straddled the river, providing the only safe crossing point for a solid day or two’s march where it could be forded. A garrison of a few hundred soldiers was protected by twenty-meter-high walls, built this tall in an attempt to stop oni and demons from easily scaling them. A keep stood on the far side of the bridge.

      This fort was so unmemorable that I couldn’t even remember its name. Rivers cutting passage west were commonplace due to the natural mountain range that ran along the coastline. Over time, they had been fortified against all manner of threat. Demons, oni, dark elves, the Empire itself, a noble the current ruler didn’t like, or merely because it would make the local inhabitants feel more secure on their way to the market.

      It was theater, of course. The oni capturing the fort right now were proving that.

      The flares continued to burst in the sky, a desperate call for aid. Nearby, there were lookout towers that could see the flares. Farther in the distance, I could see silver and gold flares go off, making it clear that the message was being passed on. Other lookout towers would then repeat this until they saw the gold flares from the nearby reinforcing fortress.

      Smoke began to rise from the fort below, which meant that the oni had breached the walls already. Hundreds of figures rushed the outer walls. They huddled behind great wooden towers and there was a ram at their front.

      I heard something approaching from my right and looked over, hand on my sword hilt. It was Miyasa racing up on the back of her griffin. Zwei cawed softly and I returned to petting her.

      “This is a little overwrought, isn’t it?” I called out to Miyasa as she approached. A thousand oni or more, siege towers, and even a ram for a tiny border fort was ridiculous. This place was so remote that the Empire hadn’t even seen fit to put a proper magetalk device in it, instead relying on the ancient system of flares to reinforce it. Outside of emergency battlefield situations, the last time I had actually seen that flare trio was back in the days of the first demonic onslaughts.

      “It was felt that a larger, repeatable effort would both result in fewer casualties for the oni and give the impression that this was a larger campaign,” Miyasa said. She settled her griffin next to mine.

      “It is prefab, I guess. If they think you’ll be using the towers and rams for every river fort, then maybe Lyria will think we are pushing west to reach the dwarves,” I mused.

      Miyasa nodded and we fell silent. The fort below continued to burn, but it was too far away for us to hear the chaos. In truth, I didn’t need to be here. There was nothing of importance for me to see. The oni were pushing out from their defensive lines against an unprepared enemy to take a lightly defended position using tactics they had perfected over decades against me.

      Except there was a problem, and Miyasa’s silence was proof of it.

      “How are you doing, Miyasa?” I asked her.

      “The oni have the power and ability to hold this front, whatever Lyria does in response to this move. Everything is in order,” Miyasa said, staring out from the ridge and holding the reins of her griffin. Her knuckles were white. “There’s nothing to worry about, Mykah.”

      I sighed. This meant things were exactly as I feared. “So Vasi is still unhappy.”

      “The… mothers are not happy with going on the offensive when this is supposed to be a defensive war,” Miyasa said, shifting in her saddle. “Even so, they are cooperating. The oni will hold the north while we move south.”

      “I take it you have had to take some crap from Vasi,” I muttered.

      Miyasa didn’t respond.

      The flares had stopped in the fort. Oni were pouring into the fort proper, and I concentrated my vision on them. It was difficult, as I wasn’t wearing my helmet and therefore lacked my usual vision enhancements. Pushing magic into my eyes was a delicate process and ran the risk of damaging them if I made a mistake. Not permanently, given that I had regeneration magic, but I would remember the pain for months.

      There were a lot of double-horned oni like Miya and Vasi on the offensive here. Most of those swarming the walls and courtyards of the fort were single-horned oni like those in my army, but the archers and spellcasters were predominantly double-horned oni. A few smaller units of double-horned oni rushed the bridge.

      One particular unit of double-horned oni caught my eye. They were wearing the heavy furs I associated with the older and more elite oni. They each carried a cleaver-like blade that dwarfed my own several times over, and their arms were covered in enormous plates of armor. The Imperial soldiers brave enough to face them quickly learned the difference between bravery and stupidity, right before they were carved apart in great blows sweeping through several soldiers at once.

      Oni swordmasters were a worrisome bunch and came in many different shapes and colors. This lot were brutish and terrifyingly effective. They shattered the portcullis that closed off the stone bridge and carved a bloody path across it. It was like watching a unit of warriors with a blend of the most terrifying aspects of Yasno and Hish.

      “It’s been a little while since I’ve seen so many swordmasters in one place,” I said, admiring their handiwork from afar. “Are they broken into martial schools or arts that codify what they learn?”

      “Yes, the differences have blurred over time. Very few of them are truly what they were any more,” Miyasa said quietly.

      “Hopefully they now have the time to codify everything again. Start fresh and take on new pupils, teach them properly,” I said. The inability of the oni to keep their martial traditions whole was in no small part due to me. War was damaging in many ways.

      “I think we all recognize that we have that opportunity. The war we are in now is nothing compared to what it used to be,” Miyasa said.

      The pounding of another griffin approaching was a sign of somebody set to test Miyasa’s statement, I felt. Looking over, I suppressed a groan at the source of Miyasa’s frustrations. Vasi, resplendent in beautiful furs and carrying a pole-axe that looked far too ornamental to be practical, pulled her griffin to a stop.

      She looked at the pair of us with a frown, then narrowed her eyes at me before saying, “General Arium, I had thought you would be busy with your armies to the south, given you have taken all of them down there. Or have you finished and we can withdraw already?”

      This was exactly what was driving Miyasa mad. I could see it in her eyes, even if her face remained impassive. The disrespect, the open refusal to acknowledge the agreement that I would command the military, the sarcasm. Vasi represented every general who led his soldiers to a noble and glorious death while ignoring the tactics and strategies the Empire mandated.

      I saw firsthand why the heralds existed. Vasi was why. Oni and humans truly were similar.

      “Sieging actual cities and fortresses takes time. The supply lines are nearly established, at which point I’ll leave you to keep things stable up here and Lyria at bay,” I said, keeping my face impassive. “Miyasa will join me down south shortly while we deal with Talepolis and then we will crush Lyria. Witnessing the raw power of the oni reminded me of how simple a task holding the dragon here should be for you, especially with my command assisting you.”

      Scowling at me, Vasi paced back and forth on her griffin. Zwei suddenly cawed at her, startling her griffin and throwing the oni off-balance. That was a little mean of my girl, but I stroked her feathers anyway due to how entertaining it was to watch Vasi nearly fall off her griffin.

      “You say that, but should the dragon launch her attack against us with all of her power, then that will certainly leave us far more open than the mothers would appreciate. We are not your pawns,” Vasi spat.

      I shrugged. “Isn’t that what you have your spies and intelligence network for? You kept such close track of the state of the Bulwark and me for decades. Surely monitoring a few armies isn’t so hard. If she suddenly makes some big moves, then tell me and we can plan around it.”

      “That is true enough. I will keep you to your word, General Arium,” Vasi said. “I will see you back at camp, Miyasa.”

      Without another word, Vasi rode back down the ridge.

      I shook my head. Politics was frustrating at the best of times. I had hoped that Miyasa would make this all so much easier, but the reality was that the mothers wanted to have their cake and eat it, too. So I had to push them a bit more.

      “Keep in touch if anything changes, Miyasa,” I said. “At this point, you should be able to join us in the south shortly unless Lyria makes a major move. I want you with us in Talepolis.”

      The smile I got in return was bright enough to make me think the sun had risen. “Yes. Then we can all be together, as we should be.”

      Something about the way Miyasa said that was off-putting, but as I rejoined my soldiers and began a night march east to Tornfrost Watch, I put it out of my mind. There was time yet to sort things out with the oni.
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      I expected the bedroom of an oni to be emptier. Despite knowing better, I still believed that their warlike behavior meant their homes would be austere and lacking in comforts.

      Instead, Hish filled her officer quarters with anything and everything soft. If it wasn’t nailed down, it ended up here. Hish would receive envious gazes by those who knew of the pile of cushions, cloth, and quilts that covered almost every patch of the stone floor. This was a valuable commodity in a fortress, particularly when winter rolled around again. Hish would always be comfortable in her room.

      The other major surprise was the collection of tea and fine pots, many older than me. There were shelves full of tea leaves, teapots of different materials, and other accessories. I supposed they were necessary for what I guessed to be some sort of tea party or ceremony.

      What we were doing right now certainly wasn’t a ceremony, and I didn’t like describing it as a party. I preferred my parties with alcohol. What I instead had was a pot of tea sitting on the table between me and Hish.

      Not that I was knocking the tea. It was very nice. As a luxury imported from the Arisian Isles, tea was something I enjoyed in moderation. Although I was curious about the history of Hish’s interest and collection, I kept my thoughts to myself. We focused on other topics of discussion instead.

      “So I can’t learn any of your awesome magic tricks because we use different magic styles?” Hish asked me. Her arms were crossed, face set in a frown. Her demeanor was defiant despite the impossibility of her request.

      “Not styles,” I corrected patiently. “We use completely different methods of magic and draw on different sources of magical energy. No two races can truly learn magic from one another, but humans and oni are especially far apart. Sorcery and spiritualism even interact with different planes of existence when we cast our spells.”

      “Plains of existence… Are they like the grassy plains nearby, or are they different because of all of the magic stuff? I wish I knew what they looked like,” Hish asked, biting her lip in frustration.

      Maybe planar theory was a mistake. I kept pushing anyway, and said, “Not plains of grass. You can’t see anything in the planes, unless you’re in the material plane. That’s where we are. Only the material plane is visible and formed of physical matter. The magical and astral planes are formed of pure energy.”

      “Magic is energy, too, but I can see it when I use it,” Hish countered. “And aren’t dragons made of magic? I can see them.”

      Things began to get exciting, at least in theoretical terms and probably only to me. It had been a long time since I had been able to discuss magical theory with somebody, even if it was the basics.

      I held up a finger and a ball of white light appeared hovering above it. A moment later, the ball split into many shades of prismatic light, then faded away into nothingness.

      “When we create a magical phenomenon, you can see it because everything in this plane must exist in some way. That can be as a form of energy, such as light or heat, or a thing, such as a block of wood,” I explained. Hish nodded along slowly as I talked. “However, the world itself knows that this thing does not belong here. At some point, the energy we use to create it is spent or otherwise broken. Any remaining magical energy is then forcibly returned to the plane of existence it came from. The prismatic light you saw is one side effect of that.”

      Hish frowned and I waited, curious. After a few seconds, she said, “One side effect. I’ve felt a few funny things when lots of rainbow light is around. Are there more side effects?”

      Chuckling, I answered her but withheld the urge to clap. “Plenty. Heat and light are the simplest side effects. Nearby magic can also be disrupted or disturbed, affecting spells or magical beings—although this only applies if a large amount of magical energy is being released. Fire elementals generate explosions by pulling in large volumes of unstable magical energy and allowing the world to rapidly pull it back.”

      “Huh. So you can actually use this theory junk to win. So it’s like battle tactics but for magic?” Hish said. I hadn’t seen her look so interested in something before. She was so focused that her eyes looked like they were going to punch holes in my head now.

      “That’s the whole idea behind mages and mage towers, yes. About what you said earlier, dragons are made of magic, but they are permanently here because the magic within them is bound to this world. The same goes for runes and enchantments,” I said. “Magic can be forced to remain in this world, but it is not easy.”

      The technical terms were “ephemeral” for magic that faded and “permanent” for magic that didn’t. These terms were rarely used by anybody other than mages, so I left them out for Hish. Most schools of magic were devoted to one or the other. Enchantment and rune-crafting was almost always permanent. By contrast, channeling and disruption were almost always ephemeral. Almost all battle magic was ephemeral as well, given that it was typically simplified channeling. Not that these were the only schools.

      “So, what, your magic sticks around longer than mine? Or is it the opposite?” Hish said. She began to mutter to herself as she tried to connect this lesson to her original reason for dragging me in here. “Wait, is it because you didn’t make those runes yourself? Then it’s because my magic lasts forever.”

      I sighed. “No, it has nothing to do with that, and I do craft my own runes. We use two different methods of magic. I use sorcery, which draws on magical energy from the magical plane. You use spiritual techniques, which draw on astral energy from the astral plane. The two don’t mix, at least not without an explosion.

      “Magical energy is what makes up life itself, whether it be the scales of a dragon or the essence of plant life. It is present everywhere, save for the badlands, where no life can sustain itself. Humans rely on the omnipresence of magical energy for our sorcery, as we actually have small magical reserves. We instead rely on the magical energy around us. Other races generate magical energy within themselves and use that to power their magic.”

      Hish was making a face of surprise as if something was connecting deep within her mind. She clicked her tongue in annoyance. “So what’s so special about this spiritual stuff?”

      “Astral energy is the stuff of souls,” I said, getting her to blink and bringing her full attention upon me. “It is extremely powerful and highly unstable, and the only beings known to use it directly are the Archangel Myrael and the heathen gods of ancient myth. Spiritualism, using spiritual techniques, is a method of drawing on astral energy safely. A lot of the power, none of the flexibility. You would have spent a lot of time training repetitively to cast even simple spells, correct?”

      “Repetitive, yeah,” Hish said, looking mesmerized. “That describes pretty much my entire childhood. Learning how to run faster, swing harder, jump higher. So it’s really because we’re super awesome and can do this stuff that humans can’t?” She was beginning to bounce up and down on her cushion. Humans actually could use spiritual techniques, although most were awful at it. I didn’t want to ruin Hish’s mood, though, so I remained silent on that point.

      “You have noticed the gap between your abilities and pretty much all the humans under my command?” I asked.

      “True… But then why do our elders restrict us demi-oni to sex with humans while we’re fighting?” she said, thinking out loud. “I figured to learn something amazing from you because you’re so much stronger than every other human. I thought even a demi-oni like me might be able to match Miya with your help, but now…”

      I had no words for what I was hearing. The single-horned oni were not allowed to reproduce with one another while in the military, except with humans? This would be a difficult situation, even if I knew the entire story, as I felt I could hear self-deprecation in Hish’s voice for the first time since I had met her. Without knowing anything about the oni beyond those fighting under me, I was at a loss. She had called herself a demi-oni, even. I had thought that was a racial slur.

      Sticking to what I did know, I said boldly, “You still had the right idea. I use the same magic as all other humans—evocation—and outperform them. There’s nothing to say that you can’t become as strong or stronger than Miyasa. It’s down to you.”

      Hish bobbed her head up and down before gulping down her now-cold tea. “So it is just training. I just can’t shortcut it with you like I hoped, although you need to teach me more of this theory junk like how to explode stuff.”

      Then she rushed out of the room. The door nearly slammed into the wall on her way out. She was a ball of energy, that was for sure. My tea was cold, and I had no interest in finishing it, so instead, I busied myself with cleaning things up.

      Closing the door behind me, I found that I wasn’t alone in the hallway, which was odd. This part of the officer quarters wasn’t occupied by anybody other than Hish at present. A single lamp burned with magical light, as we conserved energy with so few left in the fortress and so few foes to worry about. I should have been able to quietly trek back to the grand hall, alone with my thoughts.

      “Providing a private lesson?” Ilsa asked me, her tone placid as she leaned against the far wall near the lamp. I questioned if this was truly Ilsa.
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      Checking my memory, I didn’t recall missing any meetings or agreeing to discuss anything with Ilsa. This situation felt off.

      “She wanted to learn about magic, but we both know I can’t really teach her,” I explained.

      Drawing a rune on the inside of my palm, I walked up to Ilsa and caught her by the side. “This isn’t really the best place for a chat. What are you doing down here?”

      She blushed, looking away as I channeled magic into her body through the path of the rune I had drawn earlier. No reaction, which meant it was extremely unlikely there was any illusion magic at play. Only two people in the Empire could completely defeat my runes like this: one was missing and the other was so far away I was unconcerned about her.

      “I wanted to talk and noticed you were down here. Alone with Hish,” Ilsa said, still not looking at me. “What exactly was it you cast on me right now?”

      “A rune to disrupt illusions. It interferes with the flow of magical energy, causing almost any illusion to visibly shimmer or break,” I said.

      Ilsa scowled, finally looking up at me as we rounded a corner. There was more light in the hallways as we approached the grand hall, but she took us away from the stairwell that led inside. Instead, we were heading upstairs to the other officers’ quarters.

      “Is it really so bad that I wanted to see you?” she asked, the hurt visible in her eyes as well as in her tone.

      I needed to show caution here. Telling Ilsa that she was usually more structured in her approach to things seemed like a poor decision. My emotional intelligence had often been described as a quantity small enough to scarcely fill a teaspoon, but even I could detect that this was not something I wanted to tackle so bluntly.

      I deflected. “You’ve never dealt with mystic foxes before, have you? They have essentially perfect illusions, due to their abilities being able to bend space itself. The reason those ballista bolts your father used from Talepolis were so special was that the barriers that mystic foxes use are something of a magical oddity, and their illusions are the same thing.”

      “Don’t they have several gigantic tails almost as large as they are? I can’t imagine any illusion hiding those,” Ilsa said.

      “That’s where the spatial part comes in. The weaker foxes can only hide them from sight, but the more experienced agents do something to hide their very being, tails and all.” I stroked my beard, considering some particular foxes and their tricks. “I have been wondering if Lyria would send some of their to agents infiltrate us.”

      Ilsa stopped me from walking any farther. Her quarters were ahead, meaning we had arrived at our destination. That meant it was time to end this conversation.

      Or so I thought, until she opened the door and gestured me inside after her. The room was more austere than Hish’s, mostly containing books and papers. Tomes and textbooks I recognized from my days in the mage towers were neatly stacked on a bookshelf, dozens of bookmarks filling them for Ilsa’s future reference. I assumed the papers were reports and other administrative minutiae. The room was clean and bare otherwise, the bed neatly made up.

      “Shouldn’t you be able to tell from my magical aura that I’m me?” Ilsa asked me as she sat at the table stacked high with papers.

      Taking the unspoken invitation, I sat down opposite her and shuffled the papers to one side so I could see Ilsa’s face.

      “Powerful illusions hide one’s magical aura as well. That’s where physical contact comes in. It’s the same with detecting vampiric thralls,” I explained, frowning as I remembered a topic I needed to talk to Ilsa about. “Did you ever receive training in the Empire’s technique for that?”

      “Detecting thralls was part of induction as an adept into my mage tower, and it was also part of officer training. I’ll need to reference the manual, given how many years it’s been, however.” Ilsa paused. “You’re worried about Talepolis?”

      I nodded. “Thralling anybody is illegal, punishable by death, in the Empire. But it was often overlooked in my experience. I’ve seen what thralldom does to people, the way their minds are twisted through mental control in service to their master. The only cure is either their death or that of the vampire that thralled them.”

      The atmosphere grew heavy, neither of us talking. I glanced at one of the pieces of paper nearby. A report about the seizure of arrows and bows from an abandoned Imperial outpost to the south. Otwin was retreating without resisting us.

      “It seems so lopsided, dealing with vampires,” Ilsa said, leaning over the table with one hand over her face. “Treat them as carefully as you like and it can all go wrong in an instant. All you need to do is drink a drop of their blood and it’s all over.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “That’s nightwalkers, and they’re the least of our worries. As mages, being turned into one of their decrepit thralls would require a lot more than a drop of blood, due to our innate magic resistance. No, it’s the daywalker vampires we have to worry about.”

      Chuckling, I recalled some old tales. “We had a list back in royal court of all the things to watch for, what the various vampires could do and couldn’t do. Don’t enter this vampire’s manor. Don’t let this vampire sing anywhere. This vampire can’t have anybody as his direct subordinate for this length of time. It was all arcane bullshit. To even get close to an imperial court, daywalkers had to prove their method of thralldom on a prisoner who was sentenced to death.”

      It was so stupid when I thought back on it. The worst part was the sheer amount of testing that needed to be done. I recalled the fear in the eyes of the mages as they regularly tested everybody for thralldom, afraid that the result would be positive and that they would be killed to silence them. Somehow, nobody in the courts themselves was ever thralled. Perhaps any occurrences were merely covered up.

      I looked up to see Ilsa smiling at me.

      “Was it something I said?” I asked.

      “These stories of yours. My memories are always so dark, of watching corruption in the towers and being told how we could never stop a vampire if he thralled somebody,” Ilsa said. “Now you say that the Imperial Knights had this absurd list to manage everything, normalizing something that utterly terrified me and so many other mages. Like dealing with people who could mentally dominate other people was just another Tuesday.”

      Well, it was just another Tuesday. Dragons who could level the capital in a fit of rage, vampires who could mentally dominate everybody present by simply singing, dwarves presenting ancient weapons capable of bending causality, mystic foxes who occasionally teleported in and out of proceedings because they got bored. Then there was us, the Imperial Knights, who had to keep this pack of unruly nonhumans in line while the bureaucrats and officials kept the court going.

      I did not miss my days as an Imperial Knight.

      Ilsa was avoiding my eyes again, looking flushed and uncertain. Something had happened in her mind while I was off on my own mental adventure.

      “How do you see me, Mykah?” Ilsa suddenly blurted out, staring into my eyes.

      “You’re my strategist and are essentially running my logistics. You’ve proven yourself to be everything I ever hoped you could be when I first heard a sharp-tongued teenager tell her commanding mage how he should really deal with the oni down in those muddy trenches,” I said, casting my memory back a fair way. The idiot had struck her for that. I didn’t remove him from command immediately, but he soon proved that he was not worthy of staying in command. As my new adjutant, Ilsa had been able to escape him and use that mind of hers, which was being wasted as a mere battlemage.

      “That’s… Yes, but what am I to you, Mykah? Personally,” Ilsa pushed, twisting her body from side to side.

      Oh, in that way. “Right now? Somebody whom I rely on and know well,” I said, watching as her face began to fall. “From now on? That is up to you. I could do with knowing you a lot better so that you don’t feel the need to stand outside the bedroom of another woman because you think I’m having sex with her.”

      There was that tomato face again. “I want to be so much more than just somebody you rely on, Mykah. Somebody who tells you how to achieve what you were already going to do. The Empire has always needed to change, and you are going to change it. I want to be that change with you. More than just a strategist.”

      Black hair, red eyes, and a pair of razor-sharp fangs filled my mind for a split second. I brushed the ancient memory away and focused on the woman in front of me.

      “Was that so hard?” I asked her.

      Then I walked around the table and kissed her. She gasped and I slipped my tongue into her open mouth. I held the kiss, enjoying the taste of her lips. Her hands wandered along my body as she finally began to kiss back.

      Ilsa found her way into my pants by the time she pulled away. I hardened in her hands as she stared at me, her eyes wet with desire.

      “Your bed, or should we move to mine?” I whispered in her ear.

      She shuddered and looked at her bed for a long time. My length was still in her hands. I nibbled on her ear, eliciting a moan.

      “Don’t,” she moaned. I stopped and pulled back, looking down at her but doing nothing. She pouted at me. “I didn’t actually mean stop.”

      I suppressed a laugh and kissed her, my hands pulling at her clothes. She began to undo my trousers in return but I was faster at this game. Her round, perky breasts sprang free before she even began to lower my pants. I began to massage her chest, taking pleasure in the soft feel of them.

      Ilsa allowed herself to be distracted for several moments, smiling gently at me. Then we slipped off our remaining clothes and kissed again. I could feel myself against her now. My hands sunk into her firm ass, moments before I lifted her up into my arms. She broke the kiss and cried out, but I muffled her surprise with my lips and carried her to the bed.

      Once I laid her down on the bed, she grew more excited. Her eyes were fixed on where we would connect, her cheeks flushed. I pushed her legs back and waited.

      “I want it,” she said.

      I entered her. She moaned, her eyes closing. I began to move gently, trying to read what was most pleasurable for her.

      Watching her face twist in pleasure was proof that I had made the right decision. I was doing this to Ilsa. We slowly began to move faster. Her eyes opened, staring at the ceiling blankly, and she reached out blindly for me. I took her fingers in mine as I pushed her to new heights of pleasure, her moans filling the room.

      Pleasure built up within me but Ilsa was already approaching her own climax. I held her close and kissed her. Her breasts rubbed against my chest with every thrust. Her moans rumbled down my throat.

      Her legs clasped around my waist as she hit her peak. She stared at me with wide-open eyes and moaned soundlessly.

      I continued moving, the waves of her desire pushing me closer to my limit. I kissed her again as I finished.

      We held each other for a little while. Then Ilsa smirked as she felt something poking into her.

      “Why am I not surprised?” she said, nibbling on my ear. “You’re on the brew, right?”

      I gave her a condescending look and she laughed. The sound echoed in my ear.

      “I guess there’s no risk if we keep going all night, then,” she said. Then she rolled on top of me.

      It was a very long, very enjoyable night.
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      The town of Garpha was a quiet enough place to make me think there wasn’t a war being waged. I could hear the bustle of the market a street away. Farmers haggled over supplies and tools for the season. A pair of agriwizards yelled over each other in a turf dispute that no doubt had some village chiefs rubbing their hands in glee. Bored soldiers leaned against the walls nearby, idly watching the children underfoot in case of any mischief.

      One of those soldiers had a horn sticking out of his forehead, the townspeople eying him and keeping their distance, but otherwise, there was little issue with my uniformed peacekeepers.

      I was taking in the sights and sounds of my newly occupied territory to the south. We were weeks away from a siege of Talepolis. Weeks away from being able to begin our preparations to take the fight to Lyria. Everything seemed to be going well. Things hadn’t been bloodless, but they had been close enough to keep the populace happy and the markets humming.

      A supply train, heavily laden with food, wood, and other supplies for the coming assault, disappeared beyond the fields around the town. My black and blue flag flapped in the air above it, a company of bored soldiers keeping rhythm alongside the carts. I suspected they would make camp at the next village they hit, not far down the road. This was the heartland of the Empire’s crop production and was so thick with villages and people I could scarcely hurl a boulder from a catapult without wrecking some poor bastard’s farmland.

      “On the few nights I dared dream of walking beyond the Bulwark, I never quite pictured it like this,” Miyasa said, standing next to me. Her long white hair was fluttering in the late afternoon wind. In a few hours, it would be picturesque, with the setting sun behind her and her bright red eyes looking into mine.

      Miyasa continued, seeing that I remained silent. “The people here have known us as violent barbarians but do little more than look at us a little oddly. I stand beside a man I thought I was destined to either kill or be killed by, listening to the peace of a village I recently conquered completely bloodlessly. Letters come in from my people, asking for mundane advice on what crops to plant rather than on how best to kill our enemies. I am at a loss. Much of this seems like a dream.”

      “What would you do in your dream?” I asked her.

      “Explore. See the wonder for what it is, because it was unattainable.”

      I held back a wince. That was a harsh answer. It still gave me something to work with. “Well, you’ve attained the unattainable. What will you do to keep it?”

      I sensed that Miyasa was about to change the topic, although I couldn’t quite put my finger on how I was so sure. “Why is it that we have been able to so easily take this territory? Is it not valuable?”

