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One Pengoth must always be on the throne in Tinnethor Castle. That was the law of the gods, and it had been kept for one thousand years – until now. The black castle in City Attica had been sieged by none other than Ozul, the evil necromancer and long-time enemy of the crown, and the people of Attica were fleeing for their lives as her undead swarmed the city.

But not old Rezzora. The crone sat in a rocking chair beside the window in her workshop (fire raged on the other side of the glass), and she hummed contently to herself as she rocked back and forth, stitching together one of her many undead creations – this time, a giant muscular woman she kept calling “Harlow.”

Harlow had been put together from the parts of several slaves, for Xim had seen the brand on the back of the neck, and the torso and limbs were bulging with muscles from years of hard labor. The woman was huge and would likely stand at eight feet tall when she was animated with The Breath of Life, an ancient spell that it was said had been given to mortals by the very gods, an ancient spell which – aside from the dark sorceress, Ozul – none but Rezzora had mastered in the last one thousand years.

Rezzora’s workshop was full of unfinished corpses, half stitched together, all standing in their alcoves in the walls, missing limbs and heads, held up in stiff poses from the old crone’s spells. The old woman had served the crown with her magick for centuries, but she was helpless to stop Ozul’s army of undead. Rezzora knew how to animate the dead—and indeed, she had sent many to aid the princess’ guard – but she did not know how to end them again. To do so required another spell, the Flame of Aymar, and no sorceress had been able to wield the spell for centuries. The knowledge was lost, making Sorceress Ozul practically unstoppable.

Xim stood miserably at the window, gazing out on the carnage. The whole of the city was ablaze. She could see her half-reflection in the window, distorted by the flicker of orange fire. She was a young woman in her early twenties, slender and short, with long black hair pulled back in a plait and eyes winking green. As Rezzora’s apprentice, Xim was wearing a simple linen gown, and on her head was a cone-shaped witch’s hat with a curled tip.

On Xim’s back was a staff with a similarly curled top. The bottom of the shaft had been fashioned into a spear, the silver blade of which gleamed watery in the firelight as the staff rested in the harness on her back.

Xim glanced over her shoulder at the old woman. Rezzora was nearly done stitching Harlow. All that was left was the head, which she was sewing on now. Her posture was very calm and nonchalant but her eyes were bright and excited as the big corpse sat grotesquely against her blanket-covered legs.

Rezzora was more than one thousand years old, and while her face was lined in wrinkles, she still looked young enough to have passed for fifty. She was a handsome woman, her gray hair smoothed back into an elegant bun, her slanted brown eyes fierce as a hawk.

“The ghoul is almost done,” said Rezzora, eyes down on her work as she rocked. “Did you pack a satchel as I instructed?”

“Yes, mistress,” answered Xim, feeling wretched. She did not want to be sent away when her place was here, guarding her mistress.

“And your mission is. . .?” prompted Rezzora.

“Rescue the princess, receive the Flame of Aymar, stop Ozul,” recited Xim bleakly. 

Rezzora smiled and continued contently sewing, and Xim stood there looking at the crone as if she were insane. The old woman had just dumped three impossible tasks in her lap and expected her to run off and complete them alone. It were as if this was any other day in Attica, and Rezzora had pinned a shopping list to her apron and ordered her off to market. And the fact that Rezzora was so calm about it all was maddening. Xim wanted to fly at the old woman and shake her. The whole castle was coming down around them! Yet another distant bang shook the walls, and the stone floor trembled beneath Xim’s boots.

“Stop fretting, child,” Rezzora said, glancing up and noticing Xim’s helpless expression in much amusement. “Saving the world is easy! I’ve done it plenty!”

Xim stared.

“There,” said Rezzora, pulling the string taunt with a flourish.

The giant corpse was sitting upright on the floor, its head of shaggy brown hair between Rezzora’s knees. Neat stitches encircled the thick, muscly neck, and above them, the face was blank, the brown eyes staring, unseeing, into the distance.

Rezzora snapped the thread off, leaned forward, and gently blew in the dead woman’s ear. Xim had seen it done a thousand times but always found herself staring in amazement regardless. She watched as the Breath of Life slowly filled Harlow’s body, so that her stiff chest suddenly moved with her breath, and her long hair lifted momentarily from an ethereal gust. Her skin remained sallow and gray, however, even as her eyes blinked in surprise and she looked around.

Rezzora looked down at Harlow with tender affection. “Rise,” she said, lifting her hands.

The baffled ghoul shuffled to her feet, and Rezzora rose as well, leading the ghoul by the hand to stand before the fireplace, facing the room. Rezzora walked slow circles around the dead woman, inspecting her work. As if she had suddenly remembered, she handed the ghoul a folded stack of linens: pants and a shirt. The ghoul took the offered clothing, but instead of putting them on, it just stood there, staring in confusion as it held them.

“Who am I?” the ghoul asked in a deep, hoarse voice.

“You are Harlow,” Rezzora answered, still circling and inspecting. “You are a ghoul, and I have created you.”

The ghoul didn’t seem pleased to hear that, though Xim imagined no one would enjoy waking up to learn they were an enslaved zombie.

“What is my purpose?” the ghoul asked anxiously.

“To protect the life of Xim and do as she commands until such a time as she has released you,” Rezzora answered in the same calm manner.

The ghoul frowned. “Who is Xim?”

Rezzora halted at Harlow’s side and pointed at Xim, who was still standing beside the window. Xim regretted being pointed out, for Harlow stared at her and did not stop, did not blink. 

“Now,” said Rezzora, going to a window. She folded her slender, long-fingered hands over her front and gazed out, her long skirts flowing around her. “Time to rescue the princess. Do make haste, dear.”

Rezzora had never felt ao helpless in her life as when she heard Rezzora’s words, but she took her staff in hand with cold dignity, grimly resigned to face her imminent death. All around them, the world was shaking and fire was raging at the windows. Ozul’s catapults were careening great boulders into buildings and smashing them open. She had an army of undead, and Xim – some random apprentice who could not cast such spells – was expected to stop her.

Xim stared at Rezzora, struggling to say goodbye, struggling to
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