      “Extremely. But we’re striking while the iron is hot,” I answered, looking away from Miyasa and toward the fields again. The supply train was now out of sight, including the tip of the flag. Only bare dirt was visible, where new crops would grow in the coming months.

      Continuing, I said, “We’re not the only people unhappy with the new situation. This new Regency Council didn’t stop at deposing the emperor. It replaced the seven princedoms with six provinces. Aghram took over half of one such princedom. Marshal Otwin is prancing around farther south in a desperate attempt to crush a separate rebellion while we’re marching on his capital.”

      “Surely the Empire can fight a two-front war?”

      I shook my head. “It’s not about whether it can. It’s about whether it should. This is prime land. Any battle held here has the potential to kill thousands in the battle itself and countless more from starvation. Destruction of agricultural land, refugees, the ensuing panic, and loss of law and order—Marshal Otwin no doubt hopes to face me where he can defeat me without regard for any of those consequences. He’s not a monster like Lyria, who would aggressively burn down half her province if it meant ensuring victory over me. His master is playing the long game.”

      The longest game, in truth. Perhaps she had already won, in her mind. I didn’t yet know, but the simple fact that he was a vampire meant he was entangled in her web, and Aghram was her stomping ground.

      “His master… You know him?”

      “All too well,” I muttered, then frowned as I saw something troubling on the horizon.

      Smoke—far, far too much of it—was rising from beyond the hills to the south where the supply train had left my sight.

      Before I could so much as speak, shouts and screams from within the village rose up around me. I cursed my own distraction, reaching out with my magical senses. They weren’t the best, but if there was something out there, then I should be able to sense it.

      Soldiers were running toward the smoke before I could issue orders. Miyasa sprinted toward the griffins’ stables and I joined her, still grasping out for something magical.

      I found it. Oh, did I find it.

      “All companies, form up on the hills,” I shouted, my voice echoing throughout the entire town. “Defensive lines.”

      That should do the trick for now and keep them from futilely rushing to their deaths. Only Miyasa and I had the ability to handle this mess right now.

      Ilsa was already waiting outside the stables with our griffins. She pulled all three by their reins while the stablehands rushed about in a panic and the oni kept them from doing anything foolish. Phantasmal beasts were a little more dangerous than your average horse or donkey, leaving these townsfolk at sea when it came to handling something that could bite them in half if they handled it wrong. The oni kept the poor folks alive.

      “Mykah, can you feel that thing?” Ilsa called out to me, throwing the reins of the other griffins as we leaped astride ours. Zwei let out a caw as I landed on her back. My hands instinctively ran through her feathers to calm her, but my mind was focused further afield.

      “I can. I doubt there’s any mage who can’t, if they try,” I said. This had been a terrible time to be lax.

      “Protect the town first. We’ll double-back when we can,” Miyasa was saying to the oni, her back to us as we began to pull away from the stables. “Nothing matters more than the town. Remember that!”

      I wondered if she had ever found herself saying that to the oni, back in the days of the Nahaum Pass. Had any of my sorties ever scared them enough to make them fear for their farms in the marshland? A long time ago, I had argued against such a scorched earth strategy of using the Empire’s military might to crush the oni once and for all by obliterating what arable land they had.

      Or had Miyasa simply been repeating what she had been saying to the oni up north, where they were desperately defending newly claimed territory from Lyria?

      The griffins ate the ground beneath them with their strides, the hills vanishing from our sight in no time at all. It still took far too long to see what had become of the supply train. Miyasa and I had been talking for longer than I realized. Or perhaps I had been distracted by my memories. A bad habit that I was doing more often of late, now that I was retreading old ground.

      Charred wood and flesh greeted us. Carts and bodies were still ablaze, more than one still moving. In the distance, I saw cavalry harrying a small wall of shields. Far away, partially obscured by the smoke, was the very thing we were racing south to defeat.

      A dragon—massive, scaly, and black. Like a smaller Lyria, I thought, but with fewer spikes. The dragon torched the fields around the road. The fire rolled across the dirt as though it had a life of its own. This was dragonfire, even though it looked like particularly hot flames.

      Dragonfire didn’t actually have a life of its own, but it was still under the magical control of the dragon that spewed it. The way it blew across the fields and ate away huge portions of the acreage was by design. I could feel the strong magical connection between the dragon and its flames, which enabled it to maintain direct control over them. Temperature, direction, shape, size, and supposedly even who was burned was all under the control of the dragon, if it was competent enough.

      “How did we miss that thing?” Miyasa muttered as she unslung her bow. Simple: dragonfire didn’t stand out magically like a dragon’s spells did. If it did, it would have been like an explosion going off in our minds the moment this lizard opened its mouth.

      That was what happened to the dragon once Miyasa fired her bow. The snap of magic behind me was matched by the speed of the dragon’s neck as it reacted to the attack. I felt déjà vu when an explosion ripped through the air, the dragon meeting Miyasa’s arrow with a spell mid-air.

      “I thought you said the dragons were young, General,” Ilsa yelled at me over the sound of the shock wave and the screeches of the griffins.

      I pulled Zwei to one side of the road to avoid giving the dragon an easy time of things. The cavalry was on this side as well, no more than twenty riders by my count. A gesture of my hand had Ilsa following. She sent a trio of magical lances flaring toward the dragon as her griffin raced alongside Zwei.

      “They are, at least in terms of power and endurance. The size… Well, Lyria always had a lust for the forbidden magicks of the old dragon king,” I said.

      The shock wave had died down and it had taken a lot of the dragonfire with it. A roar from the dragon filled the battlefield. Miyasa didn’t miss a beat, unleashing another shot right at the dragon’s open maw. The magical circle that briefly rippled around her hand differed from the others.

      The arrow snapped toward its target. Flames burst forth to meet it. Steel, even magically reinforced, was no match for dragonfire. Miyasa’s griffin had already been racing away as she fired, leaving the ground where she had stood to be reduced to a charred mess. A black lance buried itself into the charred ground afterward. The dragon’s claws continued to glow in the aftermath.

      The dragon’s face was marred by a piece of white-hot slag, which began dripping off its face as I watched. Ilsa’s magical lances simply bounced off its scales, the dragon not even deigning to consider their existence.

      Miyasa’s arrows never had a chance against a dragon, and Ilsa’s magic was far too weak. That ruled them out against Lyria. A rune-crafted sword specialized for cutting off Lyria’s head it was, then.

      “Ilsa, deal with the cavalry,” I said, turning Zwei toward the dragon.

      There were a lot of my people lost in the burnt-out husks of the supply train due to this bastard. I wasn’t going to leave it like this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 16

        

      

    

    
      I rushed forward atop Zwei. The dragon paid me no mind. Flames danced around Miyasa while her griffin tried desperately to create distance as magic pummeled the ground around her. She kept herself alive with the raw power she could bring to bear in her arrows.

      With each passing moment, I felt more and more that I needed to do something. The dragon still had not noticed me.

      A weapon. I needed a weapon to fight this thing. I wasn’t going to stall here like I had up north. Warped plate armor and shields, blackened and twisted from the blaze, littered the wreckage. Something here had to be of use to me.

      Racing among the ruined carts, I shut out the moans of the wounded and dying. There had to be something here. Steel that hadn’t melted or warped. Maybe a spear or spare oni war bow that was still intact. I had sorcery to spare, runes I could punch into something capable of bearing them for even a moment, yet all I could see was destruction.

      Something flapped in the wind. A flicker of flame on that low wall by the edge of the road. A charred mess burned at the end of a long metal rod.

      A flagpole. Only a clumped mess remained of the flag. It had melted to the end of the pole. I felt it symbolic that the most solid thing remaining of the supply train was the very symbol that made it so easy to pick out.

      I hefted the flagpole into the air, holding it like a javelin in one arm as I signaled Zwei to pull into the field. Symbols were powerful in more ways than one, although I doubted this one would survive what I was about to put it through. It certainly wasn’t dwarven steel, but it certainly had something special coating it.

      The dragon was still holding itself aloft, its wings not even beating as it relied entirely on its innate magical ability to hover. Its claws glowed softly as it projected volleys of magical lances at Miyasa. It tried to herd her closer so that it could unleash its dragonfire again. Evidently, word had spread about her ability at range. The flying lizard wasn’t moving about and letting her power up her shots to the level that they could punch through scales.

      That gave us an opportunity, in my mind. I was busy tracing runes on the flagpole, my finger leaving red-hot scars that did not fade. Prismatic light drifted off each rune I drew. These runes wouldn’t last. Proper rune-crafting required me to actually beat the concept of the rune into the object so the world supported the magic. What I was doing was ephemeral rune-crafting, which was even more esoteric than my usual art. There weren’t even books on it. I had stumbled upon it out of desperation in battle.

      I drew my greatsword in my other hand. Racing out to where Miyasa was struggling to hold her ground, I eyed the distance between me and the dragon.

      It suddenly noticed me. A blast of fire followed me, as I expected. I wheeled, runes lighting up along my sword.

      “Miya, aim for its right wing,” I shouted. The barrage of lances had stopped. I was the dragon’s target for long enough.

      Fire came for me, and this time I had no shield to protect me. Zwei screeched in fear, but I pushed her hard to hold her ground. Only her trust in me kept her still.

      I swung my sword, magic pumping into it from my body. Pumping into one rune in particular. The flames slammed into the sword and struck the rune-encrusted steel with all the fury they could muster. The scream the dragonfire let out as it tried to pour its destruction into the world was almost deafening.

      Like a whirlpool, the flames simply poured into the sword. The rune glowed brighter and brighter still, burning my nerves with an intensity that matched the scream of the flames. My sight cleared and all I could see was the dragon and the dim glow of a single rune on my sword.

      The dragon seemed dumbstruck and simply hovered there in silence. Such was the power of a well-crafted dwarven rune.

      Before it could recover, I slammed my other arm forward with all my might. The flagpole exploded toward the dragon and my arm nearly followed it. A crack accompanied it, along with the snap of Miyasa’s magic. The dragon recoiled, roaring, as the two attacks burst against its wings.

      I was racing ahead before I even knew it, Zwei reading my intentions with a triumphant screech. The dragon plummeted. Explosions rocked its hide as Miyasa peppered it with more arrows. The dragon’s roar was almost shrill now, like that of a dying animal. With a massive leap from Zwei’s back, I went for the kill.

      Claws shot up at me. Fire blasted from my sword in response, my rune unleashing the dragonfire captured within it earlier. The blast knocked me back but not far enough. A claw slammed into me. It hurt. Some of my ribs had almost certainly broken with the impact. I heard a scream before I crashed into the ground.

      My sword hummed as I pulled myself up. The dragon was half on its feet, scales punched out from Miyasa’s arrows all over its back and its face partially melted from its own flames. It roared, and I instinctively pumped magic into my sword.

      The fire never came. A massive blast of air signaled the end of the battle.

      Looking up, I saw the dragon flying away. It spat spurts of flame in the distance as it indiscriminately torched fields and villages. A scorched-earth strategy endorsed by its master. One that was intended to break us.

      “Mykah!”

      I looked around, my hands against Zwei’s neck as she butted her head against my chest. Ilsa and Miyasa raced toward me. In the distance, I saw a handful of riders fleeing, as well as what could be no more than forty survivors of the supply train in a huddle. They looked tired, but alive. At this point, I’d take what I could get. I wasn’t going to get much more.

      Lyria had joined the southern front. All of my plans had gone awry.
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      The map being on fire would appropriately sum up how badly Lyria had cornered us. Reports were pouring in almost every minute of supply trains being attacked, villages being burned to the ground, and forts being besieged. The trail of markers and flags on the map along our all-too-thin western flank in Aghram looked too peaceful. This was the end of our campaign unless we handled this situation right now.

      I slugged down another coffee, my adjutant promptly refilling it. He nervously fiddled with the magetalk device to one side and wrote down everything that came through. Vasi had just contacted us through it moments earlier, reporting that Lyria had not launched any offensive up north. It confirmed that Lyria had been preparing this assault since the beginning. My staff was kept busy by a steady stream of reports from commanders across my supply lines.

      Most of my present officers were bickering over the map. Yasno and Aaron patiently added new markers and flags with each new report. It was almost midnight, but the inflow did not cease. Delayed messages were the most likely cause, rather than new attacks. The time it took to confirm the loss of the supply trains was not insignificant, even with magetalk.

      “Nothing has gotten south for almost three days now. Food, weapons, horses, soldiers—the attacks are indiscriminate,” Aaron summarized. “They’re torching everything they pass, killing everyone they see, and cutting us off. We’re stretched too thinly and they’re moving too fast for us to stop them. Even if we turned our army around, there’s one big problem we still can’t deal with. Well, more than one…”

      “So far we have confirmed reports that suggest anywhere between four and nine dragons,” Yasno said, flicking through his personal notes. He and Aaron seemed to be the only ones who could keep things straight right now, even if it was through their sheer volume of notetaking.

      Meanwhile, Miyasa and Hish buried themselves in talk of how to take the fight back and defend our supply line. Ilsa remained silent, as she had for some time. I hoped it was the sort of silence that bred brilliance, like the unspoken thoughts Ilsa had supported me with so far. If it was instead a silence that led to a breakdown, I feared that I wasn’t in a position to provide her with personal support right now. Lyria outweighed any mental issues. She would end us all at the first opportunity.

      “How large are the dragons?” I asked.

      “All about the same size. You saw them up north.”

      “It’s possible it could be nine, but I doubt it. Put it as four or five,” I said. “Whatever Lyria is doing to enlarge her dragons, it must require substantial magical investment. The Empire has a mere handful of dragons old enough to naturally be that large.”

      A mutter ran through the officers. Hish was the one to speak up. “Really? I thought the Empire made use of loads of dragons? I remember the stories.”

      I wondered what stories the oni knew of that involved the Empire’s ancient history, when dragons had been commonplace. “Centuries ago, maybe. Back before the time of Kaiser Lucius and the Decline. Lyria is the only adult—sorry, the only dragon—over two centuries old in the Empire. Even dragons who have reached their final stage of growth at just half a century could be counted on both hands, the last I knew.”

      Briefly, I had foolishly assumed we were dealing with one such dragon up north. Lyria had the influence to attract dragons that old and powerful. If she was experimenting on young dragons, she might have lost some of that influence. Perhaps that was why she was a marshal rather than anything greater following the emperor’s death. I had expected to find her in the Regency Council, orchestrating this new Empire.

      Yasno let out a low whistle. “So we’re dealing with one of the biggest, baddest dragons in the Empire. And she’s burning down half of Aghram.”

      “You said that she would burn down half the province in order to defeat you, Mykah,” Miyasa said, her eyes fixed on the map. “I am beginning to understand what you mean. We haven’t even seen any sign of her main army, only scouts and dragons. Who is she to do this?”

      The question drew all eyes to me, including Ilsa’s. Silence fell. Even those who had recently entered the tent could tell something was happening. As much as I would prefer to keep Lyria on the other side of the Empire, mentally and physically, she was doing her best to prevent that.

      I sighed. “A long time ago, Lyria and I were officers in the military together. It was the only time we were there for the same reason. In the Empire, nonhumans could only hold an officer’s position with the sponsorship of a noble—although things are clearly different now. We were both sponsored by the same noble and held the same rank in the same regiment. After the onslaughts of the demons along the Nahaum Mountains, our paths parted.

      “I was rapidly promoted within the Imperial military. Eventually, I became an Imperial Knight, in direct service to the Imperial family and His Majesty. That led me to becoming a mage and therefore a magister-general. By contrast, Lyria had to maintain her sponsorship under a noble. Instead, under Prince Belar, she became lord-general, the highest military position in the Taranth Princedom.”

      I saw confusion around me. Presumably, this was because I was giving a history lesson rather than explaining why Lyria was important. Fortunately, at least one of my listeners remembered the past as he rubbed his chin.

      “You called her an old, bad memory a long time ago. I take it you never got along?” Yasno asked with a frown.

      “We did, actually. Once,” I said. “When fighting demons, we worked extremely well together. We kept in touch over the decades. Then, when I took over from Tornfrost, I realized what she was truly like.”

      The old man had died due to political issues with the princedoms. Refusals to move troops around, evacuate certain regions, and ensure we had somewhere to safely battle the oni. We had planned to funnel the onslaught of oni to another killing ground when they finally overran my brand-new Bulwark, but we were betrayed. I didn’t even get to see his body, such was the ferocity of the fighting. There had been no time to grieve. I had to ensure that the thousands of soldiers holed up in the Bulwark didn’t starve. The oni couldn’t be allowed to establish a foothold. Hundreds of thousands would have died if Tornfrost had lived, I knew. I still didn’t know if I could say it was worth it.

      I took a deep breath to steady myself. My old mentor was a man to miss like no other.

      “There are two facts from that time,” I said. “One is that the oni would not be here had I accepted the proposal of Lyria and… others at that time. Countless soldiers would have died, the marshlands practically burned to the ground and the war won forever. We would not be standing here together today. I refused, naturally.

      “The other is that Matthew Tornfrost would still be alive. The armies necessary to save him would not have been held back by one particular dragon.”

      I looked into the eyes of each of my officers. They understood now why I didn’t speak much of Lyria. I despised her.

      The problem was, she appeared to hate me, too, and was much better at using her hatred than I was. Without supplies, taking Talepolis was but a dream.
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      The tent fell back into chaos after my story about Lyria. The officers started bickering with one another over the most appropriate strategy: how we could take back our supply lines or bring the oni south or undertake a forced march to Talepolis or—

      I cut the chaotic chatter from my own thoughts. There was a standard solution to this. We had a city to besiege, supply lines to reestablish, and a dragon to put back in her place. The map held all the pieces to the puzzle; it was merely a matter of spending the time to rearrange them and then issue the orders. The oni to the north were key to this. Surely Vasi would have already been moving her forces south, given the intelligence-gathering abilities of her race.

      Somebody grabbed my arm. Sound returned. Yasno seemed to have the floor right now. He was telling the others that, whatever plans we had, anything we did to reestablish the supply lines depended on being able to actually fight dragons.

      “Mykah, what are you doing?” Ilsa hissed at me, her face right next to mine.

      I blinked and looked down at her. Then I looked at the rest of the assembly. Everybody else was too caught up in the chaos that was pretending to be a planning session to notice or hear Ilsa.

      Her unvoiced thoughts had just blown up, it seemed. This needed to be taken outside. I nodded toward the tent’s entrance, and Ilsa took the hint. She grabbed my arm and pulled me toward the exit. That was definitely noticed, and more than a few heads turned toward us. I had no time to explain.

      “Well?” I asked her, glancing back in the tent as we stood in the entrance. The torches outside were still brightly lit, and the soldiers keeping watch were wary, given the circumstances. Lyria’s force could technically reach us with a dragon here.

      “You didn’t answer my question,” she said. “Look in there and tell me what you see.”

      I looked. Only the senior officers were talking: Yasno, Hish, Aaron, and Miyasa. Even they spent a lot more time trading ideas than making actionable plans. Yasno would say something, and Hish would say something completely different. They weren’t bouncing ideas or building off one another so much as it was simply saying whatever they felt while their minds ground away in the background whenever they weren’t talking.

      Stress. It was written all over their faces and their actions. I’d call this a brainstorming session if anybody was paying attention to what was being said. Instead, my officers were throwing everything at the wall.

      “It’s a little more chaotic than things usually got at the Bulwark,” I admitted, crossing my arms and frowning. “Once there’s a plan of action in place, things will come back together and it won’t be so bad.”

      Then Yasno shouted, “And who fights the dragons?”

      I stood there, as dumbfounded as everybody else. It was the first time he had exploded like that.

      “He has a point, but I have a better one,” Ilsa asked quietly once the shock of Yasno’s outburst wore off. “Who makes the plan?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      Running a hand through her hair and breaking it free from its ponytail, Ilsa took a few moments to gather her thoughts. “You said this is worse than up at the Bulwark. That’s because there aren’t fifty years of plans to fall back on. We don’t have a network of overlapping fortresses to rely on. Even your decades of experience aren’t as valuable now. When things got rough, you were a beacon. Nothing up north was new to you. Now everything is new.

      “I said this before, but for you, this is just another day in the week. On Monday, you rebelled. On Tuesday, we set up our supply lines. Today, they got cut off. Tomorrow, you reestablish them and chase away some dragons. Friday, you take Talepolis. You’ve fought demonic armies that spanned the length of the Empire, battled in more wars than I’ve ever read about, and basically retired to a life of constant warfare. Adapting is normal for you. But for us, this is chaos.”

      Ilsa let out a long, ragged breath. Then she gave me a shaky smile. “There, I said what I’ve been thinking for a while. You tell these wonderful stories and I wish I was part of them. But that can never happen and I think you forget that. Not unless you make us part of them. Lift us up, Mykah. Help us achieve all that we can.”

      The torchlight flickered around us as I rocked back on my feet. Yelling and shouting continued to stream out from the tent, and I didn’t tune it out this time. There was more than stress in those voices.

      I looked back at my officers. The humans were here because they believed in me more than the Empire; they had cast aside their loyalties for their homeland for my sake. But the oni were here because I had proven that I was a great leader.

      Respect was what had gotten me here. I wondered if I had been returning it. How long ago had I stopped returning it? Leadership was about more than giving out orders.

      I was only one man. But just as I had an empire behind me for the last century, so too did I have great people supporting me right now.

      “I guess I am getting old,” I said, stroking my beard. “Am I going gray yet?”

      “I wouldn’t share my bed with you if you were,” Ilsa said, her smile much more confident now.

      “Harsh.”

      “Someone has to be.”

      These were words I needed to hear. More than anything else, I was now questioning my approach.

      I chuckled. “I was reacting to this situation as if this was the Bulwark, where everything is so normal. But it’s been over fifty years since I’ve done something like this. It’s not another day of the week, despite what you say. I’ve never fought Lyria at this level of power in earnest. Never gone up against the full might of the Empire in anger.”

      The tent remained animated as we stepped back inside, my arm around Ilsa’s back. The arguments had quietened down and my officers had poured out much of their stress and anguish. Or perhaps somebody had noticed that I wasn’t here and wanted my opinion.

      All eyes tracked me.

      Whispering to Ilsa before we got too close, I finished my thoughts. “Thank you for reminding me of what I learned so long ago about being a leader. I’ve needed somebody like you for longer than I think I can remember.”

      Ilsa’s face was extra bright as I stepped up to the map and cast my eyes across the assembled officers.

      “Sorry for stepping away. I think I’m ready to hear from all of you how we’re going to take Talepolis now,” I said, giving everybody a soft smile. “After all, we already have everybody and everything we need to take it.”
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      Talepolis was an underwhelming city in many ways. It was a large city but relatively small compared to many others in the Empire. As the former capital of the Aghram Princedom, its size stood out given it was dwarfed by all of the other capitals. Too far from the rest of the Empire, it had been recently added to the Empire’s holdings and was constantly threatened by demons from across the Nahaum Mountains. The fact that it was the capital of a princedom simply didn’t make sense—except it held the greatest foundries in the world outside dwarven hands. The city was proof of the industrial power of the Rogistran Empire.

      Whether or not the city was underwhelming in size, those foundries required strong defenses. It had two defensive walls and a central citadel almost as large as Tornfrost Watch. The city had been converted into a capital in my own lifetime, so it was relatively modern. It was built to withstand both demonic invasion and magical sieges, as the walls showed. The outer wall stood twenty meters high and half that thick. Past that, the inner wall and citadel were taller again, at thirty meters high. The barriers of the walls were strong enough to repel anything that wasn’t a trebuchet supported by a battery of mages. Even the geometry was menacing. The walls formed jagged shapes that left no attacker safe from bombardment.

      Then there was the sprawl. Defending miles of wall was an impossible feat without a massive army. The Empire was wealthy, but a permanent garrison able to protect that much was still a waste of money. As such, the majority of the city—an unrestrained sprawl of residences and commercial buildings—sat outside the walls of the city. Warehouses next to apartment blocks, with a textile factory just down the road and markets bustling with traders around the corner. I was once told that you could get lost in Talepolis and follow a single road until you died of old age yet never starve or else desire for water or shelter.

      “Speaking of water, where does it come from?” Yasno asked, tracing a finger along the map. “I see rivers around the city but not through it. This other city farther south has a river.”

      “Aqueducts,” Aaron answered. “Water is carried down from the mountains to the city. The reservoirs are supplied by a dozen of them plus natural water supplies from the foothills they’re built into.”

      “Which is the other problem,” Yasno continued, rubbing the stubble beginning to form on his chin. “The entire rear of the city is built into the damn mountain range. That could give us a height advantage for a siege if we had time—time we don’t have. I had been counting on that given how huge the walls are. This place looks as intimidating as everything you put in our path up in the Nahaum Pass, Bulwark.”

      “That’s to be expected, given that I had some involvement in the design of the walls and knew their strength. The bulk of the ideas came from brighter minds who had seen widespread magic and demons transform siege warfare over the past few centuries,” I said. “Many of these ideas made their way north, where I reused them for the fortresses in the Bulwark.”

      Miyasa cocked an eyebrow. “So other cities have less impressive walls?”

      Chuckling, Ilsa shook her head. “No, they’re different in design or smaller. The older the city, the more the Empire must retrofit the walls. Installing metal panels, making the walls taller, building turrets. They won’t be as thick, and many cities and fortresses won’t have multiple layers of walls or sections.”

      “I don’t see sections here. Tornfrost Watch has a bunch of courtyards with walls between them,” Hish said. “So this place is weaker than Tornfrost?”

      “It’s a city. It can’t match a fortress,” I said. “Longer walls means spreading your forces more thinly. The sprawl means archers and mages can’t see approaching foes clearly. Once we breach a wall, they can’t isolate us and attempt to hold the rest of the wall. The only true fortress the foe has is the citadel.” I placed my finger on the large block in the rough center of the city. “Otwin has been conservative so far, so I think we can assume he is being defensive. We can expect heavy resistance at the citadel while he holds out for Lyria’s arrival. He will do everything he can to draw us into a drawn-out siege. He knows we need the citadel, given it sits atop the most specialized forges.”

      “Specialized?” Ilsa asked.

      “Those are the only forges capable of producing the weapons that can slay dragons. The dwarves weren’t keen on their secrets being spread to all and sundry, so forges capable of producing product that matches theirs are under lock and key. Royal lock and key, to be exact. The prince of Aghram controlled access to them directly. If we want to defeat Lyria, we’ll need to oust Otwin from the citadel,” I explained.

      A mutter rose up among my officers. I had laid it all out there: the defenses of the city, Otwin’s own predilections, my tactical knowledge of what besieging a city would mean, and our true objective. Now I needed to do as Ilsa advised and trust in my officers to tell me how we were going to do it. Oni and human alike were exchanging heated arguments about the city, what we were up against, and how we could punch through our foe. Six months ago, the sight would have amazed me.

      “The barriers will stop anything short of dedicated siege weapons. Can you and your mages set that up with what we have, Ilsa?” Aaron asked.

      “Forget that. Won’t they just shoot back? Why not go in for the gates?” Yasno said.

      Miyasa shook her head. “Between the oni and Mykah, we have the power to punch through the gates. However, they can torch us from above in the time it takes us to break through.”

      “Why not just go over?” That was Hish.

      “We’re talking twenty meters, Hish. Not everybody can fly like our general can,” Aaron said with a laugh.

      “That’s not crazy, however,” Ilsa said, looking between everybody. “What is the purpose of their defense on the outer wall? What keeps them there?”

      All the other officers looked at Ilsa, their faces thoughtful. It seemed to come to them all at once. All of the officers shared grins.

      “We’re on the outside. They’re on the inside,” Ilsa said. “Ordinary soldiers rally around something so simple in a siege.”

      Miyasa smiled. “The core of our plan then, Mykah, seems to be that we must sow chaos in the foe. Even past the outer wall, I wonder if this is not true of the citadel as well. Marshal Otwin wants us to battle him in the citadel in a drawn-out siege. Why are we bothering to play his game? It seems our objective is different.”

      With a nod, I took in the gazes of everyone around me. Everything had been positive. Noticeably missing was a fear of Lyria. The question wasn’t whether we could do anything; it was if we could do it fast enough while minimizing losses. I had been asking the wrong thing of them all along. Then again, I didn’t think I had been asking them at all. That had been my greatest failing so far, and I would see that I didn’t repeat it.

      “You’re right. Let’s make it clearer. We’re taking Talepolis in a single night,” I declared. “If chaos is our objective, then the night is our element. We then need to crack each and every part of the city open, one after the other, before dawn comes.”

      “Do we start calling you the Lightning Bulwark after this then?” Yasno said.

      “Maybe think up your own names first. I think everybody will be deserving of titles after this,” I said.

      I wasn’t sure if there ever had been a case of a city the size of Talepolis being captured in a single night. Perhaps by demons. Certainly by the catastrophe that had brought about the badlands. But by an ordinary army? I didn’t know.

      In the back of my mind, I could remember somebody telling me about how I had to craft my followers into myth and legend if I wanted to become emperor.

      My thoughts drifted as I recalled the memory. Emperor.

      “It’s technically yours for the taking,” a voice whispered next to me.

      I jumped. A pair of red horns was in my peripheral vision, and I realized it was Miyasa, who had crept closer to me. I stepped back from the table, beckoning her to follow. The others surely noticed as we stepped into the shadows of the tent, but they continued with their planning.

      “I spoke out loud, I take it?” I asked her once we were out of casual earshot. Technically, they could still hear us if they cared to focus any magically enhanced hearing our way.

      “No, but when you talk of titles, it’s obvious what yours should be,” Miyasa said, looking me in the eyes. “I could tell from the very moment you sat on that throne, all those weeks ago. It’s your destiny. A legacy for you to claim.”

      “Emperor isn’t a hereditary position in the Rogistran Empire. There’s no legacy to build,” I deflected.

      “Even I know that to be a half-truth. Have not the past four emperors come from the Istar family? Evigilus was the first. Somnulus, the last. You said last night that you served them.”

      Called out on Imperial matters by an oni. I couldn’t help but wince at how weak my own deflection had been. Sighing, I rubbed the bridge of my nose.

      “That is true, yes. The Royal Elector College always elected an emperor from the Istar family, if not necessarily the person some had expected, although that has only been since the Reforms. Between the reigns of Kaiser Lucius and Emperor Evigilus, there have been plenty of emperors from other families.” They just didn’t matter as much. The Reforms of Emperor Evigilus had given the Imperial family and the emperor the power he had to make the Empire as great as it was now.

      “So you put in place your own reforms and establish a line of Ariums, who shall be emperors for far longer,” Miyasa said, smiling now. “You have that power.”

      Given that I didn’t age, I didn’t really need the line of emperors even. Somehow, I doubted the people wanted an unaging, undying god-emperor ruling over them.

      I kept my silence and Miyasa hers. We watched the others animatedly move markers around the map and argue over the best ways to take a city in a lightning assault. I found myself wondering when I had last felt like this. Energy filled the air.

      Hish bounced her markers over the city walls while Yasno physically pulled her away from the table. Ilsa explained to the other officers how the mages could support different tactics, desperately ignoring the fighting oni. The adjutants and junior officers, oni and humans, smiled and pitched in what they could as they became more involved. At one point, half the tent dissolved into laughter as Terry attempted to explain a plan that evidently had no value beyond the comedic, although it was lost on all but the fairer sex.

      “This is what you’ve given us, Mykah,” Miyasa said. “A place to belong for so many horns that never had one. There is nowhere else for them.”

      Something about what she said seemed off. There was a whole oni territory to the north, yet I couldn’t help but agree while watching all these single-horned oni laugh, smile, and plan for a legendary victory alongside human soldiers. Just six months ago, we had actively planned each other’s deaths.

      I felt something warm on my arm and looked down to see Miyasa’s head there. Things were almost perfect right now.

      My mind needed that hint of perfection. A storm was coming, and we were bringing it this time.
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      Thousands of soldiers descended on Talepolis as I watched from atop a tower. The lights of the streets hadn’t been lit tonight, save for a few that some poor beggars or stalwarts kept going. The sprawl was dark, visible due to my helmet’s enhanced vision. Beyond it were the bright lights of the outer wall. Countless torches and braziers burned bright against the dark figures running along the battlements.

      Over the past couple of days, I had harassed the city with scouts and made our march as obvious as possible. We started on fortifications and our encampment at morning. My forces began to line up come late afternoon. Trebuchets and mangonels sprang to life, their prefabricated pieces slipping together easily. I had even lit a large number of stone piles on fire at the front of my formations.

      The message to Otwin had been clear: evacuate the sprawl, or I would burn it to the ground before me.

      A series of flares burst in the air above the sprawl, signaling yet more blocks cleared. Otwin was behaving, which was good news. The armored knights plowing toward the walls weren’t equipped for city fighting. The Empire’s tactics for city fighting required that mages be seeded throughout each unit. These mages provided mobile barrier coverage and enabled us to burn out individual buildings.

      But I couldn’t spare the necessary mages; they were needed for taking down the walls. To make matters worse, my infantry had never seen how quickly a city fight became a shit fight. City fighting needed to be lived through. If Otwin forced us to fight block to block, then we would take tremendous casualties. The oni were powerful but lacked the experience necessary to carry a battle in the sprawl. My own victories over them had often come from exploiting their inexperience in cities. Tornfrost’s death had paved the way to such a victory as I butchered my way through five times our number of oni.

      If Otwin forced my hand, then the city was forfeit. Mage-supported mangonels would reduce the sprawl to burning rubble within hours and we could walk to the walls unhindered.

      “He’s playing this by the book, Bulwark,” Yasno said from next to me. “Everything is going as planned.”

      I looked at the oni next to me, noting the brightness of his face despite his usual dour look. The light from the next set of flares almost seemed to be inside of his eyes rather than reflecting off them. Yasno raised his fist, responding with a flare of his own.

      That was the last flare, I noted, remaining silent. The whole point was to give Yasno command over the first phase of the assault. This was his battlefield, as Miyasa had told me it often had been up north against my fortresses. These rolling flares were his idea, along with most of the plans for the first phase. Undermining his command was disrespectful. I needed to remember that and let him lead.

      “It’s time for us to join them, Bulwark,” he said, his face split by a small grin.

      “Let’s,” I said.

      The two of us leaped over the edge of the tower. We hit the ground feet-first, then sprinted toward the front lines. Confused faces of soldiers looked over at us, only to vanish as we raced past them to our destination. Buildings blurred past us. I thought I heard Yasno laughing.

      Slowing as the wall began to loom over us, we took stock of where we were. Lights burst in the air above us. More flares. I could feel magic beginning to build, which meant that the enemy battlemages were about to fire. Something told me that this wasn’t going to be about testing their range. Battlemages on walls tended to have strong visual indications of how far they could fire. Even in this darkness, they would still be able to see us and make out their range.

      Yasno clicked his tongue, staring up at the flares. “I’d hoped we’d reach my company first. This really is just a repeat of last time. Give me a second.”

      Then he held up his fist and fired off the flare to call for barriers. A series of golden flares immediately shot up in return far behind us, and red flares joined them along the line of advance. They were followed by a field of silver light slamming into existence in front of us. The shudder I felt was real, almost as though somebody had pushed a thin film through my body. I shook it off. It simply felt strange to have powerful spells forcibly pushed through your body from such a distance. The mages were casting the barrier from the rear lines, which was a necessary evil. It let me enjoy a nice fireworks show as the enemy’s barrage burst uselessly against our defenses.

      A cough brought me to my senses. “Are we watching or moving?” Yasno asked me with a raised eyebrow.

      By the time the enemy’s barrage stopped, we caught up to Yasno’s company. The silver field of light flickered a good five or so meters off the ground, and the oni knights rested in the street behind it. I heard the rattle of breastplates as we approached. These were veterans, their weapons up and ready to go as the barrage ceased. None of their horns were glowing, either, unlike some of the other oni earlier. Glowing horns were too visible. They were a good way to get sniped by an errant civilian angry that his city was being invaded.

      Yasno looked to me for assurance as he held up his fist for the next flare. This was the moment of truth. In my own dealings with the oni, I had long ago learned tactics of my own to hamper their barrier-march tactic. Otwin should be aware of them. However, I did not think they were suitable for use here.

      I nodded to Yasno, letting him give the order. The flare shot into the air and the barrier came down. We advanced, not under a hail of fire but merely with the sound of our clattering armor. The enemy was not making use of volley fire.

      Maintaining a series of regular barrages of magic and arrows was the best way to handle an opponent using barriers while marching. Single, massive barrages of fire with large gaps of time between them weren’t as effective. The use of volleys weakened each individual barrage but let you fire more often. The advantage was that it forced the opponent to make a choice: either their advance ground to a halt or it continued under fire and took heavy losses.

      The use of volley fire simply didn’t work unless you had the necessary raw numbers. Armored knights such as mine could shrug off weaker volleys. Knights could advance unharmed under volley fire if there weren’t enough mages firing in each volley. The sheer length of these walls stretched Otwin’s defenders thin. I was betting he wouldn’t risk his volleys bouncing off our armor and shields.

      Otwin was textbook, but not stupid. Not that I would call him wise.

      A wise person would know that I wrote the textbook he was using against me.

      We came to a stop in the killing field just outside of the wall. The buildings stopped some hundred meters short of the wall, leaving a barren wasteland full of ditches and holes. Twenty meters above us was our target: the tops of the walls. The wall brimmed with the ends of spears, arrows, and magical spells. Defenders readied themselves to make the killing field more than just a name.

      In front of us was the southern gatehouse, a beast of magically reinforced wrought iron and wood. Its barriers were visible to the naked eye, light shimmering on the surface of the doors. Such was its strength while mages actively reinforced it.

      “Guess this is what we brought the ram for,” Yasno muttered, looking at the same thing I was. “Where’s Miya?”

      “Mykah!” If one spoke of the oni, she would appear. Miyasa burst into the field one city block away from us, her sword drawn and a company of knights behind her. Her oni were lugging our main method of entry into the city. It was a steel ram head on a tree trunk thick enough that I suspected nothing less than fifty oni could carry the thing.

      Now we needed to cover them long enough that they could knock down the gate without being obliterated by the enemy mages above. Light and fire were already beginning to pour down on our shields, the enemy’s controlled barrages giving way to indiscriminate assault. Only armored knights could hope to survive in the killing field.

      A thousand or more of my soldiers had poured onto the field already. I looked along the length of the wall. The field lit up as bright as day as spells poured down from the fortifications. Our wall of shields kept up a relentless march. We only had ladders and rams, so we needed to get close.

      An oni went down next to me, an arrow in his arm. Two stepped forward to cover him as he snapped it off and recovered. Time was of the essence. Every second meant more dead and wounded.

      “Bring up the ram,” Yasno shouted, gesturing with his arm at Miyasa’s company. The oni were lugging the massive thing behind a still-forming wall of shields. Spells poured down on them. Fireballs skittered off their shields. I could feel my beard burning and blasted a pulse of raw magic to put out the blaze. The chuckles nearby made it clear that the soldiers had noticed. I ignored the laughs. My facial hair was an important matter.

      I looked around for Hish, my compatriot in the next step. It could be minutes before she arrived. The knights had led the advance, in case the enemy unleashed volley fire and our advance needed to absorb the enemy’s artillery fire from the walls. For all her company’s viciousness, it was no substitute for heavy armor. The shield wall was what would keep them alive. Not seeing her, I resolved to stick close to Miyasa and Yasno as the shield wall pushed toward the gate.

      The wall’s barrier rippled momentarily, and I glanced to one side, spotting Miyasa with her bow out. She pouted at my look.

      “I did want to try,” she said, slinging her bow over her shoulder.

      “In a way, the wall is tougher than even Lyria’s scales. The enchantments in the wall are rooted in the stone across the entire length of the thing,” I said. Casually deflecting a magical lance that was aimed at her, I kept pace. “You’ll have your chance. How are you feeling?”

      “This is our night. Of all the parts of the plan, this was the sole aspect I was uncertain of. In our assaults against your fortresses, getting this close was a struggle,” Miyasa said, smiling broadly. Both of her horns glowed bright red in the night as she walked and deflected magic with her bare blade. The display was impressive enough to remind me that she was the Herald of the Oni.

      “Yet this Otwin has let us so easily get right up to the city walls. In minutes, the gate will collapse, and from there, we shall break his city, and then him, in two.” A pair of magical circles rippled out from Miyasa, one from each hand. The series of magical lances aimed directly at her, presumably as she was standing unprotected behind the shield wall, shattered into prismatic light and dissipated.

      “Glad you feel so positive,” I said. “Speaking of positive, I think my partner is here.”

      I patted Miyasa on the shoulder, returning her smile. The ram was already going up. Human knights passed prefabricated wooden beams along a line from the rear. They relied on the oni shield wall to protect them. In minutes the magically enchanted head of the ram would be striking the gate with the strength of Yasno, Miya, and the oni.

      In the meantime, I had a date with Hish. I looked up at the wall, then at Hish and her assembled company of oni.

      “Care to start climbing?” I asked.
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      I soared through the night air, Hish’s cackling laughter in my ear. As we flew overhead, we saw the horrified faces of the soldiers on the walls below.

      That was the problem with the barriers on most walls; they stopped projectiles, not people.

      Screams of panic erupted as we began our descent. Fifty oni and one human plummeted toward the dirt on the other side of the wall. Arrows, fireballs, and magic lances uselessly flew into the air behind us. It was going to hurt when we hit the ground, however. My muscles were still singing from the initial leap, but the landing stung no matter how much I rolled.

      “When you said climb over the walls, I thought you meant actually climb, boss,” Hish said afterward, still cackling through her own pain. “I didn’t think we could actually jump that high. We never tried that up north.”

      That was because there wasn’t a fortress in the Bulwark that had walls less than thirty meters high. Lessons had been learned. Even thirty meters wasn’t enough in some cases with oni and demons. Noble demons, who were a danger even to Miyasa, could easily bound atop forty-meter-high walls. And there wasn’t a herald who couldn’t simply leap into a fortress to duel me at a moment’s notice, either. Miyasa had never bothered with a direct confrontation and instead simply tried shooting my head off from afar, the barriers on our walls too weak to resist her power. My inability to detect build-ups of spiritual energy had nearly cost me my life several times.

      “Didn’t you say you had the idea yourself, when you said you wanted to make use of all that time learning to jump higher as a child?” I said, looking around at the panicking enemy soldiers.

      “Yeah, but I figured we could just jump up, stab our swords in the walls, then climb.”

      “You can’t stab reinforced stone with a sword, Hish,” I replied. Well, maybe with my sword, although even it would take damage. “Look alive, ladies. It’s time to meet the welcoming party, and she’s out for blood. Literally.”

      The assembled oni snapped into formation and stopped moaning about the hard landing. However pathetic the regular soldiers by the gate had been, the cavalry charging headlong at us were not. I recognized the leader. These were heavy mounted knights of the Empire, the pride of Aghram. Ordinarily, they were a terrible opponent for sword-wielding infantry, especially when they outnumbered us two to one.

      Fire began to rain down on us from above. We rushed forward, not wanting to remain out in the open.

      “Looks like it’s working,” Hish said.

      The gate was abandoned. The hundreds of soldiers protecting it had fled in fear at the sight of barbarous oni who were capable of leaping over the wall in a single leap. Their mages were splitting their attention. They flung magic at us as well as at the soldiers on the other side of the gate. Wood was spilled all over the ground, a sign that they had not yet reinforced the gate from inside. That was good for the ram. This was pure chaos, to sum it up. Hish cackled again.

      I had to admit, this sense of chaos was exactly what I lacked in my own planning: the idea of simply doing something crazy that would make the enemy react stupidly.

      Case in point, the vampire captain charging headlong at me.

      “Traitor General Arium, your head will be mine,” shouted the vampire. Her pole-axe gleamed in the torchlight of the gatehouse. The thunderous hooves of her knights boomed in the air around us, drowning out all else.

      For several moments, I couldn’t hear the screams of the enemy above us, the shouting of my soldiers outside, or even Hish’s cackling. It sounded like death approaching on horseback. A hundred lances pointed toward us, and I felt a scythe curled around my neck.

      Then the moment shattered with a boom, the entire gatehouse moving with it. The knights faltered in their charge, their horses whinnying at the sound. Dust fell from the old stone above. The battering ram had struck.

      “Charge,” I said.

      We exploded forward, magic blasting through our muscles. The same energy that had propelled us over the wall sent us flying toward the knights. Fifty oni slammed into the front line of the Empire’s knights and sent the entire formation hurtling to the ground. We leaped over their lances or cut straight through them with our swords. Horses crashed into each other. Lances fell to the ground or were knocked aside. I saw men sent flying as a ton of horse came to a screaming halt and inertia took hold.

      Blood, laughter, and slaughter. Hish’s favorite ingredients for battle, I realized. She stood atop a horse, her axe-like sword in hand as she beheaded a knight in full plate. Another knight stabbed at her in desperation, but she deflected it. Her sword took his head off almost casually.

      In mere moments, the knights’ charge had turned into a desperate battle for survival. The few who had managed to keep their horses upright could only watch as their comrades were butchered. Dozens of oni, their bodies covered in blood and wearing trophies of black and gold from Lyria’s soldiers, carved up the downed knights with wicked grins. It must have been a vision of hell for the Empire’s knights.

      Not that I had time to admire it. I turned around from where I had landed atop the broken corpse of a soldier clad in black and brown, the colors of Aghram. The vampire rose up from where I had nearly cleaved her in two across her breastplate.

      This was Victoria, scion of Knight-General Volante, who was one of the few masters of both vampiric disciplines. She had the same regenerative powers he did. Blood coagulated and reformed into flesh in the wound, her body stitching itself back together. When I struck her, I had been curious to see for myself if she was actually who and what she seemed.

      “I will have your head,” she said a second time.

      I charged at Victoria as she bared her fangs, my blade humming with magical power and runes. Her pole-axe melted on contact with my blade, the shadows around it vanishing into nothingness. I briefly saw shock on Victoria’s face. Then my sword sliced through her head, bisecting it and her body in a single stroke. The runes left a glowing trail throughout her body, which collapsed to the ground.

      Her blood flailed about madly as the vampire desperately attempted to recombine her body. All of her attempts were prevented by the anti-regeneration magicks of my blade’s dwarven runes. New flesh was unable to grow, and the blood was unable to form anything solid. Eventually, Victoria died her true death.

      The gate exploded behind me and chunks of wood burst, clattering onto the stone. The first phase of the assault had succeeded.

      Now we needed to keep our momentum going for the rest of the night.
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      I took a moment to tear a piece of cloth from Victoria’s body and clean my blade, not wanting her filth to potentially taint it. Not that it could, but I liked the symbolism. Knights poured in through the open gate behind me, oni and human alike, as I ensured a clean finish to my sword.

      “Wow, that was fast. I was sure she was some sort of evil version of you, boss,” Hish said, walking up to me and tilting her head. “Or was she like an evil version of me?”

      A vision of an evil version of Hish filled my head. It looked exactly like the woman in front of me, covered in blood and with a pair of heads on her belt. She had pinned some brown crests to her breastplate now, I noticed. A droplet of red ran down her face and onto a lip, and I saw a flick of pink as she lapped it up.

      “Something like that,” I said, looking away. In truth, Hish would never have been a match for Victoria. Vampires with regenerative powers were effectively immortal without the appropriate anti-regeneration magicks. The semiperfect dwarven rune I used to counter it was effective against even more powerful demonic regeneration that regenerated the body part whole. As I had countermeasures, Victoria never had a chance, but I did not wish to denigrate her abilities. She had been a daywalker vampire, one of the ruling class of vampires, and extremely dangerous.

      Light burst above us. I looked up and saw the blue sparkles of Yasno’s flare beginning to fade. Before they could, he replaced it, and other flares exploded nearby. Cheers filled the air along with the flares as we celebrated breaching the outer wall. With his fist in the air, Yasno stood next to me, face dour but proud. My enemies couldn’t miss this.

      They also couldn’t miss the fiery doom coming from behind. Snaps of magic from next to me were accompanied by gusts of wind as Miyasa loosed steel arrow after steel arrow along the length of the wall. The trail of light they left in the night sky burst into streams of fire that exploded along the battlements. Unlike the mages, she didn’t have a maximum range of a few hundred meters. Soon, the only magic I could feel along the walls was the subtle thrum of the barriers now that the battlemages had abandoned their posts. The Empire was in a panic. The defenders fled for their lives.

      Behind them came our ladders and our rams. The remaining gates shattered. My knights scrambled over the walls, through the openings, and into the city proper. Amid the chaos, we took the wall in minutes.

      I could picture Otwin screaming into his magetalk device back in the citadel. The officers who should be on the other side had long since fled, leaving his yells to echo uselessly within walls that now lay empty.

      The city wasn’t taken yet, I reminded myself with a shake of my head. Around me stood three oni officers who looked to me for the next steps.

      “One wall down, two to go. Your orders, Bulwark?” Yasno said, a fist over his breastplate. With the outer wall now breached and blue flares exploding all along the outer wall, his phase as commander had finished. It was down to me to—

      No, it wasn’t. I pulled back my thoughts and looked at Miyasa. That was the whole point, I reminded myself.

      “Miya, this next part is yours,” I said, looking her in the eyes. Her horns still glowed, although now her entire face did, too, after I had called her by her nickname. I made a mental note to get her accustomed to the name. Everybody else called her Miya, so I was going to start.

      “Yes, Mykah,” she said, staring back at me without doing anything for several moments. Then, as if suddenly remembering where she was, she sprung to attention. Her left hand slammed into her breastplate in a salute, perhaps a little too hard, given how much it moved and kept moving.

      Miya licked her lips and gave me a broad smile. “I will ensure the next wall falls. Take this for later,” she said, handing me one of two small disks from her hip. “I’ll remain here and work with Ilsa and her mages. Get to the gate and await my signal to strike.”

      The disk was a portable magetalk device. It had a range of less than a mile, but it was necessary for the next phase of the plan. I clipped it onto the back of my own belt, confident I wouldn’t lose it now that I wasn’t leaping over any more walls.

      I saluted. It lasted a moment, as Miya then grabbed my hand and kissed me on the cheek. Before I could respond, she leaped upward. The shouts above broke the spell, and I felt her magic as she made short work of the enemies who had been cowering on the wall above and were too scared to come down as we charged through the gatehouse.

      “Here I thought she’d be braver,” Yasno muttered, his face still unmoving when I gave him a look. “Shall we, Bulwark?”

      Yasno’s hand was outstretched toward the inner wall and the bright lights of the rest of the city, from where I could already hear the screams and yells of pitched battle. Boulders were beginning to fly overhead, signaling the next phase of the assault. Ilsa had begun her bombardment of the inner wall.
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      Shields clanged off each other as we slammed into the enemy. I thrust my sword through a gap in the enemy’s shield wall and pulled the poor bastard I had stabbed to one side, hurling three other men with him. The onis’ hammers were striking down the other shields or caving in helmets and breastplates.

      Heat washed over me suddenly, licks of flame visible from the gaps between the shields above me. I pushed forward into the melee, gesturing behind me for another knight to step forward. Whirling around with my sword, I replaced the grunts of the enemy with screams of terror. I ignored them, looking up and around for the enemy mages who were attacking us. An axe bounced off my arm. I snapped out with my elbow and heard somebody’s nose crunch. He went down. More enemies stepped forward over the bleeding corpses of their comrades. My sword hummed.

      More boulders flew overhead of this shit fight of a brawl. Imperial archers and mages had started skirmishing from the windows and rooftops, their foot soldiers forming up ranks in the streets. While we technically had the numbers in the assault, we mostly relied on our elite knights.

      By contrast, what we were cutting down was fodder. Idiots screamed “for the Empire and rebirth” as they flanked us, surrounded us, looked down on us—only to be ground down by warriors who could simply swing a hammer and send five of them flying down the street like dolls. To these fools, it must have felt like a battle for the survival of their city. Seeing barbarians with glowing horns and inhuman strength invade their city left them no choice but to behave like cornered rats. We were getting bogged down in the very city fighting I had hoped to avoid.

      The bright side was that almost everybody we were fighting was just a glorified city guard. Some wore the uniforms of the Imperial military, but most were essentially levies of the province, paid directly by the ruler of the province rather than by the Empire itself. Unlike Taranth, Aghram had always been a peaceful province. The Imperial military fought the demons to the west, so the local soldiers were as green as they came. It showed. Most of them didn’t even know to aim the pointy bit at the parts between plates of armor.

      I spotted the mages on the rooftop. They readied another spell, the tips of their staves glittering with prismatic light. I leaped up and removed one from service before I even landed. The other two barely had time to scream before I cut them down. A woman cowered up here with them, no weapon in hand and no feel of magic about her. The open door into the house nearby told me who she was. I left her alone and stepped off the rooftop.

      I saw Yasno finishing off the wounded as I landed. I didn’t like killing defenseless soldiers but I liked taking casualties even less. It was messy, but we put down those still able to resist. Leaving enemy wounded risked exposing our rear to attack. Hish was a street over and doing the same.

      “Wish they had the same attitude toward us as your folk,” Yasno said as he finished. “That way they might surrender.”

      “War breeds familiarity,” I said.

      Another set of boulders flew overhead, and I frowned. Our progress was too slow. I was worried about Miya.

      “Speaking of familiarity, what’s your plan for Miya when we shack up in the citadel? Big bunch of flowers, largest bed in the place, sword for symbolism?” Yasno asked, his face as dour as usual despite his words. I made a mental note to not play cards against him.

      I kept silent as we trod up the street behind Yasno’s men, my shield up. The walls were looming overhead already, their bulk making me nervous. There was no killing field this time, presumably due to the expense of demolishing so many expensive buildings in the middle of the city.

      “You really should act on it, whatever is going on with you and Ilsa. Or at least clear it up. See, we don’t really do monogamy,” Yasno continued. I cocked an eyebrow but continued to listen. “I’m serious. Oni are about fidelity, but it’s an individual thing. The mothers have as many partners as they need. The heralds have usually been the same, although Miya and the last one were different. Power brings with it the expectation that others are faithful to you in actions and you are faithful to them in the ideal.”

      “Can’t say I quite get that,” I muttered, spotting Hish over at the next street. She waved at us, along with the other oni, and I saw her begin to walk over. “Not sure it’s the time, either.”

      Yasno chuckled. “I think you do get it. At least you’re showing that you do right now in your actions. You’re the Bulwark.” Somehow, the way he said it sounded much more serious than when he simply used it as my name, as if he had imparted power into it.

      I looked sideways at the oni marching beside me, thinking about what had happened over the past few months. Unlike Hish, I got the sense that Yasno had an intelligence and wisdom that went beyond what he had been taught as an oni military officer. Truthfully, none of the single-horned oni seemed to have been taught all that much. It was who and what they were as people that made them valuable subordinates. I needed to speak with Miya about that after this, I realized.

      I held up my hand, not to silence Yasno but because we had arrived. I wasn’t going to complain about the timing, however. Creeping up beside us, Hish joined in the planning session.

      Hundreds of heavily armored Imperial soldiers stood in formation outside the gatehouse. Above them bristled a small armory of weapons and mages on the battlements. I could see and feel the defenders repulsing probing attacks elsewhere in the city. My companies fired flares into the air to signal they were at the wall. We didn’t fire off a flare.

      “Do you feel a signal?” I asked Hish and Yasno. They both shook their heads. Unfortunate. I had hoped they could sense it better than I could.

      Looking back at the gate to where Miya was, I watched another volley of boulders fly overhead. They slammed into the barriers of the inner wall and burst into pieces, having no apparent effect. It was unsurprising.

      Magical siege engines had become a vital part of warfare over the past several centuries. Magic could support many facets of a trebuchet, but it had limits. Despite the name, magic was ultimately about creating a real effect using magical energy—creating heat or light, conjuring a sword, halting regeneration. Physical objects could only hold so much magical energy, however. In a trebuchet, the more magic that was used to support one aspect, the less that could be used for others.

      Ilsa’s trebuchets were all the way outside the city. No mundane siege engine could ever hope to strike a wall this far inside the city. Every ounce of her mages’ magic was spent on hurling stone slabs far enough to hit these walls. If we had the time, we would come into the city and set up inside it, empowering the projectiles to penetrate the barriers and reinforced stone. Time was something we lacked.

      I tapped my fingers on the side of my breastplate, wondering for a moment if I should make the call. The magetalk disk sat on my belt. It wasn’t necessary yet. Ilsa and Miya would accomplish this, I told myself, just as we had pushed through the city.

      Taking a deep breath, I looked over at the mass of knights in front of the gate. At the very least, clearing them out and erecting a shield wall was a priority. We needed them gone. I raised my fist.

      “Sorry I’m late,” a woman shouted.

      I looked back down the street. Ilsa jogged toward me, her ponytail bouncing around with each step. Dozens of mages, wearing the uniforms of ordinary soldiers, trudged along behind her. The sole reason I knew they were mages was because I was their commander.

      “Actually, you’re early,” I said. “I still need to clear out some trash for you first.”
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      “Don’t rush,” Ilsa admonished me. “I’m pretty sure Miya isn’t ready yet. Holding the barrier open won’t really be possible, so we’ll only have one shot at this. Can’t you sense her?”

      “Not a thing,” I said, looking back at the gatehouse in the outer wall. Besides an ominous red glow above the gatehouse, there was nothing for me to sense.

      Ilsa made a noise, looking concerned. “Say that next time. Miya’s summoning energy in the astral plane, but there’s a ripple effect in the magical plane. I thought that you would be able to sense that.”

      If I wasn’t terrible at it, then I could. The look on Ilsa’s face was so much like Terra’s all those decades ago that I couldn’t bear to face her. I looked away and saw Hish’s grin. Somehow, that was worse.

      “Don’t make that face. The two of you have no excuses for not being able to sense Miya,” I said, lightly knocking Hish on the head. She continued to grin up at me, although now it looked a little lopsided.

      The battle continued to rage around us. The mages were resting, accepting flasks from the knights who exchanged knowing looks. It might be a good idea to give the mage units some more exercise if they were this exhausted from trying to play catch-up from the rear. The mages might have been casting rituals earlier, but only one half of this force had seen battle, and it was while wearing heavy armor.

      Ilsa seemed to be concentrating. Despite my lack of talent, I still knew the theory behind what she was doing. The local astral and magical planes were close enough that energy in one affected the other. It was a relatively simple principle that was usually demonstrated and observed in mage towers using equipment. Even large energy sources generated relatively small movements in energy, and separating regular magical effects from a spiritual one was even harder. Actively reading the flow of magic in real time, including from astral energy, was almost solely the domain of inhuman beings who were hooked into the world itself.

      A pure earth elemental such as Terra was such a being. She could sense the magical equivalents of pin drops in the astral plane. Fighting her was like battling somebody who could see the future simply because I had magic in my body and equipment. She read every move I made as soon as I thought about making it. Then she would counter it, hard. I genuinely did not know how I would battle her, as I knew she was still active within the Empire. The same could be said for all the other pure elementals. At some point, avoiding them would no longer be possible.

      A matter for the future, I decided.

      “How does this work?” Hish asked me. “I thought this wall was too big to blow up with magic. If the catapults can’t knock it down, how can the mages beefing up the catapults do it alone?”

      “We covered this back in your room,” I said, earning a sharp look from Yasno for some reason. “What happens when a large volume of unstable magical energy is pulled into this world but then suddenly let go?”

      There was a long pause as Hish held a finger to her lips and tilted her head to one side. Then she grinned. “Oh, it explodes!”

      Ilsa and Yasno stared at Hish, then at me.

      “That’s a technique used solely by pure fire elementals. Last I checked, I don’t fly around wearing next to nothing and my name isn’t Salamander,” Ilsa said, referring to the most well-known of the pure fire elementals. “Doing that is virtually impossible for humans, Hish.”

      “Oh, so… I don’t know,” Hish said lamely.

      I sighed. Evidently, Hish’s ability to forget things she was uninterested in had worked its magic on the other side effect of unstable magical energy. “You’ll see. Are we ready, Ilsa?” She nodded in reply, and I let Yasno give the signal.

      He thrust his fist into the air and fired a red flare. Moments later, we received a green one in return from the gatehouse.

      “Cutting it a bit close,” I hissed. That meant that Miya was ready to go. I hoped that she could hold her shot for longer. Then again, she likely did that when hunting me, though I doubted she had ever fired something quite like this at me. I wasn’t a solidly built, century-old thick wall of stone, steel, and magic. At the very least, I lacked any stone in my bones and was certainly older than the walls.

      We scythed through the knights outside the gatehouse. To their credit, they didn’t panic as we crashed into them. Whether it was against Hish’s blood-covered company of eviscerators or Yasno’s stalwart knights, the foes held their ground. Or at least they held it until an oni weapon tore them from it. The screams of terror died down quickly, the enemy backing against the wall and gate as we carved a path for the mages. They stuck close to the human knights.

      “Shields up and keep them up,” I shouted. Fire and magical lances were already beginning to rain down on us. An arrow bounced off my helmet. It was a heavy rain this time, far thicker than that at the outer wall. They had been expecting us and likely thought we would try another ram. Explosions of flame burst out from the shield wall nearby, the heat fierce enough to trigger my protective runes. Immediately, I felt my temperature stabilize as all the outside air was cut off and purified.

      This could be very bad. I looked up and saw dozens of magical lances shoot down and score the knights’ shields. One lance went low, blood fountaining from the shin of the knight it carved into. It had punched through his armor. He was pulled back, shields retracting and reforming around the hole like some sort of live insect colony. The wall had to hold. The lives of not only dozens of mages behind the knights but of every soldier in the army depended on the shield wall.

      Possibly the lives of every oni depended on it, too, if Lyria was feeling particularly vengeful.

      I felt magic building. Huge volumes of it. It was wild, scratching at my nerves like somebody was grinding her nails on stone. Every moment felt like agony. This was it, I realized. The air around the gatehouse shimmered. Magical energy, raw, almost entirely unpurified and held in the form of inert gas, was being brought into the world right above us. I wanted nothing more than for it to cease existing.

      Then the bubble burst, the shimmer becoming a massive light show. Prismatic light glimmered so brightly that I wondered if Lyria could see it from where she was. Around the nearly solid mass of rainbow-colored energy, so large it felt like the world was shaking as it tried to deal with it, I could see the white shimmer of the barrier of the wall. The barrier wasn’t whole. All around the rainbow mess were noticeable holes, and they were growing larger. Then the hole would get smaller as magic poured back in to fight it. It almost seemed like a tug of war battle.

      Disruption. That was the other effect of a large volume of unstable magical energy: disrupting other spells and magical effects. We were disrupting the magical barrier around the gatehouse. Given the raw power of the barriers in the wall, the lifespan of this disruption spell could be measured in seconds. That was all we needed.

      A green flare exploded above our heads and lasted for a moment before collapsing. The disruption affected it as well, as all magic was equal once in the material realm.

      Even more magic exploded into the world far behind me. The red glow atop the gatehouse of the outer wall increased in intensity. Miya stood there, bow outstretched and ready to fire.

      Around her were more magical circles than I had ever seen a single individual maintain at once. Her bow was glowing with them. Her horns each had one, there was one for each hand, and a larger one was outstretched beneath her. More than all of that, her arrow had dissolved into a lightning bolt of pure energy inside which there was far too much magical energy. The night lit up with Miya’s raw power and fury. All sound stopped. All eyes were on her.

      She fired. The shot echoed throughout the city, the shock waves visible in the air before I even heard it. The trail of light left behind the arrow was so solid that I thought she was firing a solid beam of light for a moment.

      Then the entire gatehouse exploded—the wooden gate, the stone housing, the walls, and every soldier atop or inside them for nearly twenty meters in both directions. Dust, wood, stone, mortar, flesh, blood, and bone all blended together in the aftermath as it rained down on us.

      I couldn’t make out anything I heard. Yelling. People were yelling. Everybody was yelling. Lots of pointing. Nobody could understand a damn thing and we could barely see.

      Yasno fired a flare in the air. I thumped my fist against my breastplate and heard the dull thump through everything else. Others looked over, and more fists clamored against breastplates.

      My fist shot into the air, and I chopped my arm downward, through the space where the gatehouse had been.

      We charged through the wreckage and toward the citadel—toward Marshal Otwin.
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      All hell had broken loose in the middle of Talepolis. The dust hadn’t even settled from the ruins of the inner wall’s gatehouse before we were hacking down the defenders on the other side. We slammed into ranks of blank-eyed soldiers who could only stare at us in confusion as we burst from the cloud of devastation. Their screams of pain quickly gave way to raw terror among their comrades.

      The inner wall had been breached. The oni were here.

      No cavalry rushed to their aid, nor did any bombardment of magic save them. My ears still rung from the explosion earlier. So did everybody else’s, presumably. I looked back at where the gatehouse had once stood and saw a cloud formed of dirt and dust floating above it. Dozens more figures marched out from within as my ranks of knights, mages, and soldiers pushed through.

      This was all part of the plan, even if I hadn’t quite anticipated the devastation. The enemy was in complete disarray. There was disquiet in the air, as if nobody could quite believe what had happened. The boulders had ceased. So too had the defensive fire from the rest of the wall.

      I wondered what the enemy were all discussing over the magetalk devices. Or did the rest of them simply sit in silence, Otwin repeatedly asking for a reply from a commander who could not answer? Up until a few moments ago, he had been as real as that gatehouse. Now he or she couldn’t even be buried.

      I had performed many shocking actions in war, but this certainly ranked high among all of them. It was the raw intensity of the destruction. It would surely not be the first time I would need to draw on this power against people who were fighting for a misguided cause. The fact that I was taking over this city made it more difficult. Repairing the hole would never quite repair the scar, simply due to how obvious such a massive change in the stonework would be. That was to say nothing of the potential damage to the barriers now that we had destroyed one of the nodes that bound them to the wall.

      Pushing those thoughts away, I focused on the present. Full sight and sound had returned to me and with it the need to move on.

      “Yasno, Ilsa, Hish, to me,” I shouted.

      The mages were behind me, forming small packs behind the knights as they advanced. Ilsa was with them, as I had expected, and she ran up to me, her face noticeably shaken. Grabbing her by the shoulder when she got closer, I watched for Yasno and let her lean into me. He wasn’t far, walking toward me and yelling orders to the knights as he came. The gestures never stopped as he walked, his face never looking to mine. He was in full command here. Hish, by contrast, was nowhere to be seen.

      “Yasno, it seems you have things in hand,” I said, giving him an approving nod as he approached. “You know our next move.”

      “That I do, Bulwark,” he said, finally looking me in the eye with his typical dour face. Unlike Ilsa, he was not shaken and there was no judgment in his eyes. “I do get to keep Ilsa for the cleanup, however? Or has there been a change of plans?”

      I hesitated. With Miya now completely spent and resting in the rear lines after that enormous expenditure of power, Ilsa was necessary to provide the raw power we needed for the next phase of the plan. Clearing out the walls from behind, splitting up our mages into each unit of knights for standard city fighting tactics, and providing tactical expertise was everything Yasno needed right now. On the other hand, I felt that Ilsa might need me more than anybody else right now.

      In the end, Ilsa made the call. She pushed me away, took a deep breath and shook her head.

      “I’m fine, Mykah,” she whispered to me. Then she turned to Yasno. “Yes, you get to keep me. For a time. A certain somebody else has a date to keep. I’m pretty sure I saw Hish run off earlier.”

      I blinked. Damn, she had already charged off. Looking at Yasno, I saw him nod with a grimace. What a mess this could turn out to be. The wild card of our plan that would overturn Otwin might go off early, ruining everything.

      Slamming my fist into my breastplate, I rushed toward the citadel. It didn’t take long to find Hish’s trail. The headless corpses were a dead giveaway, although the nearly naked, crying men and women were more obvious still.

      The citadel soon overtook all the villas, the palatial fortress complex making its presence known. By raw size it was almost the size of Tornfrost Watch, containing multiple courtyards and a huge keep that spanned the entirety of the grounds. It wasn’t as defensible in practice, as its use as a palace meant that the courtyards were not truly segregated by separate walls as in Tornfrost. Nor was the keep as suited for defense it appeared to be. It instead acted more like a palace fit for a prince. The prince of Aghram had ruled from here when he needed to affect a more martial tone than his private estate closer to the capital could provide.

      That meant that the moment we were through the walls and gates, this assault was a success in my mind. We might get locked out of the keep, but there were so many ways inside that I doubted that could happen.

      Said walls and gates were the problem, however. As tall and strong as the inner wall, they posed one further problem: their barriers impeded physical passage. Unlike at the outer walls, my real objective here was Otwin. If I got in, then I could almost certainly claim the citadel by myself. Leaping over the walls and charging in was simply not possible due to these barriers.

      I pondered alternative plans from a distance. Hish had already begun to form up outside the front of the citadel with her company—companies, now. There were a lot more than fifty oni here, all of them dressed in Hish’s beloved barbarian style. Much of their armor was recently looted, too. The breastplates and uniforms still bore Imperial or Aghram crests and colors rather than the blue or gold of Hish’s main company. As I watched, more oni arrived. Two hundred at first, then three hundred.

      Placing the magetalk disk on the ground, I began the process of powering it up. It had only just turned on when it came to life. A black and white projection of a man in fine clothes appeared above the disk, staring at the citadel. I turned the disk around so that he faced me.

      “So you finally deign to talk to me, Arium,” Marshal Otwin said. There was no color to a magetalk projection, but I liked to imagine that he was flushed. Then again, the frilly ruff around his neck looked tight enough to be cutting off circulation. Perhaps, because he was a vampire, he hadn’t yet noticed.

      “Yes, well, I’m outside and figured it was about time to say hello to the supposed protector of Talepolis,” I said.

      “Supposed? I am the marshal of the vampiric province of Aghram. The reason you have gotten this close to me is that I have let you. Do you know why I have let you?”

      He was exactly as pompous as I had expected. She certainly chose as I suspected she did.

      I waved my hand in the air in a bored “go ahead” motion. He scoffed.

      “You’re some hick general from up north, fighting barbarians for decades on end. We vampires have redefined what the Rogistran Empire is and has always been for centuries,” he gloated. “You can give these horned fools civilization, but what you lack is a true appreciation of it, which means you can never truly ingrain it into them.”

      “Such a true appreciation that you deposed the emperor and the princes,” I said, figuring to take the chance to bite.

      “An outdated structure that has no place in the future. We are the future. Vampires, dragons, mystic foxes, elves, dwarves, mages—you had your chance, I understand, and failed to grasp it. I have not made that mistake.” Otwin grinned at me, his fangs showing and almost seeming to gleam in the black and white projection. “Your humanity is what I can exploit. This city full of humans is untouchable to you. So you stand out there, unmoving, while the dragon closes in on you. And I remain here, entirely safe and sound.

      “Unless, of course, you are interested in—” What he was trying to sell me would forever be a mystery as he suddenly turned to one side, his voice becoming inaudible. He must have been distracted by something and turned off his audio.

      I looked over at Hish. There were a dozen corpses at her feet. Men and one woman dressed in civilian clothes. Hish’s subordinates had sliced their heads clean off. She was cackling. The soldiers in the citadel could only watch, barriers on our side and a mass of other hostages keeping them from intervening.

      My humanity, he had said. Perhaps. But not Hish’s.

      “What are you doing, you madman?” Otwin screamed, his voice returning over the magetalk device.

      “Demonstrating my humanity,” I said as I turned back to face him. “Care to look out your window? You do have those, by the way? I never know with you vampires.”

      Smoke rose across the interior of the city, the light of the flames below reflected within it. Yasno and Ilsa were busy.

      “This is… Is this not your empire?” Otwin asked.

      “It was.”

      “You have gone mad.”

      “I didn’t slay Emperor Somnulus,” I said as Hish cackled again and I heard screams as another dozen people were executed. “You have a choice, Otwin. Care to show your loyalty?”

      Leaning in close to the magetalk device, I looked directly at the little piece of quartz that was capturing my body through magic.

      I spoke slowly: “Let me in, little vampire, or I’ll burn your precious mistress’s city down.”
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      I ruminated on the idea of choice while looking at the gates to the citadel. Hish still stood outside it, her oni holding swords at the necks of the next batch of captured soldiers dressed as civilians.

      Choice was a funny thing. We valued it so highly for the freedom we felt it gave us. Yet in truth, the choices we made were shaped so heavily by what we had experienced and the people we had in our lives. So many doors were opened and closed simply because of those around us.

      I had long ago learned who controlled my choices in life. That was changing now, I felt. Perhaps that was a good thing, being in a more turbulent period when not everything could be so rigidly controlled and I knew exactly who mattered and who didn’t. Still, those people certainly included Ilsa and Miya, as well as a certain vampire that both Otwin and I once shared as a benefactor. She dangled us on strings like puppets, her machinations hidden within the folds of her beautiful dresses.

      The difference between Otwin and me was that I had long ago severed those strings. As the gates of the citadel opened, it was clear that he had not. Her success meant more than his life, and he knew it. Only a man who had embraced death would open those gates.

      Hish hollered in victory and the oni cheered. The same was far from true of the soldiers, who were already fleeing the walls. I wondered where they ran to. Probably as far as they could get from the oni they thought would chop off their heads. In truth, I doubted even their chastity was at risk. Hish had admitted that she liked strong guys, after all.

      Striding through the now-open gates, Hish’s company of killers quickly followed me into the now-empty courtyard. The rest kept watch outside the citadel, having merely dressed up in the barbarian uniform to look the part and be intimidating. Keeping some guards outside was important. I didn’t want to deal with any unexpected guests.

      The emptiness continued beyond the courtyard and into the keep. The dark stone of the keep interior was brightly lit and extremely well-furnished, befitting of a palace. Rugs of extortionate prices and skins of phantasmal beasts covered the polished marble floors. The silver trims of the columns were polished so cleanly I could see my reflection in them, even if Otwin couldn’t. Our footsteps echoed throughout each level. I heard distant running and shouting but little else. Our display had scared his elite warriors more than expected.

      “This is boring,” Hish said, holding both hands behind her head and pouting.

      I held a finger to my visor. Something was off about the next room. We were on the third level of the keep and slowly rising to the fifth level, where I knew the prince’s private throne room was. The more grandiose throne room was not always the best place for those of a higher station, and a private receiving room did not force those beneath the prince to recognize his status. Otwin was no doubt skulking there, pacing about in fury.

      This room, however, was the only way to get to the fifth level. All paths converged here on the way upstairs. We had already scanned the fourth level, finding that the administrative wing there did not include access to the fifth level. Instead, we had to walk through this completely windowless room, which had noticeable indentation from the corridors around it. The open doorways to the side also worried me.

      A trap. No two words about it. Aghram had always been home to vampires, and this room had a few interesting qualities that screamed out to me. The low thrum of magic made it clear that something was at work in the room, although that was just as likely to be a means of hiding other magic—such as sleeping vampires.

      “It’s an empty room. Lots of those,” Hish said before stepping through the open archway.

      The air split with piercing screams as whatever spell active in the room forcibly awakened dozens of people. They raced out of the rooms to the side, the sound of their feet like thunder. I felt the magic within them peak, overwhelming the low thrum that had been hiding them from my senses.

      “Into the room, now. Defensive formation,” I shouted.

      I leaped into the room, runes flaring to life along my sword. Each of the people charging toward us wore light armor and, more noticeably, a glowing collar of crystal. I recognized these poor souls for what they were: nightwalker vampires. The inch-long fangs, piercing screams, and inhuman speed further gave them away. They were on us before I could warn the others.

      Our swords lashed out, cleaving through their armor, flesh, and bone with ease. Their blows smashed into our armor. I heard the oni cry out in pain. In a frenzy, Hish and her warriors began scything out with their weapons to push the enemy farther away. The vampires bit, scratched, and clawed in return. Blood flew, limbs were sent flying, and armor was rent. More vampires charged out of the rooms, and the ones in front of us weren’t going down so easily.

      “Why won’t they die?” Hish screamed, ripping her sword free from the chest of a man who then hit her hard enough in the chest to dent her breastplate. I saw her wince from the blow, right before she struck him in the head and snapped his head clean off, taking him down. One of the few ways to cleanly kill a nightwalker.

      “They’re nightwalker vampires. They’re almost as fast and strong as oni, but they can regenerate. This lot are starved but restrained to the room or keep by the collars,” I said in return, cleaving through one with a backhanded blow. Another was clawing at the rear of my breastplate.

      Looking over my shoulder, I could see that the exit was unguarded. Unfortunately, the oni were pinned down at the entrance. They were busy trading their own wounded for those good to fight, keeping their formation steady. It was a constant shift, which concerned me.

      “If they had fighters like this, where were they earlier? I’d have preferred this lot for some fun,” Hish said, grinning despite the battle. She was bleeding from more scratches than I could count.

      Then she looked at me and something passed across her face. Comprehension, I realized. Then she slammed her fist on her breastplate. It was possibly the first time she had saluted me.

      “Go ahead, boss. We’ll catch up when we’ve had our fun,” she said.

      Then she got right back to it. I paused, watching the combat for several moments. Oni battling vampires. Otwin’s last defense system. Then again, I had a feeling he had one more defender, based on the fact that I saw Victoria earlier. I left the room and climbed the stairs two at a time.

      I was right. There were two of them in the throne room.
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      The dark stone walls and tapestries had an oppressive feel to them. I felt a strange calling from the polished marble floors, as if I should bow down in this throne room. It was no enchantment, however, at least not one cast on the room itself.

      I knew this feeling. Anybody who had felt it once would never forget it. It was a feeling of raw intimidation and wrongness that somehow extended its way out of the magical plane and into the physical world, regardless of how dull my senses were. It would freeze weaker minds in fear, but even the strongest would feel something clawing at their senses, telling them not to ignore this threat.

      Standing beside Otwin was a warrior in armor even heavier than my own and as tall as me. He wore plate armor painted black, and it covered as much of his body as possible. A strange, gummy resin with the appearance of congealed blood filled his visor, surely blinding him, but I knew otherwise. He held a black steel greatsword over one shoulder. He certainly was a fashionable one. Black and red were the colors of the Granaise Princedom, where he hailed from.

      “Lord-General Arquin Volante, to what do I owe the honor?” I said, giving him a half-bow as I approached. I kept my distance. The throne room was nowhere near large enough to handle a foe this dangerous. I had seen him cut down dozens of demons mid-charge without so much as a hint of a spell.

      “Lord-general no longer, just as you are no longer magister-general,” he boomed, his voice loud enough to echo around the room naturally. “We are merely two generals, meeting as generals do on the field of battle.” He inclined his helmet downward and I couldn’t help but imagine him grinning. “A day such as this has taken far too long to come. Come now. Let us settle this like true warriors of the Empire.”

      Volante lowered his sword, gripping it before him in both armored gauntlets. Looking around, I could see no way to avoid this. We were alone, save for Otwin at the rear. Besides the torches burning brightly with wisps, there were no other witnesses.

      Raising my own sword, I activated several of the runes within it. Strength, cutting power, anti-regeneration, momentum—each glowed with a dim blue light on the face of the blade. We faced each other from either end of the hall, silent and waiting for some cue to begin the duel.

      “What are you—” Otwin began to say.

      I blurred forward, my momentum rune activating and propelling me with all the energy I had built up in it from earlier battles. The hall shifted in an instant as I crossed at an inhuman speed. Something hard, vicious, and invisible slammed into me meters from him. He had not moved. Light exploded along my armor, runes lighting up all along it in reaction to the impact. I felt my bones creaking and my muscles tensing. The impact was being distributed across my entire body, but it still hurt like hell.

      Whirling to the side, I barely caught Volante’s slash with my sword. Sparks flew. I pumped magical energy into my nerves and roared in anger. My arms screamed as I pushed back against his attack. His sword should have melted, the cutting rune turning his black steel into molten steel, but it held fast. I felt as though he was grinning at me behind that gummed-up visor, that oppressive feeling pounding down at me.

      Every sense in my body screamed at me to run. For once, I listened. I activated the momentum rune again, using what it had built up from the earlier attack. It shifted me slightly to the left, and I rolled. Just enough, it turned out. The marble floor disintegrated in a cloud of dust, and I saw my true foe.

      Tendrils of red mist whirled through the cloud. Then they vanished along with the cloud, and I was left clueless. I didn’t know how Volante was doing that or how I had seen it.

      I cursed my lack of magical detection ability and unslung my shield now. Archangel knew that I needed it. My ribs were still stinging from earlier.

      “I must say that your runes certainly live up to their reputation,” Volante boomed, stepping around a column that I had rolled around. “That first attack should have cut you in half, especially the way you flew into it. I’ve killed demon princes that way, you realize.”

      “You’re the type to go all-in from the start then?” I replied, looking around for any clue. That cloud had made something visible, formed of a red mist. A magical technique of Volante’s. Did what I see have a physical form? I had seen no ripples in the air, however. That was unusual for magic with a physical presence of any type. What I had seen appeared like an energy weapon formed of…

      Of shadow, I realized. Vampires had only two magical weapons, after all: shadow and blood. Had Victoria been using the same thing on her pole-axe but I had cut through her technique because it was too weak? I did remember a shadow disintegrating at the time. Otwin’s puppet master was the same with her own abilities, her claws formed of shadow able to scythe through even my armor if she so chose.

      “Any opponent who cannot handle me at my best does not deserve me at my worst,” Volante replied with a chuckle. “Why should I die to somebody without having used my greatest techniques, merely because I underestimated them?”

      Without missing a beat, he then lashed out with his sword. I fell to the ground, not even diving. The column behind me exploded into powder, the wave of energy blasting through it. I heard a shattering sound, and lights flickered. Glancing up, I saw the lights shifting and wisps moving about.

      I rose and pumped energy into my legs, preparing to charge at Volante. He raised his sword in a guard position, as meaningless as it was. Marble cracked beneath my feet as I shot forward, my shield held before me. It was slammed backward against my chest as I ran. I nearly stumbled. Righting myself, I thrust my sword forward. Steel met steel again, but I was ready for him this time. I took another step forward, slammed my hilt against his, and then plowed my spare fist right into his helmet. The edged point of my shield gave it more power, and I felt the satisfaction of his stance give way, his body beginning to keel backward in our physical struggle.

      Then I was sent hurtling to the ground, as if I had been slapped down by a great force from above. My armor glowed brightly once more, runes flaring to life and doing everything to keep me from being chopped in half. I heard Volante cursing as I saw more shifting lights. Evidently, he had broken another of the wisp torches on the wall.

      The shadows in the room were beginning to dance, the little balls of light fluttering to the ceiling now that they had escaped their prisons. I rolled to my feet, taking a defensive stance. Then I stared in disbelief.

      A great glowing rictus grin of red energy hung in front of Volante’s helmet. A pair of bright red eyes the size of my fist hung above it. And hanging about his sword was a cloud of red mist.

      Then the wisp moved. Light fell on him again, and he was once more entirely normal.

      A daywalker among daywalkers. Built to fight in the light with attacks entirely unseen by the naked eye. I’d always thought his greatest asset was his regeneration, considered to be the third-most powerful among all vampires, but I was evidently wrong.

      “So you see my trick. I wish I could see yours,” Volante said, giving me a shrug. “Or perhaps you are like your old mistress’s scion, a punching bag that I merely need to hit harder and harder until it pops.”

      I had no plans on popping, but he was unfortunately right. These runes could only hold up for so long, as my body could distribute only so much cutting power until my organs began to give way. I needed to save my more extreme tricks for Lyria. The cost of them was too great.

      Outwardly, I gave him no response. I merely tightened my stance and looked around at the other torches. He clicked his tongue. Activating my momentum rune, I prepared to end this.

      I shot to my left, and he gave no response. Yet I caught the hint of red in the shadow between him and the wall. He had taken the bait. My momentum rune flared to life, glowing brightly.

      While I cannoned across the hall toward him, that oppressive atmosphere seemed to shift slightly, as though it was busy elsewhere, trying to block an attack that would never come. The anti-regeneration and cutting runes on my sword glowed brightly. I roared and Volante roared back as he raised his sword in defiance. His sword clattered away on the marble as I knocked it aside and swiftly brought my own blade back for a backswing. Red blurred in my peripheral vision.

      I dropped, kicking out with my feet. That brought down the armored vampire, and I watched the red mist lose its form in the shadows around us. He lashed out violently and I weathered the storm, bringing my power to bear. All this needed was one good thrust.

      As I drew back for the blow, he snapped out and grabbed my arms. I smashed my helmet into his and heard a satisfying crack as the resin shattered. Red pieces fell everywhere as he stumbled back. My sword hummed, and I pumped everything I had into this attack. I thrust forward, slamming my blade through his armor and chest. Then, while an otherworldly screech escaped Volante, I ripped my sword out clean through the top of his head.

      Volante collapsed to the ground and so did I, my body aching all over and my nerves singing from pain and overuse of magic. It had been a long, long time since I fought an opponent quite like that. Not since Miya’s predecessor, I realized. The heralds had a knack for ambushing me when I was unprepared.

      Glancing around, I saw Otwin cowering in a narrow hall behind the throne room. Did he think I wouldn’t notice him? Poor fool.

      The oppressive aura had faded with Volante’s death, but the room still seemed difficult to cross for me in my current state. From the moment I rose to my feet, every step was a minor lesson in agony. I still made it to Otwin, looked down at him, and wondered if I should pity him. It was almost as if I could see the strings attached. He would never have the chance to sever them. Severing them myself was pointless. I could never trust him, nor had he given me a reason to. Traitors were to be given a traitor’s death.

      He glanced up at me. My sword sang, the anti-regeneration rune glowing brightly, and his head hit the ground a moment later.

      A light nearby drew my attention. It was black and white and oh-so-familiar. It was coming from one of the indentations in this dead-end hallway. Was that…

      “A noble end for the noblest of vampiric warriors,” a far-too-familiar female voice sung out from the light. “Although I imagine it could have been better had it taken place during the day, with the spectacle of the sun overhead and passing shadows. Each time a cloud passes, you see his face and power. Still, it was the best Arquin could hope for. It’s difficult for vampiric regeneration to compete with that rune of yours, built as it is to explicitly counter our kind.”

      I stepped toward the light, confirming what I already knew: a magetalk projection. Even without looking closely, I could see in my mind her black hair, red eyes, and a pair of razor-sharp fangs that I knew the feel of all too well.

      It was her, after all these decades.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 28

        

      

    

    
      She sat in a dress that was all lace and frills, a lascivious smile on her face.

      Even though the projection was in black and white, it captured almost everything about her as I remembered it. Her long black hair that was like silk in my hands and through which I would run my fingers as long as she would let me. The dress was no doubt as black as it appeared, given her typical love for the color, and I was drawn to the harsh neck of her very modest chest. The projection brought to life her almost ethereal white skin that had always made me think I was handling a doll. Only the enchanting red glow of her eyes, lipstick, and fingernails were missing.

      It worried me that it felt as if she could almost reach out and caress me. It worried me even more that I wanted it.

      I slapped myself internally. This was a woman I must hate with every fiber of my being. Tornfrost was dead. So too was Emperor Somnulus now.

      Giggling at me like she knew what I was thinking of her and in spite of my visor protecting my thoughts and expression, she continued to talk: “It’s been so long I was beginning to think you had forgotten me. But I can see you certainly haven’t. I do wonder if all those fortresses you built were a metaphorical approach to me. The keeps are your feelings cooped up inside you. The walls are what was separating us from being together. The towers… well, that’s a little on the nose. I don’t like to talk about what we do alone.

      “I much prefer to just do it. I’m not that far away, you know. Simply call and I can help you with so many problems, Mykah,” she whispered. “You can even say so now… Mykah.”

      I reached out toward the magetalk disk and found solid glass blocking my way. It was enchanted to be perfectly clear and was solid enough that I would hurt myself trying to smash through it. There had to be a way to take it off. I looked around the edges.

      “My, you are still upset, aren’t you?” the vampire said, suddenly dropping the seductive tone and leaning back with a frown. “I had thought that, going up north, you would quickly build an army of elite warriors the likes of which the Empire had not seen since Evigilus took the throne and began the Reforms. Unlike you, I know those days. The Reforms were bright precisely because the days before it were so dark.

      “Centuries lost to the Decline, after Lucius threw away an empire that spanned most of the continent. An archangel lost, the badlands cutting off communication with most of the world, and nothing but corrupt bureaucrats stacked from the lowest sewer to the top of Archangel Tower. Then a new emperor brings forth a golden age and makes the Rogistran Empire what it is today.”

      How many times had she told me this story? I had lost count. It was a favorite, of course. Why was she repeating it now, with the Istar family gone?

      I could see some hinges that secured the glass to the frame on the wall and reached out to them.

      Muttering something under her breath, she looked at me before continuing. “That was two centuries ago. That darkness is coming again. The Empire can’t afford to stand at a wall and the mountains and wait for the world to move. It must move the world as Evigilus moved the Empire. You know this, even blinded by vengeance as you are. Or at least I thought you knew this.”

      Pausing, she gave me a considering look as I patiently removed the glass plate. “Last I checked, you are an Arium, not an Istar, Mykah. You carry that name from her for good reason, whatever your service.”

      “Do not speak to me about her!” I exploded. Shards of stone flew in front of my face as my gauntlet slammed into the wall next to her projection, although I was careful not to let it go through her. “I will see you burn as a traitor.”

      She looked away from me, pouting. “Pot, kettle, black.”

      My foot came down on the magetalk device. It made a satisfying crunch as her projection disappeared.
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      Dawn came. People stepped out of their homes, cautiously at first, and saw Talepolis still standing. Banners of black and blue fluttered in the wind in place of the black and brown of Aghram. Oni soldiers kept watch from the walls and streets. They chatted jovially with their human and oni comrades in spite of their horns and inhumanity. For several hours, as the sun lazily made its way into full view, the residents of the city took in a morning that they thought would never come. They were alive.

      They cheered, but not for our victory. That fact must have dumbfounded many of the soldiers as they drank their coffee during their morning shift. No, the people cheered the appearance of Imperial banners and Imperial uniforms where they had expected ashes and destruction. The night prior, they had cowered from barbarians. Now they knew that this was internal politicking of the Empire, whatever was sticking out of some of the soldiers’ foreheads.

      Maybe they weren’t truly safe. Maybe another invasion would come. But today was just another day. At least it would be once they finished their celebration and went back home.

      As I watched from one of the citadel’s balconies, I couldn’t help but admire the orderliness of the people pouring back out to the sprawl. There was another mass of people at the rear of the city, as those who had fled into the mountains returned. A mass of carts, laden down with goods and foodstuffs, trailed out into the foothills. I’d exempted all imported goods from taxes for the day but the guards still inspected all the carts entering the city. Hopefully they weren’t chasing bribes from the merchants.

      I realized that it was about time to actually handle my newfound duties as this city’s ruler. Glancing behind me, I saw the patiently waiting figure of Legislator’s Jared’s chief aide. I sighed. Taking up my duties meant I had to hold court—or as close to it as I cared to get.

      “Tell him that I will hold a closed court, purely for military affairs. Consider this to be a standing session for the next week or so,” I said, calling on my childhood education and what I had observed in my knighthood. I had always hoped this knowledge would never be useful.

      “Of course, Your Grace,” the aide replied with a bow before he left. He referred to me as a duke, a title I had effectively given up through rebellion. It said much that he still used it. Was this a sign of how I was going to rule? Would people pretend that I was still part of the Rogistran Empire?

      I began my slow descent to the throne room. If the legislator had talent, then he would already have wrangled together everybody who mattered. He would have pulled them from their safe rooms and barracks once the order to surrender came from the citadel. Now all he had left to do was cull the ranks of advisers down to who I needed to deal with. My head throbbed at the idea of dealing with this mess of a city. I wanted to avoid the minutiae for as long as possible.

      Delegation was a privilege of the rich and powerful. I was damn well going to make good use of it.

      “Not dressing up, sir?” Terry asked me, matching my stride as I passed him. “You haven’t even cleaned your armor. Beard looks a bit burnt, too.”

      I glared at him. He grinned in return. Behind him, the half dozen knights that acted as my bodyguards did their best to keep a straight face.

      “Keep that up and I’ll demote you,” I said in a low voice.

      “You know he takes his facial hair seriously, Terry,” one of the other knights muttered, shaking his head at the shocked look on Terry’s face.

      A small troop of soldiers and aides picked up behind me on my way to the throne room. It gave me an excuse to move slowly enough for the legislator to set things up. I had a few chats with familiar faces. I wasn’t putting things off, not at all.

      Eventually, I found myself in the throne room. Terry and the knights stood guard around one set of entrances. Yasno’s and Hish’s oni were at the others. Somebody had forced Hish’s unit into a uniform this morning. I noted that Hish and her oni looked a little more scarred and beaten than most of my soldiers.

      Legislator Jared beamed at me from beside the throne, his balding head and plentiful golden jewelry gleaming in the bright light of the room. Things were so settled here that I wondered if I had tarried too long. Other than my own officers, there were less than a half dozen attendees: two grim-faced military officers in Imperial and Aghram uniforms and crests, a bored-looking dwarf no doubt wishing he was back in his foundry, a sorceress, and a teenager whose uniform cut so close to his body that it would probably explode overnight when he had his next growth spurt.

      “Did Otwin bleed out his administration, or am I missing something, Legislator?” I asked, striding over to the throne. I gave it a considering look.

      The sorceress spoke first. A blatant breach of protocol, and the legislator made no effort to hide his irritation. “For all the problems Marshal Otwin caused, blood and thralls have not been part of them.”

      That caught me off guard. “No thralls?”

      “He brought his own. I understand your soldiers separated them while taking the citadel,” she continued.

      I exchanged a glance with Ilsa. The sorceress seemed a little too naive for my liking.

      “Grand Magister Farrier is correct,” Ilsa said, her lips pursed. “However, we are still undertaking routine checks of all individuals known to have been in contact with Otwin. Although he may be dead and his thralls freed, other vampires may have been with him. We won’t risk any thralls sabotaging us from the inside.”

      The two women exchanged glares. A grand magister was the highest-ranking title for a mage in the Empire, save for the archmages. Farrier was head of a tower but also likely one of the most respected mages in the city. For her to be challenged by a mere military mage did her pride no good.

      “It’s standard military protocol in the Empire, Grand Magister. No disrespect is intended,” I intervened. “We checked for thralldom on every member of the royal court in my time there. Vampires are not to be underestimated.”

      Farrier bowed in response to my words. “As you say, Your Grace. The mages of Talepolis shall assist.”

      Coughing, the legislator answered my original question. He also pointedly directed me to sit in the throne that was normally reserved for the prince or, presumably, whoever the head of the province was. The governor? I had yet to hear the new titles of the Empire. It mattered little.

      “The… change of power led to many experienced hands moving onto a new future. Those who remain are largely process-oriented. They are better suited to managing affairs in the city at large rather than in court, Your Grace,” the legislator said. “New future,” “process-oriented,” “managing affairs”—if only I had the tongue for such speech, which said so much while also sounding so very alien.

      I could at least understand the political speech he was using, even if it would never slide off my tongue as easily as it did off the legislator’s. The administration of the princedom was inherently political, given how integrated it was with the court. The purge had deposed not just the princes and emperor, but also a large number of political figures. That left very few people who knew how to run the court. The new rulers had removed the political element but the talent was collateral damage.

      The surviving part of the administration comprised the people who did the real work: administering taxes, running the markets, helping the nobles and merchants in day-to-day matters, writing reports, and other such boring things. These people could tell me the size of a harvest or how many weapons we could produce in a week. But one didn’t ask them to make any decisions. Blank stares would be the response if I asked them what weapons we should be producing from the foundries.

      A shame. The talent necessary to run courts and make difficult decisions was rare, even if those people did have egos large enough to make it difficult to squeeze more than two of them into the same room.

      Was this why a marshal was running the province? Otwin had been a military figurehead but had run the province. Why was there no governor? No wonder he had been having such a hard time dealing with both me and the troubles farther south.

      I wondered if the Empire had rotted more than I had previously guessed. There was scarcely a member of any court in the capital who could not be considered politically aligned. Everything was political there. If the conspirators purged everybody in the capital, then it would explain why the response to my rebellion had been so anemic. A bureaucracy was nothing without bureaucrats, and the Empire was the largest bureaucracy. It was like trying to run an army without officers. Not even the greatest general could command every soldier by himself.

      I hoped that what I had left of the administration in Talepolis wasn’t completely useless.

      “So, this is our administrator then?” I cocked an eyebrow at the uniformed teenager.

      “Yes, Your Grace. Harold Farrow, Your Grace. I will do my best to provide whatever advice is necessary for the good of the Empire,” the teen said, slapping his chest in a military salute. The Aghram officers grimaced at the show. Civilians weren’t supposed to salute, even if I did hold both military and civilian titles.

      This could be fun. “The Empire, you say. What if I said I don’t care for the Empire?”

      The officers gasped. Everybody else seemed unsurprised, even the legislator.

      “Then I shall serve the city and whatever you build, sir. Glory to the conquered and the conqueror, as the kaisers once said,” the teen barked, staring dead ahead.

      Laughter filled the room. It took me a moment to realize it was my own. “Very well then. Keep on, Administrator. It’s been some time since I’ve heard somebody talking positively about the time before the Decline.” After all, the warmongering kaisers weren’t exactly popular.

      I looked around the room, then to the legislator, who nodded at me. With a great sigh, I sat on the throne. Whatever my title would be, I was competing with the Empire in terms of strength. That meant I was claiming the throne in all ways but being crowned emperor or prince. The authority was necessary right now.

      “Legislator, I have several matters to handle for now. The first are reports on what has transpired since the city was taken. The second is the rapidly approaching army of Marshal Lyria of Taranth. The third is about the usage of the foundries. Anything else?” I said, dispensing with whatever court formalities there probably were. Many, no doubt. The legislator shook his head in response to my question.

      Yasno was first. He stepped up, his armor having been cleaned, unlike mine, and read off his usual detailed notes. No doubt he and Aaron had been sharing them earlier.

      “Damage overall is minor. The outer wall sustained serious damage only to one gatehouse. The citadel is unharmed. Almost all buildings within the city haven’t even been scratched. The fires we set were put out without incident, besides some burnt foliage and charred roads.”

      There was a rather loud cough from one of the officers, the one in the Aghram uniform. He gave the oni a reproachful look. “That report is accurate but leaves out two things.”

      “There’s a bloody great hole in the inner wall,” the other officer yelled. He wasn’t a local; his accent placed him from Taranth.

      “Yes, that’s one. I was referring more to the loss of life among the defenders,” the Imperial officer said.

      “I was getting to that,” Yasno said, his face still blank. “The damage seemed more important, and the hole is rather obvious.”

      “You made it,” somebody muttered.

      “We did, and it will need to be patched somehow. This week,” I said, leaning my head on one fist. “Yasno, continue.”

      He nodded, looking back at his notes. The other officers did not look mollified, but they remained quiet.

      It took longer than I would have liked to go through the full report. The officers continued to interrupt. There were more dead than I had expected. I suspected that was due to the sheer violence we had been forced to use but left this unvoiced. The defenders had thought barbarians were going to burn their city to the ground. Now I controlled the city and was acting like an Imperial general with some nonhumans under him. The circumstances had changed but reality hadn’t. Those soldiers would have to remain dead.

      The tension that had caused this violence would not go away instantly even if everybody now knew better. The behavior of the two officers made this clear. They were here, clear and belligerent. This was the second transfer of power in under a year. There could be a third. That fact was escaping the soldiers. They were merely soldiers, after all. I had killed a great many of them last night, and they were bitter.

      So trust was not a thing I could easily lend the locals. Fortunately, I did not really have to. Most of Talepolis’s soldiers were of poor quality relative even to an average Imperial regiment. Ordinarily, the elites carried the battle and everybody else contributed by maintaining formation and following orders. I didn’t even trust these soldiers to manage that.

      “Your soldiers are tired, wounded, and confused about what is happening. Furthermore, they are in a very different situation than what they have been trained for,” I said, rubbing my beard as I considered my words carefully. “There will be another great siege shortly. They will contribute, but it is training that they need. A lot of it. My soldiers have gone through it. Most soldiers in the Imperial military do as well. No magister-general will accept soldiers without a certain level of training.

      “Until we start putting Talepolis’s soldiers through more rigorous drills, I don’t think it’s worth risking their lives against veteran soldiers again. We saw the results last night.”

      My officers all nodded. As did everybody else in the hall, save for the two local officers. The pair watched everybody else in the room side against them. They seemed to realize that the crushing defeat they had received on the battlefield last night was not to be repeated and reluctantly nodded in agreement.

      With a single clap of my hands, I moved on to the next item on the agenda.

      “We have a week. Maybe a day or two more,” Miya said, frowning. “Our scouts are pulling back rapidly to avoid the enemy cavalry and dragons. It’s clear that Lyria will be here shortly.”

      “She’s not slowing down?” I asked. The mood in the room turned grim. For Talepolis, Lyria’s arrival had been a beacon of light until my victory.

      “The opposite. She is no longer spending time burning land. Instead, she is marching directly for the city. She even decamped overnight while we were still short of the inner wall, according to our scouts.”

      I clicked my tongue. So she had already decided that I was going to take the city soon enough. Or perhaps I was overestimating her intelligence. Perhaps it was her hatred driving her. The timing might be a coincidence.

      Looking around the room, I was alone in that thought. The looks of shock on the locals’ faces told me they had not been communicating with Lyria. That meant nothing, as she had access to the spy networks of the mystic foxes and didn’t need to rely on ordinary intelligence-gathering methods. Those fluffy-tailed nuisances were everywhere. Illusion magicks powered by spiritual techniques made them nearly impossible to find. They even had specialized communications that did not rely on magetalk. I had a contact who could help me with them, but he went dark not long before the emperor was deposed.

      After this siege, I needed to enhance my intelligence network. Relying on an old contact who might have been eliminated to facilitate the assassination of the emperor was not wise.

      Finally, I looked at the dwarf in the room. He had ignored us the entire time, hands behind his back. He had a red beard that came down to his chest, silver and brass jewelry interwoven in it, as was typical for dwarves, and muscles that bulged from his plain white overalls.

      “Overseer Malenko, I take it you have no issues in working the foundries around the clock for a week,” I said.

      “Hoh? And what’s your overtime policy? How do you make sure people don’t fuck things up while hammering swords bleary-eyed?” he boomed back at me with his arms crossed. “I’m the one responsible for ensuring the finest foundries outside dwarven hands stay running for another century.”

      “Another century?” I said with a raised eyebrow. “Getting a bit ahead of yourself. I’ll liquor you up if you like, but it’s your problem to keep them going. Last I checked, dwarven foundries don’t stop.”

      “Dwarven ones don’t. Human ones do.”

      “I’ll hammer the stuff myself if I have to, you realize,” I said, crossing my arms in return at him.

      We stared at each other from across the room. A pair of muscle-bound brutes of completely different stations and races, one in armor and the other in overalls, glared each other down. The rest of the court stared in disbelief and the legislator had difficulty picking his jaw off the ground. Silence reigned.

      Moments passed.

      Chuckles broke the silence, then laughter. Uproarious laughter. Malenko’s voice roared out, his eyes closed and mouth wide open as he burst into open peals of laughter. It had been a long time since I heard him laugh so much.

      “You probably could. Runes, you’re making some dragon-slaying stuff now? I’m guessing your current set is all about demons and oni, given you’ve been grinding them into paste up north for as long as Talepolis has been a city,” Malenko said once he calmed down. He looked at the dumbfounded faces around him. “Calm down, you children. I’m a dwarf. Who do you think taught this fool how to smith those runes?”

      “Your master, you blithering old fool,” I spat.

      Malenko pointed a stubby finger at me. “I definitely remember teaching you a thing or two along the way.”

      Waggling my finger in response, I said, “It’s rude to point fingers at your elders.”

      “Don’t elder me, old man.”

      Eventually, Ilsa stopped our bickering. It was safe to say that the foundries were good to operate for the week. Malenko was good people, although it was surprising to see him still hanging around here after so many decades, given he was at the age to be at the apex of his talent. Dwarves talented in smithing and crafts rarely remained above ground in the Working, the second-last phase of dwarven life where they toiled away to contribute to society. Dwarves had five codified phases of life they steadily worked through and Malenko was deviating from them.

      At some stage, I needed to talk to him and determine why he was still here.

      For now, I had a dragon to prepare for.
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      Black scales, glittering magical barriers, fiery breath that melted steel at the touch, and claws that glowed with imminent death. Even in sleep, Lyria haunted me.

      I found myself wandering down the corridors of Talepolis’s citadel late at night. My destination was Miya’s room. In the siege, she had shown a level of raw power that I hadn’t seen from any herald before her. Given the preparation time necessary, it had no doubt been difficult to use against the other dragons, but my imagination had begun to run wild about what it might be capable of in the coming defensive siege.

      Light was coming from her room, the door wide open. We had taken over otherwise empty rooms on the third floor. Daywalkers didn’t really sleep so much as become less active or meditate, much like elementals, so these rooms had remained unoccupied since the prince and his entourage had vacated them. The prince had typically ruled from elsewhere, only using the citadel when he needed to appear imposing rather than for his day-to-day activities. The building was so disused that the servants were still busy dusting half of it. Elsewhere in the city, there was a small palace that I imagined somebody had cleaned the blood off the walls of by now, but I wanted nothing to do with it.

      I paused, hearing voices from within. Eavesdropping wasn’t my intention, but this was the first time Miya had true privacy for some time. If she enjoyed it, I certainly didn’t want to interrupt.

      “Normal oni clans have only one mother?” one voice asked, which I identified as Ilsa.

      It was Miya who answered. “Yes. The Deridh Clan is special, as it is the last clan.”

      “The last… Why? You said that when you first arrived, too.”

      “According to the mothers, with the coming of the badlands, we lost most of our kin. Most clans were reduced to next to nothing. Some to children and others the elders. To survive and cross the wasteland to find a new home, we banded together,” Miya explained. “Now there is one clan, the last clan. Each mother represents a lost clan that may once again be in a future we must build ourselves, stone by stone, oni by oni.”

      I found myself frozen at the door, listening to a conversation I had every reason to be part of. Surely Miya would tell me this if I asked. Somehow, I couldn’t bring myself to enter the room and instead merely listened at the door. The hum of a nearby wisp and the sound of Ilsa’s and Miya’s voices were the only things to be heard in the night.

      There was a long pause, and I heard a noise that could very well have been a sob from Ilsa. Or perhaps it wasn’t. “That’s… So all this time, you and the oni have been desperately trying to survive. I think only Mykah was the one who realized. Fighting for food and a home. Now you finally have it. Are you… Miya, are you sure it’s fine for you and the oni to be down here fighting like this? This is a chance to be building that new home, stone by stone.”

      “Aren’t we building that home?” Miya said, although something about her voice made it sound like her heart wasn’t in it.

      “That’s not what I mean. You’re down here, protecting those who are building it. This is the chance to shape your future home. Tell me, what do you want out of this territory that you now have? When Lyria is pushed back and things are settled enough that you can think entirely about the oni, what is it you want out of a new oni clan? You, Yasno, Hish—all of you must have your own desires for a home.”

      The room went silent. I strained my hearing, wondering if Miya was instead speaking very softly. Something about this made me think that it was very personal to Miya, that she wouldn’t speak openly about it. In fact, everything about the oni that wasn’t entirely military-focused had always been off-limits, I felt. It was why I kept away from it, despite things always feeling a bit odd.

      “Our home is what it is. We are at home now, building it. That is how it is for us and how it must be. It is what we must do, as oni,” Miya said. I frowned. What kind of non-answer was that?

      “Miya, what do you—” Ilsa began to say, raising her voice before suddenly cutting herself off.

      Trying again, Ilsa lowered her voice to her normal pitch. “There’s a whole lot of oni up north, farming away and asking you for advice. But you, Yasno, Hish, and a bunch of other oni are down here fighting a dragon who could kill you all instantly. Vasi didn’t even offer to come help when we told her that Lyria had bypassed her. What is going on?”

      The sound of Miya’s voice was ordinary, but at the same time, it was very different from how she normally sounded when talking to me. “That is how it is for us. That is why we are building our home here.”

      Something clicked in my mind. Us. She wasn’t talking about all oni with that word.

      If I excluded Miya, there was only one type of oni in my army. I called them all oni, but that was at the urging of one person. It was Miya who had told me to call them all oni. Hish had actually called herself a demi-oni. Vasi had called them “oni designated for military service.” What was going on here?

      I needed to talk to Miya now. I needed to—

      “We need to talk,” Ilsa said, holding onto my arm as she stood outside the door.
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      “I’m assuming you’re not going to complain that I was eavesdropping,” I said once Ilsa had led us to a nearby receiving room. It was sparsely furnished, with just a table, three plush chairs, and a set of cabinets. At least it had been dusted.

      “No. In fact, it helps that you heard that. The look on your face when I stepped out told me that you understand what Miya means,” Ilsa said. Her words praised me but her face didn’t. She looked put-out.

      “I’d accept that praise if you didn’t look so annoyed.”

      “Ha. Criticism taken,” she said, looking around the room and beginning to rifle through the cabinets. “Is there anything to drink in here? Oh, there’s some coffee in here. You don’t mind soldier’s brew, right?” She was talking about the powdered crap that the mages had learned to produce a few decades back from the fine elvish stuff. Despite the name, most soldiers would kill for it—it was far better than the almost gelatinous garbage that was actually drunk by most soldiers once it had been reheated by magic for the hundredth time.

      As she made the coffee with a ceramic jug and her own magic, she continued to talk. “I don’t mean to be annoyed. It’s just… You taught me everything I ever learned about the oni. Every conversation I’ve had with Miya and the others has confirmed it. This entire venture has confirmed it. They’re not barbarians. They’re people who lost their home and wanted a new one. It just so happened to be ours. Then I found out something new and, well, you had already figured it out.

      “It felt like I had discovered some new magical theorem in my tower, gone to my magister and found him writing it up on the board right then and there.”

      Given that the first lesson of magical theory was that nothing I would ever discover was actually new, what Ilsa described was a pretty common experience. Somebody, somewhere, had discovered every magical theorem before it had been lost in the Decline, or the destruction of a continent, or it was actually in the margins of some ancient mage’s notebook and it therefore wasn’t actually my discovery. Ilsa had moved away from the field of magical research early, however, so she had yet to have the joy of discovery brutally beaten out of her by reality.

      The coffee cups clinked against the glass top of the table and brought me out of my thoughts. I glanced down and noted the lack of milk in the coffee. I’d have to raid Hish’s room and steal her tea if I couldn’t find some decent coffee. I was no elf, but still, this definitely deserved the moniker of “soldier’s brew.”

      We sat in near-silence for several moments. Both of us thought about what we had just heard from Miya as we faced one another. A wisp hummed in the torch above us. I preferred more directly powered magical torches rather than these wisp-powered torches. My preferences meant little without a central generator and proper wiring. Evidently, the citadel predated such advancements, and no retrofitting had been undertaken when the city had been converted to a capital.

      It occurred to me that I didn’t know how old the keep was. The city itself was easily centuries old, if not a millennium. Not that it had been a city in the time of the kaisers.

      “Not going to say anything?” Ilsa asked, still looking put-out.

      I raised an eyebrow. “I’m not your teacher anymore. You pulled me in here. It’s time for you to give me advice.”

      Her mouth dropped open and I worried that she would drop her cup. She put it down. While she played with her drink, I chose my next words carefully.

      “Ilsa, you said for yourself that it’s time to allow those under me to achieve everything they can. That they are capable of great things if I don’t restrict everything to what I do myself,” I said. “You’re doing great things, right now. Yes, I realized what Miya meant. But tell me, who was Miya talking to?”

      Ilsa licked her lips nervously. Her eyes moved between the coffee and my face. “I did talk to her but you—”

      “Given what she said, do you really think it would be easy for her to say it to my face?” It hurt to admit that. It hurt a lot more than I had expected it to. I needed to deal with that fact before talking with Miya.

      “No, probably not,” Ilsa said. Then she finished her coffee. “Archangel, that’s bitter. You’d think there’d be better coffee here.” She paused before continuing. “In other words, I took another step in becoming your adviser. I wanted this. Maybe I got a little too caught up in the heat of the moment. Sorry. Now we need to work out how to help Miya.”

      Nodding, I finished off my own coffee and placed my cup down. I covered the cup with my hand when Ilsa made a gesture to refill it, grimacing as I did so. The laugh she let out in response brightened up the room.

      “So, my lovely adviser,” I began, “what do you think she needs? I know what the problem is—I can write the magical theorem on the board for all to see—but I think only you have gotten close enough to Miya to know the answer.”

      Ilsa leaned back in her chair and stroked her chin in thought. “Did anything she say stand out when she spoke earlier?”

      “Us. We. The oni. The clan,” I said. “Did Miya ever once refer to herself?”

      “Exactly,” Ilsa said, nodding in approval. I got an odd sense of familiarity from this situation. “Has she ever spoken about herself other than when we first met her?”

      “No” was the short answer. What did she talk about when I first met her? She had been rather lost then.

      Miya had spoken to me about how her purpose had been fulfilled and that her life was mine. At the same time, I had asked for military assistance from the oni in exchange for abandoning the Arium Bulwark. I received an army of single-horned oni and Miya. Did she consider this her new purpose now that she was no longer the Herald of the Oni?

      I felt like I had discovered the root cause. A single conversation had caused this. Miya slotted herself into a role so that she fit in somewhere during a time of chaos. The problem was, she was a square peg going into a round hole.

      In this case, she had two horns where everybody else only had one.

      Ilsa clicked her tongue at me. “You know, I was playing role reversal. Going through the scenario like how you taught me: run through the situation and ask leading questions. It’s not as fun when I watch you reach the conclusion after one or two questions.”

      Ah, so that was why this felt so familiar. “I’ve had some very good teachers and decades of experience picking people and scenarios apart. Whatever my actual level of emotional intelligence may be, tactics and strategy do rely on understanding your opponents, and that applies to your allies as well.”

      I sighed and moved onto the hard part. “So Miya refuses to view herself separately from all the oni under her. All of whom have just one horn. What next?”

      “Make her remember that she is a single, living, breathing person who can do things that all the other oni can’t,” Ilsa said, although there was a shadow on her face as she held up two fingers. “There’s two parts to this. The first is the easiest but also the most dangerous,” she continued. “You saw what she did to the inner wall of Talepolis. The last step on your journey isn’t just empowering Yasno, Hish, and the others with the tools and tactics to fight alongside you. You need to recognize when they are your equal and are as useful as you in battle. Miya isn’t going to help you fight Lyria. She is the key to victory.”

      That was a big ask. I knew Lyria’s power. To risk not just my life, but Miya’s…

      I saw the look on Ilsa’s face and remembered the conversation we had before Talepolis. If I didn’t step forward, what was the point of all of this? Had I not visited Miya’s room to ask her to help me battle Lyria? Whether it was for vengeance or something else entirely, Miya was here because she wanted to be here. It was time to recognize her as an equal.

      “What’s the other thing?” I asked Ilsa.

      To my surprise, I didn’t receive a verbal answer. Not immediately.

      Instead, Ilsa got up out of her chair and sat in my lap. I could see hints of tears in her eyes. She leaned in close, touched her lips to mine, and kissed me deeply. We continued kissing for a very long time.

      “I want you to myself,” Ilsa said, her voice thick with emotion. “But I want this world, and this empire, to change so much more. Miya needs you as much as I do. Possibly much more, but I won’t say that. Ever.

      “Take her, Mykah. Remind her that she’s not just one of the oni. She’s Miyasa, and she should be very proud of that fact.”
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      I paused outside the door to Miya’s room and looked in. Miya sat on the floor in a red dress. She was maintaining her bow, oiling the wood and checking for any damage from the battle. The string—if you could call the steel cable she used to propel the ballista bolts she fired a “string”—was missing, so she was presumably doing something with that as well. I knew something about proper bow maintenance. Unfortunately, “something” was about all I could recall right now.

      Miya was breathtaking in her beauty. Whether it was her hair, her eyes, her skin, her body, or everything about her, I wanted it. Wanted her.

      Ilsa was pretty, but my connection with her was emotional, a bond that had made it easy to respond to her desire back in Tornfrost Watch. Miya was a woman that I lusted for. I trusted her as well, but it wasn’t the reason I would form any relationship with her if she wanted one. It would help, but ultimately, it would be because I wanted her body. We didn’t know each other well enough for any other bond to have formed yet.

      That wasn’t fair to her, I felt. At the same time, I couldn’t dismiss Ilsa’s advice so easily. If Miya wanted me, then perhaps there wasn’t a reason not to begin a relationship. I still wasn’t certain of the morality of it. Miya had shown interest in me in the past and I had Ilsa’s blessing, but forming a relationship with two women at once was a step I had not pictured myself taking.

      I had put this off long enough, I realized. If I waited any longer, Miya might actually go to sleep. I had given it a night, slept on the idea that Ilsa had planted in me. Now I was here, ready to empower Miya to fight alongside me. And maybe ask Miya to do something entirely different with me, if she was interested.

      “How’s the bow, Miya?” I asked her as I entered. “I assume it came out better than the gatehouse?”

      She whirled on the spot, fast enough that I worried for her neck and waist and also fast enough for me to notice her chest whip about. Whatever happened tonight, I was going to be noticing her movements for a long time to come. Letting my focus slip had that cost. I knew from experience with certain other women that I had difficulty not paying attention to their bodies when I should know better.

      “Mykah. Let me get you some tea,” she said, putting her bow to one side and rising.

      “I didn’t want to interrupt you,” I said as I looked for somewhere to sit. Only her bed, unfortunately. Or perhaps fortunately. I sat on the frame at the foot of her bed, which was a little too narrow to support me properly.

      Frowning at me, Miya proceeded to ignore what I said and put her bow to one side. She retrieved a small tea set from her bedside cabinet and made some for us, looking over at me with a confused expression. If I wasn’t mistaken, this was one of Hish’s tea sets.

      “You’ve never visited me at night before. Or in my room,” she said. “I’m glad I asked Hish for something to entertain guests with. Ilsa said this morning that this happens sometimes.”

      Impressively unsubtle, Ilsa. So unsubtle that even Miya caught onto the scheme. I shrugged in response to her unvoiced question.

      “I had thought that was from Hish’s collection. Out of curiosity, why does she have so many of them? They look so old that I wonder if they predate the Reforms,” I said, changing the subject.

      Miya hummed as she carried the small ceramic tray with the tea set. I wasn’t exactly sure where she planned to put it, given the lack of a table or chairs. On the ground, as it turned out. I imagined Hish glaring angrily at her boss, given how seriously she seemed to take her tea.

      “You have likely guessed as much, but our history is as storied as your empire’s is. Hish’s collection is one from the lost clans, and her grandmother cherished it. It’s a relic from when the oni had a civilization far to the east, before the badlands came,” Miya said, her face turning slowly sad.

      I had heard this and already guessed the toll the badlands had on the oni. For the Empire, which had retreated to the western coast, that toll had been the loss of our guardian archangel. To the rest of the world, it had cut out entire civilizations. The oni had clearly been among them.

      Passing me up a cup of tea, although without its saucer, Miya continued. “So much has been lost. Even more has been sacrificed since. Perhaps more will be in the future. I don’t think I’ve ever said this, Mykah, but I will now. What you have done for us these past few months outweighs whatever you think you did to us in the past decades. You are everything to these oni. To all of us. You—”

      “When you say ‘these oni’ and ‘us,’ do you mean the single-horned oni down south with the two of us? Or are you referring to all of the oni of the Deridh Clan?” I cut in, my voice flat.

      Miya stared up at me. Her cup wavered. “Ilsa—”

      “Why are there only oni with a single horn serving under me, Miya?” I pressed.

      Silence, save for the clicking of a clock in the corner.

      “Before the siege, you said there was nowhere else for them.” I waited and sipped at my tea. “Miyasa, please. I want to understand. When we first struck a deal, you said you wanted to be mine. Right now, I’m making use of that. I need somebody to tell me what is actually happening within the oni I am supposed to be both protecting and leading an army of. Otherwise, our efforts might be wasted. I can’t force you, but if you don’t tell me, then I won’t ever know. That’s a power within your own hands, Miyasa.”

      The clock ticked. I wished it wasn’t in the room. The tea was nice, at least, a weaker blend that didn’t need milk and had an almost green color. Some of the older mystic foxes in the capital had drunk this, but they had always guarded it jealously with their many tails. What noble had Hish’s grandmother robbed for this?

      “Please call me Miya,” Miya whispered before covering her mouth with her teacup.

      “Please answer my questions, Miya. You are the only person I trust who has the answers to them,” I said. Well, I suspected Yasno had them but he wouldn’t say. The other oni likely did as well, but they steered well clear of whatever this problem was. Only Hish might really speak of it, but I didn’t know if she would actually capture the nuance. Given I suspected her clan had intentionally stunted her education, I had to view whatever she said through that lens.

      More than that, I wanted it to be Miya who told me. She was the one I truly did trust and wanted to continue to trust.

      She waited a little while longer, refilling our tea and making another batch. Taking the opportunity to inspect her bow, I noticed that it had some odd runes engraved into the wood. I almost didn’t realize they were runes. The only reason I did was because I felt their connection between the magical plane and this world. I vaguely recalled similar runes on other weapons held by the heralds, but the oni fought like demons to repossess them and I always yielded. The price had already been paid once before for stubbornness between us over Tornfrost’s corpse.

      Finally, Miya sat on the bed and patted it. I finished my tea and joined her. Leaning into my shoulder, she began to talk.

      “I told you that calling them demi-oni is a slur. That is not wholly correct. In truth, I am not sure what is really the slur,” Miya said, her voice shaking. “They are all oni to me, as they have been to every herald. However, to all others who have two horns, they are… lesser oni. Fit only for physical labor. Their ability to reach into the astral plane and safely use spiritual techniques is less, to the extent they have never been properly taught for as long as the heralds have existed.

      “With the Bulwark, the single-horned oni became the obvious choice for the military might of the Deridh Clan. Physically powerful, useless to society at large, and unable to produce proper children.”

      “Children?” I asked, unable to stop myself. I hesitated, then continued with a question I had been holding since I spoke with Hish long ago. “I understand that the single-horned oni are restricted from sex with other oni. Why?”

      “Because their children will only ever have a single horn. With a human, the result can have two. I have never understood, nor have the mothers, but somehow, the magically weaker race can result in magically stronger offspring,” Miya said, a bitter smile on her lips. “That made it worse, of course, in the minds of the rest of the oni. Those with a single horn were now weaker than humans.”

      I winced. The oni’s conclusion was an easy one to come to if incorrect. The Empire had the fortune of containing many nonhuman races, so the mechanisms that enabled magical interracial breeding were better known. I understood the problem or at least knew that it didn’t have to do with the amount of magical power anybody involved had.

      “Whatever magic is enabling oni to breed with other races works differently to when they breed with other oni,” I explained. “That’s how you get an oni rather than some strange half-breed to begin with. Dragons, elves, mystic foxes—they all work the same way. Magic is used to breed, and the race with the most magical power comes out on top. If the human was actually stronger, then the result would be different. You wouldn’t be talking about oni, for one thing.”

      Shrugging, Miya moved on. “Perhaps. It doesn’t change the reality. They gathered up all the oni with a single horn and turned them into an army.”

      “I’ve seen more two-horned oni attacking me than you and the herald,” I said.

      “That was a battle for our survival. Of course, other warriors contributed,” Miya said, looking at me in surprise. “This is not.”

      I blinked. What exactly was she getting at here?

      “They call themselves demi-oni because it is more credit than they are given elsewhere. One horn is half of what the rest of the oni have. That makes them half-oni. They attempted to take control of their name rather than accepting being lesser. Yet I cannot respect it. They have always been the vanguard of what all oni enjoy today, the future you have given them by stepping aside from the Bulwark,” Miya continued, her voice growing heated. She was no longer leaning against my shoulder and instead was staring straight ahead.

      Anger filled Miya’s voice. “You promised to protect the oni in exchange for support but they gave you only what they deemed expendable. Then they went off to enjoy the fruits of what so many others gave their lives for, without ever shedding any of their own blood or that of their families. If we all die down here and take the dragons with us, the mothers will be overjoyed. There is no honor there. This is not their empire. It is our empire. That is why this is our home, Mykah.” She looked me in the eyes now and took my hands in hers. “It is why we belong here. Why I belong here, with you. Please, Mykah, rule us as the emperor I know you can be. We will grant you your vengeance, but do not leave us behind.”

      Her impassioned plea echoed through my ears and bounced around my mind. I couldn’t help but stare into her eyes. They were wet, although I didn’t think Miya was about to cry.

      Vengeance had been all I could think about. I questioned my focus now. Was it only vengeance I wanted? Red eyes and fangs flashed in my mind and I recalled her words when we spoke earlier. Had I come down from the north with an army of elite warriors, the likes of which the Empire had not seen? If so, maybe their thoughts about me were all that mattered, at least for this moment?

      Did I want to be emperor?

      Perhaps not. But I did want to provide an empire for Miya, Yasno, Hish, and the other oni who had trusted in me more than anybody had since old Matthew Tornfrost.

      “Don’t say ‘us,’ Miya,” I said, leaning in close. “You’re important to me, too. Even more so than everybody else.”

      Then I kissed her. Her eyes opened slightly. Then she returned that kiss, her arms grasping around me, and she pulled me down on the bed.

      Miya rolled me over so that she was on top. Her hands tore at my clothes. Our tongues grappled in my mouth as Miya hungrily returned my kiss. I had a feeling my enthusiasm was going to be sorely outmatched by hers.

      “Mykah,” Miya moaned into my mouth.

      As I pulled at the top of Miya’s dress, I felt a hand around my length. She caressed me and I rapidly hardened. I had yet to free her massive breasts from her lacy underwear when she pulled back from the kiss. Her mouth was set in a wild smile.

      Then Miya slipped down my body and I felt her mouth around me moments later. She knew what she wanted and was taking it. I watched as she moved up and down along my length, her white tresses falling on my stomach and legs. Pleasure filled me, far too quickly for my liking. Miya was good.

      I grabbed Miya’s horns reflexively. She stopped and looked up at me. Her expression seemed to increase the pleasure I felt, as her mouth was still wrapped around me. She slowly pulled herself away from me with a small popping noise.

      “You can use my horns,” she said, her voice dripping with lust. “Please.”

      Oh. Oh dear. Miya definitely knew what she wanted in bed.

      I used her horns as she slipped my length inside her mouth again. It was an experience I would not forget. Control over Miya’s every movement, as she stopped moving her head by herself now. Miya’s missing hand made it very clear she enjoyed this, her muffled moans not due to what she was doing with her mouth.

      After I peaked, Miya let me undress her. She stared into my eyes as I massaged her massive breasts. Their sheer size swallowed my hands and I lost myself in the pleasure of playing with them.

      I wasn’t allowed a moment longer to play than necessary, however. Miya pulled away once she deemed I was ready, the glistening between her legs from earlier proof that she had been ready for a long time. Pendulous breasts hung in front of me as she straddled my waist.

      Miya slid me inside her and her moan was loud enough that I suspected everybody in the citadel heard it. Her expression twisted in a mixture of lust and pleasure. She began to move and I matched her rhythm with my own movements.

      The tempo we reached was fast, Miya’s ass slapping noisily against my crotch with every movement. Heat rose up within me. I groaned in release. Miya let out a small scream. I felt her hit her crescendo moments later, as if she was responding to my own climax. She pulled herself down against my chest, her breasts rubbing against mine, and pushed her face into my neck.

      We held each other for minutes, Miya still slowly moving against me with her face buried in my neck. Was she hoping I would be able to continue if she kept it up? Because it was working, if slowly. I wasn’t superhuman in bed but she was.

      For a moment, I realized how lucky it was that Miya knew how to control her strength. I knew from past incidents how easy it was for a non-human partner to hurt somebody in bed. My ribs ached from phantom wounds.

      “I’m so glad you want me. All of me,” Miya said. She kissed me before she sat upright, still straddling my waist.

      Then she stared down at me, her expression eager.

      It was safe to say I did not get much sleep that night, nor was I haunted by any black dragons when I did find rest.
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      The forges were quiet and the cavernous foundry shrouded in darkness, yet I could feel the heat scorching my skin. Light from the fires of those few furnaces that were burning peeked through the grates below me. The fires of industry had begun to burn beneath the citadel.

      Malenko was quietly running up furnaces and ensuring that the various forges, wheels, cutting instruments, tools, and, most importantly, supplies of water were all available to each craftsman. There were only a dozen of them, each a master that no doubt lived a veritably palatial life compared to most in the city. Yet here they were, about to sweat and toil away at some of the finest and most difficult work in the Empire. They did it because nobody else could. They did it because they couldn’t do it anywhere else.

      “Dwarves in human form” was how Malenko’s master had called the few of us who had passed his training regimen all those decades ago. No doubt Malenko was keeping up the same strict standards. They had built this place for five times the number. The foundries elsewhere in the city were no doubt brimming with so many people that safety standards were laughable, but here there were no cut corners in spite of the mastery every individual had.

      I looked over at my workstation. No furnace for me, simply because I didn’t need the heat. I was rune-crafting, which was all about magic and concentration. Heat introduced a timing factor that a proper rune-crafter shouldn’t allow to affect the result. All it took was a single lapse in judgment because I had to race the cooling iron, and that was a whole piece wasted. To say nothing of materials that needed magic applied to them to handle high temperatures.

      Smithing and rune-crafting were sciences, whatever one thought of the magic that went into them. In truth, magic was a science as well. We simply understood it less and could bend the rules a lot more as a result.

      “So what are you looking to produce, old man?” Malenko asked as he approached me. His craftsmen were busy preparing their stations in the background, which gave us plenty of time this morning to discuss product. It would take days to get what we wanted, particularly since this wasn’t the only place that would be producing.

      To my side was Miya’s equipment, as well as my own. I had a pretty good idea of what I needed to do there and what I was fighting. Our true opponent was Lyria, who the two of us needed to defeat in direct combat. That meant armor capable of withstanding her and weapons capable of slaying her.

      But everybody else? That was where I definitely needed Malenko’s guidance. I had been digesting Ilsa’s and Miya’s words and knew what I truly wanted my most trusted subordinates to do.

      Dragon-hunting. Not Lyria, but the other four or five dragons she brought with her. Fierce monsters that I had previously thought only I could battle but in truth needed help with. If I constrained my goal to defeating Lyria, then I would never be able to be the leader that Yasno and Hish needed, simply because the other dragons would slay so many of their kin before we chased them away. I needed to empower them with tools that brought their abilities to the fore.

      “As you said earlier. Weapons to slay dragons. But not for me. I have three companies that I think can manage the task,” I said, glancing at my other side. A hammer and an axe-like sword were leaning over there, as well as some heavy armor.

      Malenko chuckled. “Now that’s what I’m talking about. I didn’t bring these folks down here to bash out your codpiece.”

      The hammer drew the dwarf’s attention first, and he hefted it with a grunt. I could see the sweat on his bare chest now, which was a sign that the furnaces were really roaring. That meant it was time to strip down myself.

      “I see you haven’t forgotten everything over the decades,” he said with a grunt of approval when he saw me taking off my shirt. “This looks like a dwarven hammer. The oni use this? And the armor? Hah, they’d fit in well with us. I’d like to say it’s the sullen one, but that’s just personal bias. Rune-knights are always serious types.”

      I cocked an eyebrow and nodded to confirm his suspicion. “Rune-knights?”

      “The greatest of all dwarven warriors. The entire reason master rune-crafters exist. Dwarves can’t use magic like you can, leaping over walls and such, but give a hundred of us the greatest equipment in the world and they can make Lyria wish that she was battling you,” Malenko said, a vicious grin on his face. “I’ll check with that Yasno how he fights, but I can do up the tests for the armor and weapons myself, then have the boys crank them out with me. Fifty, right? That’s the typical size of Imperial units. Or are the oni different?”

      “No, they use fifty as well. I think they took the number from me at some point.” At least I guessed as much. Perhaps it was my ego. “Next is the sword. Light armor, all speed and chaos.”

      Malenko groaned. “A spellblade without the spells.” He drummed his fat fingers against his chest. “I’ll leave it to you for a test blade, as you know better than me what can cut through a dragon’s hide. For the armor, flame wards and magic barriers. Tell the maniac not to get hit by the claws. What next?”

      “Ballista bolts. Mage-supported.”

      “Pshaw. Easy.” Malenko waved me off with a roll of his eyes. “We made ones that could punch through those kinetic barriers the foxes use. Dragon scales? Nothing. We’ll whip up a test batch here, plus the ballista, then have the main foundry mass-produce them. Gotta get them on the walls in time, right?”

      He knew this well. Then again, he had been supplying the Empire for decades. That was the power of experience. Men and women like Malenko weren’t worth their weight in gold; they generated it by the second if you knew how to use them. If Otwin had understood that, then he could have easily crushed us. The principles of those dwarven rune-knights could easily have given an edge to those Aghram knights that Victoria led, for one, or the nightwalkers we had fought. Hish would have struggled against properly trained and equipped opponents. So many battles could have changed the course of the assault.

      “I’m guessing that’s all your elites?” the dwarf asked. “How about the regulars? We’ve got a lot of spare capacity, which I’m currently using to crank out heavy armor. Rune-crafting is limited to just here, because you mages seem to think that’s a dead art even though you’ve been a mythical hero for longer than most of them have been alive, but we have enchanters by the tower.”

      I snorted. Rune-crafting had been dead to humanity even when it hadn’t been. If enchanting was looked down upon by the upper echelons of mage towers and summoning was esoteric save for familiars, then from a social perspective, rune-crafting was the equivalent of banging rocks together in a cave. Every ounce of respect I received for it from the dwarfs was amplified tenfold in the opposite direction from the mage towers. Only patronage had kept me from being eaten alive in those dens of insanity.

      Dismissing idle thoughts of days long past, I instead focused on what I needed right now. “Whatever you can produce for us in under a week, Mal. The oni are an absolute wrecking ball of destruction, capable of cutting through enchanted steel plate like it is paper, but they always lacked the mass-production ability to push their power to the limits. Behind them, I have veterans with the formations, tactics, and raw skill to match that wrecking ball, but they have always had the equipment in quantity. I need an edge. Everybody is equally great, sure. But with just a week, I’m thinking we need to focus on what gives us the most benefit now,” I said with a frown. This was simple strategy, and it applied the same logic you might use as a craftsman—strengthen the part that could take the most strengthening now and come back to the rest later.

      The dwarf chewed on his lip, thinking it over. His eyes rested on Miya’s bow. “That bow. Do all the oni use stuff like that?”

      “They don’t have the weird runes and they’re a tad smaller, but yes. They enchanted their bows but not their arrows.”

      He nodded. “Give ’em the arrows then. We have the scale for that. Normally we’ve avoided enchanted arrows because the benefit is lower compared to enchanted bows for the elves down south, but the oni have their own portable ballistae. What’s your usual tactic to blunt their raw strength?”

      Ah, so that was what he was going for. Lyria would use my oni-fighting tactics against me now, particularly those that I had developed to oust them from any fortresses they took. Fortunately, I knew my own tactics well and also knew enough about the oni to modify theirs and make it harder for Lyria to so easily use my own—especially with the new equipment that Malenko could give me. A week was a long time for foundries the size of Talepolis’s, and we would reuse designs from all over the Empire where we could.

      We spoke for some time, Malenko taking a brief break once his craftsmen were ready to get them working while we ironed out a few prototype designs. The prototype blade for Hish’s unit took far more time than the others. I felt that something that fed on magic would work best. The runes would be dangerous, particularly to the craftsmen, but I trusted Malenko to get them right. A single misfire when forging a rune that consumed magical energy could kill the smith, to say nothing of those around him. They were rare for good reason, whatever power they had.

      Finally, I could turn my attention to the real battle. The weapons for Lyria. The heart and soul of the battle. Miya and I would need to fight as one in the siege. We had become one in another way already, which gave me hope.

      My hammer moved, night and day. The forges roared, the smelters sizzled, and the water never stopped running. These arrows, this armor, my sword, and the runes would not forge themselves.

      Lyria would die to these tools. We would slay her.
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      Rank after rank of soldiers clad in black and gold stood at attention outside the city as I watched from the inner wall. Half her army was still putting together the encampment, her cavalry was idly patrolling the hills nearby, and there was a train of carts and men as far as the eye could see around the ridge to the north. But Lyria was here, putting on a show of force and reminding me that she could move at any moment.

      The sprawl teemed with life, despite her army’s presence. I had prevented any evacuation to the inner sections of the city. It was cruel but necessary. The city’s interior was too small to cope with the sheer number of residents and Lyria would take advantage of any weakness.

      At first, I had worried that refugees would pile up at the gates, remaining there only to be trampled by invaders in one of the most morale-shattering events I would ever witness in a battle. Fortunately, the grim faces of my soldiers had turned them away. Most returned to their homes, no doubt hoping that the next invader of the city did as little damage to it as I had. The rest began trooping out into the foothills.

      The dragon flapping about in the foothills had scared a lot of those people back into the city. At least the lizard had yet to start torching them.

      The hours dragged on, the sun lazily descending to the west. Soldiers began to venture into the city, finding naught but scared civilians cowering in their homes. The outer wall was bereft of life and traps. Without the resources to defend both walls, I had elected to stick to the one that was both shorter and sturdier. The thicker my volleys, the more damage I could do to armored foes.

      Smoke began to rise from the outer ring of the city as dusk arrived. I had no choice but to ignore it. The reason was simple.

      Any sign of weakness in front of Lyria would not merely be pounced upon but shredded with absolute relish. Should I attempt to protect the people of the city by trying to evacuate them, even though they would make easy targets for dragons should they tightly cluster deep within the city? Then Lyria would know that I cared for their safety. If I didn’t raise a finger to protect them, she had no information either way. Both of us had been taught not to draw inferences on a foe based on inaction. She knew I likely cared for the safety of the people in the city and my inaction didn’t prove otherwise.

      I was stuck in a frustrating situation. Helping the people of the city would get tens of thousands of them killed. To protect them, I had to leave them unprotected and at Lyria’s mercy. I had done the same on my march south, when I had completely disregarded the safety of every village and town between my army and that of Tornfrost Watch when she first attacked. Until she was defeated, nobody was safe. All lives were forfeit. Those fires, whoever or whatever was burning in them, would stay lit.

      I was no Otwin. I had not embraced death.

      Eventually, the smoke dwindled. No flames roared through the city. That was a good sign. Whatever Lyria did out there, we would simply wait and watch. I was under no illusions about the loyalty of the local Talepolis soldiers. They would be calculating if they could keep the gates open long enough to let Lyria destroy us, but there was a reason they were sidelined for this battle. Fortunately, Lyria grew bored with burning the city and I didn’t need to face down a rebellion.

      The first day fizzled out like those flames. The watch changed. I shared an ale with Yasno and played some cards to while away the time. Lyria was unlikely to attack us at night. The same could be said for dawn, given that the sun would be in their eyes. My guess was on a dusk assault, when the sun would bother our archers and mages.

      The second day brought with it an advance. Lyria’s force moved into the city proper. It lined up inside the outer wall, well out of range of my force, save for Miya and our ballistae. Bombarding the besiegers from afar could be an interesting tactic, but Lyria’s dragons could harass us with magic if necessary. Deliberately antagonizing them had no real advantages.

      Lyria wanted the plazas. The city restricted her use of siege engines, as it had against me. Siege towers were out, even if she lit the whole city aflame, due to the sheer amount of debris she would need to deal with. It was laughable to try to use ladders to scale thirty-meter-tall walls. That left her primarily with trebuchets and rams.

      The beehive that was Lyria’s army made it hard to count her force, especially given the size of her supply train. Scouts estimated that it outnumbered us between three and five to one. My eye said four to one, which meant she had good odds of grinding us down. To do that she would need some way of constantly hitting the walls to do actual damage. Without ten soldiers to our one, it wasn’t like she could surround us and wear us down. If she did, she risked leaving herself open to a counterattack as she lacked the numbers to cover all of her weaknesses.

      Prefabricated parts were being carted in from the camp outside the city. I watched closely with my enhanced vision as engineers put together their weapons of war.

      Rams. Not a single ballista or trebuchet in sight. Lyria intended to end this swiftly. She had been reading my tactics on fighting the oni.

      A single bad engagement could weaken her elites to the extent she would never be able to slay the oni in the decisive strike. Grinding us down was never a reliable option. The oni tired, like humans, but they never ceased to be dangerous fighters. Yasno could crack a man’s skull with his bare hands even after a week-long siege had ground down his spirit.

      On day three, dawn came with a thick fog. A thin film of water coated my armor as I stepped into the warm interior of the wall. I had ill thoughts about the day.

      “Joining us for a morning of watching nothing, sir? Can’t see a damn thing down there,” Terry greeted me from the viewing slits. He had a metal mug of coffee in hand, the magically heated dispenser of thick brew right next to him. I greeted him and filled my own mug with the foul stuff.

      An oni yawned nearby as more soldiers filed in. Dawn was a predictable time of attack, so we didn’t change shifts so much as overlap them. He would have his chance to rotate off in an hour or so.

      “Visibility isn’t as bad as I thought it would be from up here,” I said. The outer wall was still visible, even if the ground wasn’t. It was still a prime chance for an attack to take place if we couldn’t see their troop movements.

      “Captain Mayer sent round a message to be ready for an attack, so we’re bringing on the noon shift early,” Terry said. “Do you think their siege is ready?”

      “We built our prefab in an afternoon, Terry. What do you think?”

      He nodded, making the face of a man who knew he asked a rather stupid question. Silence reigned for a while as we simply sipped at our horrendous coffee. At least it was hot, even if it had the consistency of tar.

      Something black flickered in front of us. It was distant and fleeting enough that I questioned if I had seen it.

      “What the…” Terry said, leaning closer to the slit.

      My heart had stopped. “Dragon,” I muttered. I was already racing for the stairs.

      “Dragon!” a voice bellowed from above me. “Dragon!”

      Screams and shouts echoed inside the walls. I heard the twang of a ballista and felt magic being channeled. Bells were going off—our alarm system for attack. Hundreds of pairs of boots slapping against stone echoed within and through the walls. A cacophony of panic filled my ears as I raced to the top of the walls.

      Lyria had begun her assault.
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      Dragonfire greeted me when I got topside. I unslung my shield out of reflex and pumped magic into it. Then the flames exploded against the wall’s barrier, white against white, and I remembered where I was.

      I looked around. Three dragons were bombarding the walls, their gargantuan forms cast like beacons within the fog by the magic and flames they were pumping out. Flares exploded ceaselessly above me. The endless chiming of bells never left my ears. Ranks of archers and mages began bombarding the city with coordinated volley fire. The attackers slapped up barriers in response, then let them fizzle out once they realized our barrages weren’t stopping. They either had to advance under fire or stand there forever. I wondered if the enchanted arrows we were using were punching through the armor of the knights advancing on our walls.

      Ballistae twanged and the dragons scattered. I saw the black one I encountered earlier, a particularly nasty bolt sticking out of its side. It hurled a globe of energy at a tower, lightning arcing off it. It burst on the barrier uselessly, those same arcs failing to breach the wall of white light that kept us safe. These were walls of the Rogistran Empire, and it would take a far more powerful spell to break through with brute force.

      I cursed, realizing there was a far more open area to attack. The bells continued to ring as I raced along the walls. Soldiers streamed out from their barracks and took up their positions. I saw no small number of flares fly up across the walls, indicating that a ram had reached them. The enemy was already hitting the gatehouses. If the dragons had been able to fly over the walls and sweep the rear with impunity, as had no doubt been planned, this battle would have been over before it started. Only the fact that we were actually hurting the lizards kept Lyria’s force at bay.

      Another explosion rocked the barrier near me. A dragon futilely unleashed spell after spell against the ballista crew. Another bolt loosed with a twang. A roar exploded forth from the dragon. He let himself drop, the bolt missing his wing by the smallest of margins. Without missing a beat, the mages started the ritual and prepared for the next shot. All it would take was a solid hit to a wing and that dragon would be a sitting duck. Malenko’s work didn’t care about how majestic the dragons thought they were.

      I leaped off the wall. Below me was the southern gatehouse, which Miya had completely vaporized in our siege. We had replaced it with earthworks with the help of a greater earth elemental, but it was still the weakest link in the wall. No amount of structural magic could make this segment as strong as the walls elsewhere. A dragon could swing a claw and turn it into rubble.

      A wall of shields and spears approached. Yasno opposed it with his own wall outside the earthworks. Balls of light flew over the heads of the Imperial soldiers. They impacted on Yasno’s shields in great bursts of lightning. The enemy mages were arcing them just under the wall’s barrier, but the result was the same. The runes that lined the shields of Yasno and his knights shrugged off the weak magic of Lyria’s battlemages. The lightning found no purchase and fizzled out.

      Yasno’s knights held strong, even as the enemy wall of spears came ever closer. Volleys of arrows clattered against the barrier overhead. In return, we hammered the advancing wall of knights with arrows of our own. I watched as the edges of the approaching wall of soldiers slowly peeled away. Malenko’s enchanted arrows punched through the shields and armor of the knights like they were made of paper. Many of those hit were still moving, however. As good as our weapons were, we were still firing upon heavily armored knights of the Empire. Lyria’s knights kept up their advance, with more soldiers pouring forth to reinforce their advance.

      “Back up,” Yasno yelled suddenly. I blinked.

      A lance, twenty meters long, appeared out of nowhere. It struck the wall’s barrier. My heart stopped. The lance’s black steel and momentum carried its tip an inch through the white barrier. Then it snapped. Physics took hold, and the lance bounced back and broke into three pieces.

      The lance’s pieces flew through the air, disintegrating into prismatic light. Seconds later, the pieces exploded. My vision filled with light. My ears rang.

      “Brace!” That was Yasno. I was too far from him. My vision began to clear.

      A blue dragon burst face-first through the flames of the explosion. Its maw was wide open, its roar filling the air. Yasno was right in its path. Steadying himself, he and his knights faced it head-on—shields raised, hammers up, faces grim.

      It happened in a flash. The dragon snapped its maw at Yasno. My sword hummed as I charged in rage. Yasno swung.

      Yasno’s hammer slammed into the dragon’s head. It snapped to the side, the dragon’s whole body twitching with the movement. Its muscles rippled, the momentum of its charge thrown off. Runes flared like tiny torches on the hammer from the strike as Yasno followed through and brought up his shield to take the dragon’s body slam.

      Then time sped up. The dragon crashed into fifty oni armored like dwarves. Dust and dirt exploded everywhere. I could hear the yells of Yasno’s soldiers rise in pitch as they rammed their shields against the body of the dragon as it crashed into them. They held fast, and their yells became cheers. Their hammers crashed down on scales.

      The roar of the dragon became a whine. The oni began to climb the dragon. I and the Imperial soldiers could only watch as a massive dragon instantly became the pickings of Yasno and his company. In a single moment, it seemed like the momentum of the battle had shifted. Our weakest link had become our strongest. One of Lyria’s greatest assets had been felled by my strongest warriors.

      The air split in a roar.

      I exploded forward and leaped over the dragon’s unmoving body and Yasno’s company. With a crash, I landed in front of the Imperial soldiers, shield already unslung. Magic filled my veins. It was harsh, pure, and utterly seared every fiber of my being. Golden light spilled out across my vision as I projected the most powerful barrier I could manage in front of me.

      The world disintegrated before me. A strange black light replaced everything. It ate away at the stones of the ground, the Imperial soldiers, the buildings nearby, and even the dirt below. Despite the pitch-black quality of the light, I could see through it as easily as daylight. This was a bizarre light formed of magical energy rather than some form of shadow or darkness. As humanity’s sorcery rose to match that of a dragon, I felt my limits being tested, as they always were against this level of magic.

      When the spell faded, all that remained in front of me for nearly ten meters was a crater. I stepped back as the ground began to crumble into the gaping hole before it, the barrier no longer keeping it stable. Farther beyond the crater were the remaining Imperial soldiers. They had collapsed to their knees, staring in terror at what their commander had done to their comrades.

      Above them was Lyria, flying high in the air. She was a black dragon, over two hundred years old, and nearly the size of a castle keep. Spikes ran all along her body, and her golden eyes glared down at me. Her enormous claws glowed with another spell.

      Now how would I get her down here?
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      I sucked in air, my lungs heaving. My nerves burned like somebody had replaced them with molten lava. The new runes on my shield gave me an edge against the raw power of Lyria’s spells but fighting her was still exhausting. I was drawing on the same level of power as the wall’s barriers. Doing so repeatedly would kill me before Lyria did, if I wasn’t careful.

      “Mykah!” Yasno shouted from behind me. He was atop the unmoving blue dragon from earlier. If I wasn’t mistaken, it was the same one from the battle that had started this all. The one that Miya had kept busy. At least one of those dragons had met its end after all, it seemed.

      “Keep the gatehouse safe. Miya and I will deal with her,” I yelled back.

      The ominous black glow between Lyria’s claws was a bad sign. Ballista bolts bounced off her scales in a futile attempt to stop her. I thought I’d told Ilsa not to waste the efforts of her mages. Something to address after the battle.

      I hefted my shield again, took a deep breath, and waited.

      Lyria paused, and I held back the urge to curse. I urged her to fire the spell and keep hovering. Even a second longer was fine.

      Then she dropped, her wings spiraling around her and the spell dissipating into nothingness. I let out the curse I was holding, leaped over the crater in front of me, and began running toward her.

      A beam of light filled the spot where Lyria had been a moment ago.

      Behind me, situated on one of the citadel’s towers, Miya prepared another rune-encrusted arrow. No doubt she was patiently readying those magical circles of hers so every shot would punch a hole in Lyria. Unlike Ilsa’s ballistae, Miya held a natural advantage over Lyria. Astral energy was far denser than sorcerous energy, and Lyria’s draconic body was made of the stuff. Miya’s attacks were the equivalent of shooting a steel-tipped arrow into cloth. The best part was that Lyria knew it.

      No, that was the worst part. I’d much prefer her roaring in pain, collapsing to the ground, and letting me chop her head off. Now she was dodging Miya’s arrows because she knew getting hit even once meant death.

      Imperial soldiers formed a mass in front of me, blocking my path. My attention was split between the dragon dancing in the air between arcs of red light and the fools who still supported said dragon even after she had disintegrated a hundred of them. I charged the soldiers, my greatsword cleaving through their plate armor like it wasn’t there. They screamed in response. Their spears and axes bounced off my armor in a weak gesture of defiance. Ten down. I swung twice more. Twenty down.

      They broke, fleeing to the sides with their shields still raised. Above me, Lyria roared. Black light filled her claws, an orb in each hand.

      I raised my shield. The buildings around me vanished, taking the lives of every soldier around me with them. Before they vanished, I saw another explosion in the distance. Lyria had attempted to intercept one of Miya’s shots, her sensory abilities having improved enough that she was now predicting when Miya was going to fire.

      The whine I heard as the magic faded made it clear that her attempt had failed. Dust began to fill my vision. I heard thrashing, followed by a crashing sound and the shattering of stone. It sounded like Miya had struck true, bringing Lyria down.

      Stepping out warily toward the source of the sounds with my shield raised, I saw her. She was almost as large as I remembered. Not quite the size of a keep, but close. Her head alone was big enough that I doubted I could choke her to death even with the thickest tree in the Empire. She rumbled along the ground, turning from her side and onto all four feet. Masses of blood oozed from a wound in her side, where Miya had scored her. She was missing huge chunks of scale. Nothing deep enough to truly wound her. Her spell must have sapped a lot of the energy from the shot.

      I fired a flare into the air, signaling that the beast was down but still active. In moments, she would soar back into the air and start bombarding me again.

      Her eyes flickered to me the moment I used magic. I smiled at her, although it wasn’t from kindness. Not that she could see my smile behind my helmet.

      “All alone, are we?” she said, her voice booming across the city. “That wasn’t very smart.”

      The buildings to my right exploded as her tail flicked through them. I rolled. The scaly appendage soared over me. Flames burst toward me and I cleaved toward them, not having the time to project a barrier. Runes flickered on my sword and a blast of magic exploded from it. The fire parted around me like an ocean around a prophet, and I maintained the flow of magic into my sword, the strain pulling at me more and more with each moment.

      Then I was sent flying, my ribs creaking. My armor was glowing, the runes redistributing the impact as much as possible. They had overloaded. I could feel the pain of broken ribs. Hopefully no internal damage. A building caught me, the stone holding strong against my body. It hurt a lot less than Lyria’s swipe did.

      I projected a barrier in front of me, ignoring every warning of death my body was sending me. Dozens of black blades shattered against the golden light, glowing with barely contained magical energy and leaking rainbow liquid. The blades were magically unstable and about to explode. The blasts shattered my barrier instantly, knocking me to the ground.

      Vision left me for a moment. Everything was blurry.

      Heat seared every part of my body, jolting me back to life. A great red glow was filtering out from every orifice of my breastplate. This rune was one of my better tricks to stay in the fight but also a last resort. My body burned with magic that was killing it with every second the rune was active. But it was better than dying to this dragon.

      I shot to my feet and leaped to the side. A black wave rippled through the ground where I was, leaving it otherwise undisturbed. I ran. I needed to get close enough to Lyria that I could actually hit her. If I engaged her up close, then her spells were less dangerous.

      Hearing a rumbling to my left, I raised my shield. Black light was disintegrating the buildings there. That was not good. I couldn’t power both this rune and a barrier.

      All I could do was fight power with power. I cleaved toward the explosion with my sword and projected as much raw magical power as I could manage. Prismatic light shuddered around my sword and body as I struck at the encroaching blackness. For a moment, I wondered if I was going to die.

      Then it cleared, and all that was left was a crater.

      Lyria sat on the other side, mouth open and full of dragonfire.
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      Lyria’s golden eyes glowed as she loomed over me, her dragonfire building more and more within her maw. The red glow from within my breastplate was a sign that I wasn’t going to be able to stop it with a barrier, and if she hit me with enough fire, then I couldn’t match it with my sword. This was the worst part of fighting somebody familiar with me. She knew so many of my techniques and gambits and had even helped me devise them, all those decades ago when we were so very close.

      If I wanted to win, it had to be with something she didn’t know about. There was one such thing, but using it here was risky. Lyria wasn’t the greatest threat I needed to slay in the Empire or even the greatest dragon I knew of.

      I hesitated. My spare arm crept toward my neck.

      A snap of magic. Lyria shifted, buildings collapsing around her as she attempted to roll away. Too late. A roar split the air as a beam of light slammed into her body. Blood spewed across the rubble-strewn clearing.

      I turned and ran. Fire streamed all around me, stone melting from the raw heat and fury that Lyria poured out in her pain.

      “Mykah, you’re safe!” Miya shouted at me from atop a nearby warehouse. I had found her by running toward the magic I felt.

      “Safe enough. How are your reserves?” I said, checking my own as I focused my attention on myself. The red light within my armor had finally gone out, which was a sign that my body was now able to run on my own magic. My body hurt like hell, but I could manage thanks to the runes I used and a lot of experience. Hopefully nobody asked me to do much for a week or two or maybe the next month.

      “She was dodging too easily, so I spent more time firing faster and relying on Malenko’s arrows. I’m fine. You’re not,” Miya said. She had dropped to the ground and grabbed me by the shoulders with a frown. Unlike me, she wasn’t in full armor. She must have rushed to the fight and left her breastplate behind. I was troubled, although I hadn’t ever intended for her to battle Lyria up close.

      There was a roar behind me. Leaving Lyria alone like this meant she might return to the rest of the battle. I couldn’t see any other dragons in the air right now, which meant that if we let Lyria get back up there, then the battle could very quickly turn against us. A single powerful spell from her could turn the tide. Hundreds of my elites were dead, a gatehouse was down, and thousands of Imperial soldiers were spilling into the center of the city.

      I shook my head. “I have my methods to keep fighting. Didn’t you say you knew I could be emperor? This is my resolve.”

      The look in Miya’s eyes made it clear that this wasn’t what she had in mind when she wanted me to become emperor. It was funny that our positions had been reversed. I had worried about Miya and the others ever risking their lives against Lyria. Now, Miya worried about me.

      Black light shook the buildings nearby, a sure sign that Lyria was growing impatient.

      “I don’t have the raw power left to easily take her out, and she’s focused on me,” I explained, having clued into something that happened while Lyria was preparing my grave earlier. “You don’t have the accuracy to hit me at distance with your most powerful attacks, but Lyria is a different matter. When she’s focused on me, she can’t dodge as well. We’ll end this in one shot.”

      Like when she had destroyed Talepolis’s gatehouse, although I didn’t say it. Lyria wasn’t forty meters of wall full of people. She was a butcher made of scales. If she disintegrated in a cloud of black dust and gore, all the better.

      Miya nodded, her hair fluttering around her. Before I could step away, she grabbed me in a hug. It was only brief, but it was a nice reminder of why I should survive this.

      Firing off a flare into the air as I ran toward the massive magical presence I sensed, I began to scheme. Lyria was large enough that Miya could get a clean shot from pretty much anywhere, so it was more about buying time. Of all the spells that the black dragon threw around, the most intriguing was the rupturing one that tore along the ground. It would disrupt any magic I was using, including runes. For that reason, Lyria rarely used it. The paired runes on my sword were well known to her, although I had never tested whether the disruption effect would overpower my spell-absorption ability.

      Otherwise, the main thing I needed to do was stay as close as possible to the nasty golden eyes that glared down at me right now. Dragonfire exploded at me, but I didn’t use a barrier, spotting the black orb hovering between her claws. Instead, I surged to one side, legs burning with the power to send me flying over the rubble. So little of this portion of the city remained after Lyria’s tantrum that this was almost an open clearing now. I put aside the thoughts of how many had died due to not evacuating.

      Fire raced after me, the magic within it causing it to bend and chase me like a dog after a bone. Lyria’s tail lashed out at me from the other direction, and black light rushed at me from her front. It looked like a checkmate from the first moment I encountered Lyria. She was rearing up, her claws glowing with black energy as she empowered them for a swipe at me, should I somehow defend against this.

      I didn’t bother with defense. My momentum rune glowed, and I flickered forward. The black orb nearly clipped my helmet as I neatly eased my way past the unexploded spell and moved toward my opponent. As Lyria’s massive form loomed directly above me, her eyes widening in surprise, I leaped up at her neck with almost all thirteen runes on my sword glowing magnificently.

      The dragon roared and swiped at me. Two waves of black energy flared toward me from her claws. I snapped my sword at one and caught the first wave of energy. It vanished into my sword. Then I fired it at the other wave of energy with a flicker of will and the glow of a rune. The two opposing waves of energy met in mid-air with a crack.

      Ignoring the energy waves, I soared past her claws and toward her neck. She snapped at me. I snapped back, my sword meeting one of her teeth.

      A shock wave burst out from the impact. I felt my bones rattle. A ripple ran through my muscles as the force of meeting Lyria’s attack head-on was rammed into my brain through my nervous system. It wasn’t a nice feeling.

      It hurt her as much as it hurt me, sending her head flying backward, and she practically toppled over. A dust cloud began to rise into the air from where she crashed into the ground as I not-so-gracefully sank to the ground myself.

      The crash put me out of commission for a few moments. Long enough for me to question how long Miya had left to prepare. I could hear Lyria’s whining. Pulling myself to my feet and stumbling toward her, I saw her golden eyes. A black orb lazily whistled overhead and disintegrated the warehouse that Miya had originally been on. I looked behind me and shrugged. Not knowing where Miya was but knowing she wasn’t dumb, I doubted the attack had hit her.

      “Where is your bitch, traitor?” Lyria roared at me, pulling herself to four feet and glaring at me.

      I didn’t dignify her with a response and instead raised my shield. Her claws were glowing. Dragonfire built up in her maw once again.

      Clicking my tongue, I decided that Miya needed more time. My sword hummed and runes glowed.

      Miya fired.

      The reaction from Lyria was instantaneous. She skidded on the spot to face the upswell of energy in the world, a ritual circle springing to life beneath her. The dragonfire burst out in front of her, not as a weapon but as a tool of spellcasting—a single ancient draconic rune intended to ward off danger. One of her claws snapped off a separate spell behind it, a second and much smaller ritual circle appearing around the rune. A great translucent barrier of crackling black light snapped into existence, aligned with the larger ritual circle around Lyria’s feet.

      All of this took place within a split second and caused one of the largest surges of magic from Lyria I had ever felt. She wasn’t merely casting spells simultaneously but was pushing her body to its limits to respond so fast. Even for a dragon, the magic it took to move so swiftly was the sort that would cause long-lasting physical harm. I wasn’t the only one taking steps that would require weeks or months of recovery time, even with magical regeneration.

      Miya’s beam of light, as piercing and majestic as it had been in the previous siege, crashed into Lyria’s protective barriers. The crackling black barrier shattered, the light of the circle vanishing with it.

      The cost was great, however. The instant it took to pierce the barrier was long enough for the trail of light to vanish and the crack of thunder that was Miya’s shot to pass through my ears. The barrier had robbed the arrow of the power it needed to punch through the draconic rune.

      The explosion of light told me we had failed. It was completely different when we destroyed the gatehouse in the assault on Talepolis. The arrow had burst against the rune formed of dragonfire. When my vision cleared, I saw Lyria standing triumphantly behind a still-burning protective rune.

      Lyria blew out the rune, a symbolic step, as dragonfire was dismissed by magic. Her deep chuckle boomed around the clearing. She knew what Miya was capable of and had come prepared. It seemed like Lyria’s draconic visage was grinning down at me.

      “Care to try again?” she asked.

      Miya did. I imagined the arrow hurt.

      The clearing exploded into dust, and I saw black powder fly up from where Lyria had been a moment ago. The powder was no doubt pieces of her scales. The lack of blood was disconcerting.

      Then I realized I could still sense her enormous magical presence. I gripped my sword and prepared to charge. Flames stopped me, bursting forth from within the cloud and chasing me away.

      I leaped back, looking behind me to see Miya nearby.

      Roaring in defiance, oozing blood and pus from huge bloody patches bereft of scales, and having already tapped into her magical reserves, Lyria stood alive after taking the best Miya and I could throw at her. She stretched her wings out and laced the rubble with fire, as if daring us to try again.
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      The tactic we had developed for taking down Lyria was deceptively simple. Lyria might be as tough as a magically reinforced gatehouse, but she could dodge, cast barriers, and generally make herself a lot harder to kill. Counting on a single shot with all of Miya’s power was the definition of planning for success.

      Instead, we planned for failure from the very start: the shots Miya took in the air, when Lyria came down to attack me, Miya’s attacks against her on the ground. Lyria was one of the most powerful creatures in the Empire, if not the world. So we planned around needing to hit her twice, thrice, or as many times as necessary.

      An elf had once shown me an impressive archery technique where she fired three shots in rapid succession by holding two in her fingers as she fired the first. Not needing to reach for her quiver between shots let her plant three shots essentially in the same spot at the same time and punch through barriers with magic that was intended to handle only one hit. If an elf could do it with three, surely somebody else could do it with two.

      Miya had spent the last week practicing how to fire two arrows rapidly. She would exploit any opening Lyria made with a second shot in quick succession.

      Finally, the arrows I had crafted for Miya conserved her magical reserves. We only needed so much raw power in the overall shot and didn’t have an hour to build it up as we had when besieging Talepolis. By giving her arrows that did a lot of the work for her, Miya could use less energy, prepare her shots faster, and fire more of them in the battle.

      To protect against something she thought was a one-off, Lyria had prepared a barrier that drew heavily on her magical reserves. She knew that we had obliterated a gatehouse and had prepared to stop us once. Now we could hit her with that technique a dozen times, easily.

      The look of fear in those golden eyes was delicious to take in. She knew we could defeat her now.

      “This is the end,” I said. “Whatever it takes, we’re killing her. Miya, prepare yourself again. I’ll charge in the moment you hit her.” I wasn’t going to wait this time and let her recover.

      Lyria roared in response, clearly listening in. As Miya began casting her magical circles, fear clearly set into the dragon. I couldn’t imagine the emotion being anything else, simply because nothing else explained the dragon’s very next move.

      A black shock wave came hurtling across the ground toward us. I blinked. If that hit Miya, it would knock her magical circles out, but she could cast more. Did Lyria think Miya could only use it once or twice more? Probably. I grinned.

      My sword glowed, the absorption rune readying itself for a world-first. I thrust it out toward the wave of disruption, ready for it to fail. The world wavered for a moment, the magic churning at the magical plane. I got a distinct feeling of wrongness deep within my body as I channeled magic into the rune.

      Then the wave of black was sucked within my sword, and all was well. I kept moving toward Lyria, bounding over the rubble.

      She took to the air, her wings still functional despite the damage to the rest of her body. Dragonfire raced down at me. I cursed. I was useless here, and Miya needed time to charge her spells. This was a smart move by Lyria, who was still demonstrating why she was marshal even when pushed into a corner. Ballista bolts began to pelt her scales, and I saw one sink into her, then heard her whine and twist in pain. Without her scales, she wasn’t as immune to attack like before.

      But she was still Lyria, and she was still angry. She ignored the pain and turned back toward us. She dove down, flinging a black orb at me and belching fire from her maw. All I could do was curse and bear this barrage.

      The golden barrier of light I projected caught the orb of disintegration, but I nearly buckled under the pressure of holding back both it and the fire. I crashed to the ground, my knee slamming through a piece of stone. Crying out in pain as my nerves screamed, I watched as Lyria descended toward Miya. The oni trusted me to protect her and continued to prepare her spells. She couldn’t move until she released them.

      This was bad. This was very, very bad.

      I shot to my feet, activating my momentum rune to close the gap. A tail shot overhead, but I ducked under it. Lyria turned and arced more fire at me. Would she ever run out? No, actually. She was big and ugly enough to have an active level of magic generation to keep her running essentially forever. Only when she pulled stunts like projecting that barrier or firing three spells in quick succession did she really draw on her reserves.

      Putting myself between Lyria and Miya, I realized that there couldn’t be much time left. Lyria knew it as well. Black blades began to pop into existence in front of her while one of her claws held a crackling black orb. Dragonfire sizzled in her mouth. I braced, both of us knowing I didn’t have the power to withstand this. The blades would shatter first and take my barrier with it. Then Miya and I would die.

      Lyria flung her spells at me, her dragonfire surging down at me along with it.

      My sword glowed. Just one rune was active on it. I swung in an arc toward Lyria’s body, toward the blades, and through the incoming fire.

      The black shock wave that burst from my sword consumed everything she threw at me, including her look of confusion. It struck her foot and brought her crashing down in pain. She finally understood what I had done as her own spell ate away at the magic in her body. I had returned her disruption spell from earlier and it had ruined all of her magic.

      I looked back at Miya, who was lining up her shot.

      Opening her mouth, Lyria breathed not fire but magic. An orb, as black as always, shot out from it.

      The red beam of light pierced the orb and crashed straight into the dragon. Then my vision burst into black light, the disintegration magic taking as much of the world around me with it as it could. I wouldn’t let it take this opportunity from me. Slamming power into my sword, I cleaved through the light with my runes.

      Then I leaped through the burning magic, feeling my body tingle all over as the runes on my armor did everything they could to keep me alive. Finally, I was out. I was in the descent, vision returning.

      Below me was my target. She had collapsed, and in her chest was a gaping wound that oozed blood. One golden eye stared up at me.

      I held my sword high as I came down toward her neck, runes flaring. Her head was mine.

      Stone burst into dust as I crashed into the ground, the dragon gone from sight in an instant. I blinked. Had she…

      There, a figure in a dress and mangled pieces of armor, stood in the dust. Lyria had transformed at the last second. Her human body had appeared right at her center of mass, far away from me, given how enormous she was. But she was bleeding, covered in scars, and on the verge of collapse. If I waited, she would hurl her magic at us and be as dangerous in human form as in dragon form. I could end this with a single blink of my momentum rune.

      The dust cleared. I froze.

      Her long black hair flowed behind her, and she wore a red dress that was nearly torn to ribbons but hugged her figure well. She’d never been one for a uniform and cared for armor even less so. Or maybe the armor had gone missing because we hurt her so much while she was in her dragon form. There was so much blood on her, and scars ran down her chest and face. But what I saw was so like who she was all those years ago.

      The soft golden eyes were like they had always been. There were tears in them.

      I stared at her. She stared back, a grimace on her face.

      “Damn you, Mykah,” Lyria said, her voice audible only thanks to the enhanced hearing of my helmet.

      A snap of magic behind me. Miya fired and Lyria reacted with one of her trademark black orbs. The world between us disintegrated, and Lyria was gone by the time it returned.

      I stood there for what felt like an eternity, watching as the Empire’s troops fled past us. The battle was won, Lyria was defeated, and Talepolis had been held.

      Lyria still lived. Somehow, I didn’t regret it.
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      “You should be drinking more, boss. Everybody should be drinking more,” Hish shouted, forcing tankards of ale into my hands and those of anybody who got too close to the very drunk oni. She and her company took the celebrations very seriously, at least as far as it concerned getting everybody very drunk.

      It was well past midnight, now technically the day after Lyria’s attack. My soldiers were still celebrating ceaselessly. I wasn’t exactly sure how I was going to pay for the alcohol. My soldiers were unconcerned with the source of the alcohol, but I cared. Some of what they were drinking was bound to be very expensive and it was easy for the merchants to know who to send the bill to.

      That would be tomorrow’s headache. And by tomorrow, I meant today now. Damn.

      For all the damage the city had taken, it truly was a time to celebrate. At least for us. For the first time since I had struck a deal with the oni, the clock had stopped. The imminent threat of Lyria swooping down and burning down everything we had built was gone. She had been defeated, her army routed. Two dragons were dead in the streets and two more were captured.

      This was a lasting victory against the Rogistran Empire for my army.

      The citizens of Talepolis were less happy, besides the merchants selling us food and alcohol in the wee hours of the morning. Anybody with food or liquor to sell was absolutely thrilled. I might be paying for tonight’s celebrations out of my pocket, but it was worth it to see everybody celebrating. The main streets looked like an all-night market more normally seen in much larger cities farther west. A lot of paychecks were being spent, and the oni were familiarizing themselves with the fact that they were now being paid.

      “Money can be exchanged for goods and services,” Terry joked with Yasno before nearly choking on his drink in drunken laughter. That was a line that had been oft-repeated tonight. The oni were unfamiliar with currency. They knew what it was but that was it. Knowing and using were two different things, particularly when their civilization was practically wiped out three centuries ago.

      Despite the damage Lyria had done to the outer portion of the city, this was a victory well-earned. Casualties among the populace were far lower than I had feared might be the case, given Lyria’s tendencies. In the citadel’s library were books that contained references to Lyria killing tens of thousands, if not more, in sieges. Whatever the final count ended up being, it would not be anywhere near that high.

      “So, Ilsa, what was the final dragon count?” I asked her, making my way over to her. She and Miya had found their way into a quieter corner, away from the rowdy oni and definitely far from Hish.

      “Five, as you suspected,” she said.

      “I meant how many did you take down,” I corrected with a smile.

      “Ha. None. At least not directly. Hish and Yasno get all the credit,” Ilsa said, her face taut as she grimaced behind her tankard.

      “Tonight would be far less cheerful without your ballistae,” Miya said, clinking her metal cup against Ilsa’s. Some ale splashed on Ilsa’s face, causing her to yelp, and I couldn’t help but laugh.

      Ignoring the look I got for my reaction, I continued along Miya’s train of thought. “Miya is right. I could tell even early on that the only reason the dragons didn’t get behind the walls was because they were busy trying not to get shot down. Young as they are, they panicked and spent their time trying to take out the ballistae through the barriers. Smarter dragons like Lyria would have just landed on the walls, but that’s what she gets for using dumb ones.”

      Ilsa grimaced more, looking upset now. “One of them did do that. I lost a crew of mages and would have lost more had Hish not been on the wall. Her company punched the dragon’s neck full of enough holes to nearly drown the wall in blood. The other dragons weren’t so keen on the idea after that.”

      I let out a low whistle. That was the whole point of the swords I had given Hish, but it certainly took a lot of guts to rush a dragon and shove your swords in it. Then again, her company had physically catapulted itself headlong at charging cavalry. I got the sense that self-preservation was not high on their list of priorities at times. Or maybe the armor had done its work and the flames had simply washed over them. I’d need to interrogate Hish later.

      “Yasno killed one at the southern gatehouse. You just told me about Hish’s kill. Two captured, right?” I said, listing off the four dragons Yasno had reported to me earlier.

      “That’s right. The black dragon we got with a ballista at the start tired out eventually and crashed over the wall. We put two more in its side while it was down, surrounded it, and it eventually transformed into a woman. She’s tied up in steel cable and in the dungeon,” Ilsa explained.

      “The other one is the red dragon you fought up north. She panicked after she saw Lyria go down and slammed into the southern gatehouse, except she covered her descent with fire to prevent a repeat of Yasno’s kill.” Smart tactic, which showed she was learning faster than the others. “Yasno penned her in there, as she wouldn’t take off and the Imperial soldiers were behind her. When the Empire’s retreat started, she just lay down and sat there. Gave up.”

      “And?” I asked. That could have gone a lot of ways, especially after a long battle where we had killed her friends. Young as these dragons were, this was a battlefield, and this was a hard thing to deal with.

      “Yasno spoke to her. Got her to transform. She’s in the dungeon but I suspect she’s a little cozier than the black dragon,” Ilsa said, a frown on her face. “You said they’re teenagers, but she looked like an adult.”

      “That’s because their human form is magical. They look like adults for a long time. Mentally, she’s likely still pretty young, and magically, she definitely is. Dragons need a long time to build up their reserves for combat. Even Lyria isn’t really old enough to actually have proper reserves, from what I understand. She runs mostly off what she generates on the fly,” I said, waving over an oni for another ale.

      “Reserves? Don’t we all have those?” Ilsa asked. “Or is this one of those fundamental differences between us and dragons?”

      I took two new tankards and watched as a small flock of soldiers congregated around the cart-pulling oni with the booze. “Most races such as humans and oni generate small amounts of magical energy constantly and have a larger reserve. That’s because we’re physical beings. Dragons are magical beings, meaning they are gigantic magical engines that generate large amounts of magical energy all the time. Lyria once explained that they have three engines, each of which becomes active as they age and serves different purposes. As a result, dragons have a constant supply of magical energy, but most of it powers their bodies or is wasted if they don’t use it.

      “Draconic reserves are special in that they’re very inefficient but also limitless. They build up slowly over time, and drawing on those allows dragons to undertake mythical feats, such as those stories of ancient dragons leveling cities. The reason dragons used to be considered adults at two centuries old—Lyria’s age—is because that is the age that their engines switch over to generating reserves rather than growing their bodies. Any dragon older than Lyria can pull off immense feats of magic well beyond anything other races can. However, doing so will cost that dragon years, decades, or even centuries of his reserves.”

      I finished my drink and started on the second one. I wanted to be drunk tonight, as I had seen somebody I would prefer to forget. Nostalgia was beginning to overwhelm me, and I needed to be able to lower the executioner’s blade in the future. I couldn’t afford to spare Lyria again.

      Then I noticed that neither Miya nor Ilsa was talking and instead were looking at me oddly.

      Miya spoke first. “That’s the first time you’ve spoken kindly of Lyria.”

      “I wouldn’t say I said anything nice. Those were just dragon facts.”

      Ilsa cut in. “It was your voice. It’s never been that soft when you were speaking about her.” Then she asked what I had been dreading somebody would ask all night. “The two of you were very close once, weren’t you?”

      I closed my eyes for a moment. Then I looked at the two women next to me—actually looked at them. Their eyes were soft, not judging me. They looked at me with care and with love.

      After a long time in silence, I said, “Yes, we were. It’s difficult, even though it was a long time ago.” It was easier to fool myself that I felt nothing but hatred toward Lyria and she hated me in return, but the truth was more complex. I couldn’t easily forgive her over Tornfrost, but I also couldn’t forget all that time we had together.

      Love didn’t really care about context.

      Fortunately, there was always more love to go around. Case in point, the two women currently curling their arms around mine.

      Ilsa and Miya looked at each other awkwardly. They also moved awkwardly, like two women who had definitely drunk too much.

      “Mykah, maybe it’s time to forget about the past for tonight,” Ilsa said, pulling my head down for a kiss.

      Miya’s hands were wandering downstairs while she waited for her turn. The moment Ilsa finished, she pulled my head down to hers, and our lips met, her tongue slipping past my teeth and wrestling with my own. Her hands were quickly joined by another pair downstairs.

      “Wait,” I said, very, very reluctantly. The looks they gave me were searing. “We have a bedroom.”

      At this point, not a single soldier in my army would be uncertain about my relationship with either Ilsa or Miya. The square fell silent. I felt Hish’s stare on the back of my head, her face as red as a tomato and her mouth hanging wide open when I glanced over at her.

      Yasno gave me a thumbs-up as I led Ilsa and Miya away into the night. This truly was a night of victory, one in which I could dispel all thoughts of Lyria.
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      Tornfrost Watch was a lot greener than it had been when we left it earlier in the year. The journey north had made clear that summer was well and truly here. The people were out tending the fields and preparing for a big grain harvest. There was no shortage of construction taking place in the wake of Lyria’s advance, but black and blue banners flew proudly above guards and soldiers wearing the same. This was my land now.

      It was funny to think that. My land. Not the land I was protecting, but mine.

      Technically, I had always been a landowner, but the duchy had existed primarily for military purposes. I had never really cared for its value to me as an individual so much as what it meant to me as a magister-general. The flags flying my colors were very different somehow. They were proof that I was making headway in my goal of restoring the Empire I loved.

      “Does it feel much different being here as grand duke?” Ilsa asked from beside me as we pulled up to the stables on our griffins.

      I gave her a mock glare as I dismounted Zwei, letting the oni stablehands take her from me after a few pets. The ride north had been a great chance to show her some love, as she had been a little lonely in Talepolis. Long jaunts along the countryside had become a nightly thing for her, and I would need to make an effort to keep it up now. Miya’s willingness to join me would make it easier, particularly if we took a break somewhere peaceful and secluded.

      However, this wasn’t to be a permanent stay. Only a few companies of soldiers were here, besides those that had accompanied Miya, Ilsa, and me north.

      “A little. This had begun to feel a little like home, the first and last of the fortresses of the Bulwark,” I mused as I stepped into the keep itself. It was practically deserted, most of the inhabitants either toiling away in the administration wing or training outside, to say nothing of those who would never return.

      “Now?” Ilsa pressed.

      “We’ve proved that we need more than just an army to oppose the Empire. We defeated Lyria because we had Talepolis’s forges. If we want to restore the Empire, our home is where it needs to be,” I said, voicing aloud my ruminations of the past few weeks. “Right now, Talepolis and the south is where we need to be, save for one purpose.”

      I looked at Miya and she nodded in return.

      “The oni,” she said, referring not to our beloved demi-oni but to her double-horned brethren. This was their territory, and I was honor-bound to protect it, even if I was getting the impression they seemed to care little for our alliance anymore.

      We fell silent as we climbed the mage tower, returning to our old haunt. The maps were still there, as we had used new sets farther south. Ilsa immediately began shifting the markers and the papers strewn about. I grew concerned at the pile of papers at the side. New reports? Hopefully nothing dire.

      “So you’re not too concerned about your new title?” Ilsa pressed, this time more seriously.

      “I am,” Miya said. “I still don’t understand why you haven’t claimed your rightful title—that of emperor.”

      Ilsa and I sighed. After we exchanged looks, it seemed to be my turn to deal with it this time.

      “Emperor has always been an elected position,” I explained patiently. “Even the conspirators are treading lightly in claiming the throne, instead leaving it vacant.”

      “The kaisers were not elected,” Miya said with a raised eyebrow and crossed arms. She looked a little too triumphant for somebody proposing that I should announce myself to the Empire as a throwback to the hereditary dictators who ruled with supreme power.

      “It’s been some six centuries since Kaiser Lucius was deposed and the throne handed over to the elector-princes. Not that they are the elector-princes anymore. They are one voter among many, now that the Royal Elector College determines who is emperor,” I said. Or at least that was how it worked until this new Regency Council took over. “No power in the Empire is truly untouchable. Even the hereditary princes have been challenged and lost their titles in the Stump Assembly that is held every few decades.

      “Every noble in the Empire, land-owning or not, human or not, holds power in some part of the Stump. Emperor Evigilus used it to enact the Reforms and seize power for the Imperial family, weakening the princes who had ruled with impunity for over the four hundred years we call the Decline. I need to respect that power.”

      Miya frowned at me. “You said you would destroy the current corrupt Empire and reform it later. What happened?”

      It was a fair question. I pointed out Talepolis on the map, as it had consumed my thoughts on this matter. “The very morning after we took Talepolis, what did you see in the city?”

      Miya stared at me in confusion. Eventually, it seemed that she began to understand what I might be getting at.

      “People celebrated, not at our victory but at the fact that they were alive. They returned to their daily lives. That legislator welcomed you like a lost son,” Miya said slowly, looking thoughtful. “Like this was normal for you. Like you belonged.”

      Exactly right. “I had expected to find people who opposed the betrayal of the emperor like I did, such as the legislator and administrator. I had not accounted for the willingness of the people to simply treat me and my actions like another part of the Empire. If the elves, foxes, dragons, and vampires are seizing power, why would a magister-general with some oni be so special?

      “Hence why I can still use the legitimacy of the Rogistran Empire to my advantage. Claiming the throne is too much and will upset the other nobles. Instead, I will claim the title of grand duke, a position normally granted by the emperor and nominally equal in status to a prince. Until the conspirators in the Regency Council elect an emperor, they cannot deny my title. To the citizens of the Empire, I will look like another player in the current power grab.”

      In other words, I was carving out territory from the former princedoms. I might be claiming to do so in the former emperor’s name but most would see this as a power grab. In the minds of the nobles, maybe I was a new prince in this infighting. Or maybe I did want to be emperor but did not want to rob them of their powers as the Royal Electors.

      It came down to what an observer wanted to believe. The people of Talepolis had ignored my rebellion because it was easier to act like I was still part of the Empire. If I didn’t push things too far, I could use the Empire’s power against itself.

      It was delightful to imagine the fury the conspirators must be feeling as they watched otherwise loyal subjects of the Empire work with a man who had openly declared rebellion.

      Wait, had I declared my rebellion yet?

      “No, Mykah, you haven’t,” Ilsa said. “At no point have you ever actually made any formal communications with anybody in the Empire, so any ideas of rebellion are entirely inferred. The legislator and administrator of Talepolis are beginning to make some on your behalf now that you are Grand Duke of Nahaum.” Nahaum was what I had named my grand duchy, given the mountains that lined its easternmost border.

      I smiled. “Well, doesn’t that work out well. Grand Duke Mykah Arium, who never rebelled at all. Ever.”

      “Whatever your words may be, I suspect the dragon to our west doesn’t care much for them,” said a cold voice that I hadn’t heard since before we marched on Talepolis.

      Standing at the entrance to the tower was Vasi, the voice of the mothers and liaison between me and those oni not serving in my military—really, between me and the double-horned oni. She seemed annoyed at our joviality, as if our returning in such a good mood had dampened hers. Then again, Miya had said that the mothers would have been happy for all of us to die in the south, along with Lyria.

      Instead, we all returned north alive, including Lyria.

      “You have some news?” I asked Vasi as I looked over at Ilsa. My adviser’s face was grim as she finally looked at the pile of reports. The markers she placed in the province of Taranth didn’t improve my worsening mood.

      “The mothers are concerned that after all of our efforts, Marshal Lyria has returned and is simply raising another army,” Vasi explained, pointing at Taranth’s capital, where the gold markers of Imperial soldiers were growing rapidly. “So much effort wasted, and for what? I thought you said you would protect us if we gave you our military, General Arium?”

      I caught Miya’s fury and intercepted it, raising my voice as I said, “Firstly, it’s now Grand Duke Mykah. My plans for overthrowing the Empire have progressed rather well, which is where that effort has gone. Secondly, Lyria has lost an army. In the same way I ground down the oni’s armies in the past, I can simply crush hers. I am still the Bulwark, and my agreement still holds true.”

      “Oh, so you’re enriching yourself with titles while we toil away in the north?” Vasi spat.

      Ignoring her, I continued. “When Lyria marches on us again, I will fulfill my end of our bargain. I can ensure that the Empire doesn’t take the new territory that the oni hold up here, your rightful territory now, if you provide me with the oni’s armies. All of them.” The glare on my face shut Vasi up.

      Vasi exchanged looks with Miya, and oni faced down oni. The showdown was short-lived. Vasi wilted in an instant, stepping back toward the door while shooting me a look of regret.

      “I will let the mothers know that you continue to remain a steadfast ally. However, they will expect that Marshal Lyria is kept at bay. This is our future. It won’t be ripped from us so easily, not after we have only grasped it.”

      “If the oni stand with the armies under my direction, Lyria will melt,” I said, crossing my arms and letting my glare fade. “As she did in Talepolis.”

      Vasi nodded after a long, silent pause.

      Before the other oni could vanish from sight, Miya spoke up. “It’s our future as well, Vasi. For all oni.”

      I could only describe the look Miya received as confused. It was as if Vasi simply did not understand who was speaking to her—or what was speaking to her. She left without another word.

      I let out a breath I had been holding for far too long, the map shifting and the magic markers waving with it. What a political mess that was going to be. A small part of me felt that I should ask Vasi for every demi-oni in oni territory and then leave them to rot. Something was very wrong up here, and I felt the same way about my erstwhile double-horned oni allies as I did about those officers in Talepolis.

      Then I saw those papers in Ilsa’s hands, remembered Vasi’s look, and wondered why so many oni in the villages had been asking Miya for help if she felt more at home with my demi-oni. A question for later.

      “There’s more bad news than Lyria, Mykah,” Ilsa said, handing me a sheaf of paper. It was a transcribed missive received in one of the towns we had captured in Aghram.

      My vision blurred as I read the name on the page. Her face came to mind. Long black hair and enchanting red eyes. My former adviser, who had taunted me so in Talepolis, pouting and suggesting we were both traitors to the Empire.

      “Aladria Serat is the new governor of Aghram,” I rasped out. “No announcement of her marshal, but it will be another vampire. A powerful one, as if she wasn’t powerful enough to do it all herself.”

      “Who is she?” Miya asked, then frowned and asked a follow-up question. “What is she?”

      “Old. Powerful. Deceptive. Scheming. A daywalker vampire with no equal,” I said. “She’s been an adviser to power players across the royalty for over a century, including the Imperial family and the recent prince of Aghram. She’s also one of the central conspirators in Emperor Solumnus’s death. With her openly opposing us in the south and Lyria in the north, we’re facing a two-front war against two extremely dangerous threats.”

      Worst of all, I didn’t know if I could kill Aladria. Not after how I had reacted to seeing her projection back in Talepolis. I hated her far less than I loved her, as much as I wanted it to be the opposite. More than a two-front war, I was dealing with two of my former lovers, one on each front.

      “Winter can’t come soon enough,” Ilsa complained, staring out at the greenery beyond the window. We needed the reprieve from war that the bitter cold would give us.
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      If you enjoyed Emperor Forged, please leave a review on Amazon. Feedback and commentary are valuable to me as a writer. I’d certainly like to know which characters you’d like to see more of, for one.
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