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Prometheus’s Drinking Song


Fill the cup and open the door,

Our fearless leader is here once more.

He’ll drink it dry and drink some more,

Then call for yet another pour.



Hey! Ho! Fill it still!

Drink it dry and drink your fill!

Close your purse and open the till!

Prometheus won’t mind the bill!



Unlock the door and lift the latch,

The goat is here to drink a batch.

Greens or roots or garden patch,

He will eat it quick as flash!



Hey! Ho! Fill it still!

Drink it dry and drink your fill!

Close your purse and open the till!

Prometheus won’t mind the bill!








Prologue: Barbarians at the Gate

Envoy Klassus, third cousin to the second uncle of the Emperor of Pelan, walked sedately through the Citadel of Trumar. His retinue followed exactly three and three-quarters paces behind him.

The precise distance etiquette required.

The silent guards lined along the hall were first-rate, he’d give them that. They were veteran warriors drawn from baronies such as Bright Vale, Greymere, and Westmarch. The Kingdom of Trumar may have been small, but their soldiers had often fought alongside the Divine Order on the front lines against Galornus Prime and his demon hordes. The scars on their faces and their wiry musculature proved they were veterans whose bodies and weapons were definitely not ornamental.

Klassus sniffed. The metallic tang of steel was offensive to his nose. These guards weren’t even properly equipped with starmetal. They were barbarians, at best. The fact that even soldiers who served as royal guards had fought on the front line highlighted that Trumar was second-rate.

True royal guards were living pieces of art. They were not tools of war. Klassus reflected on this truism even as he inspected his enemy. It didn’t really matter anyway. The warriors of Pelan would make short work of Trumar’s soldiers when it came to war. The only military order capable of matching Pelan and her elites would be the Divine Order and their feared starmetal-clad Seraphim Guard. Thankfully, they only ever fought against the Demon Overlord. Human politics rarely concerned them.

“Envoy of the Empire of Pelan arriving!” declared the guards to the throne room. They slammed the butts of their spears against the floor in perfect order. Klassus waited exactly fourteen seconds before entering. One second too late and a calculated insult that he doubted anyone in Trumar would recognize.

Klassus walked in, his Imsharr guards demurely following, eyes appropriately—and deceptively—directed at the floor while they observed and memorized everything. He couldn’t help but look at them with pride once again. Now these were true royal guards!

The nobles lined around Margaret, Queen of Trumar, focused their eyes on Klassus and whispered to each other quietly. All except three: Baroness Elara of Greymere, Baron Aldrich of Bright Vale and Knight-Captain Catherine Blackwood of Westmarch. The three watched the Imsharr to the exclusion of all else. All three had their hands lightly on the hilts of their blades, ready to spring to action in an instant.

It was barely perceptible, but the Imsharr tensed. They recognized the presence of true warriors. The three had clearly risen in rank since Belwick Gorge had become a port. Klassus’s latest intelligence had not indicated they were relevant players in Trumar court politics.

Klassus noted their presence for future reference.

“We acknowledge Klassus, Envoy of Pelan,” Margaret said. She was a young woman, only recently elevated to the throne after the death of her father Gregory and brother Javier, but her voice was resonant and steady.

The throne room went silent at the sound of her voice.

Margaret smiled without humor. She had waited exactly one second too long to acknowledge the envoy.

Klassus bowed his head a fraction lower in respect at her tasteful response to his insult. The queen was new to the throne, but well-educated. She understood power. It would make her defeat all the sweeter.

“Dearest Queen of Trumar,” Klassus said. “I bring gracious words from my emperor. It has come to our attention that Guardian Pass has widened recently. We would like to discuss joint custody…”

Klassus paused as Margaret yawned and leaned on the left arm of her throne, looking bored. She waved her hand lazily, motioning for Klassus to continue.

An afternoon of useless words and pointless obfuscation commenced.
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Four hours later, the throne room was empty. Only Baroness Elara and Baron Aldrich stayed behind with Queen Margaret. Knight-Captain Blackwood had escorted Ambassador Klassus out of the citadel.

“My Queen,” Elara began, kneeling in front of her monarch.

Margaret smiled, her face softening and reflecting her youth. “Not exactly what you used to call your squire,” she said dryly to Elara.

“Perhaps not. But I didn’t know you’d be queen back then, either,” Elara said. “And you were hardly obedient. I believe I don’t need to remind you of the time I rescued you from that pit of vampires?”

Margaret blushed at the old memory and looked away. For a moment, she wasn’t the queen, but was once again a sixteen-year-old aspiring knight-apprentice, caught in the illusion of one particularly charming vampire.

He did have very nice hair. Until Elara chopped it off along with his head.

Next to Elara, Baron Aldrich’s mouth twitched upward in a smile. That is, his lips tried until Elara elbowed him in the ribs. He grimaced in an exaggerated fashion, but kept his head bowed and didn’t twitch a muscle.

Margaret pretended not to notice their interaction. Nor the fact that Elara knelt so close to Aldrich that their shoulders were practically touching.

“I know we can’t give Pelan joint access to the pass, Elara,” Margaret said. “But we can’t outright deny their request, either. Between the threats we are facing from Ket with the new river routes and Pelan, our forces are stretched thin.”

The baroness and baron said nothing.

Margaret sighed and slouched on her throne. She looked up at the ceiling for a moment, where scenes depicting the founding of Trumar had been artfully painted and maintained for generations.

She stood up from her throne, her shoulders squared and back straight.

“Gather Bright Vale and Greymere and prepare to fortify Guardian Pass,” Margaret commanded. “I will send Catherine back to Lower Middleton to command the defenses of the region. Tell my old swordmaster reinforcements from Westmarch will be forthcoming. Veterans who served under her in the war.”

Queen Margaret waved at the kneeling nobles and the Baron and Baroness stood immediately.

“We cannot allow Pelan to control Guardian Pass,” Margaret said grimly. “Our fathers did not sacrifice their lives against Galornus Prime just so that Trumar could fall to Pelan. Maybe a show of force will convince the Empire that we are not worth the effort.”

Elara and Aldrich bowed their heads and brought their hands to their hearts as they saluted.

In a breach of protocol, Margaret stepped down from her dais and gripped Elara and Aldrich’s arms tightly.

“Help me, my friends,” Margaret said simply. “I pray we can prevent another war.”






Chapter 1

THE UNBEARABLE WEIGHT OF ETERNALLY LOYAL SUBJECTS

The thing about Death Knights was that they embodied all the virtues of knights, minus the pesky notions of chivalry. Morals inevitably led mortal knights astray. They provided excuses that allowed selfish preferences and biased beliefs to dictate decisions. Death Knights suffered no such distractions. They were finely honed weapons who obeyed commands to the letter and left pesky things like ethics to their masters.

And they had only one master.

Me. Galornus Prime. The Demon Overlord.

Presently retired.

The bond between me and my Death Knights was unbreakable, and they had always proven extremely useful. Who has the time to kill all the wannabe heroes anyway? My Death Knights always did an excellent job of candidate selection—only the Hero of Ages was worth my time!

Their loyalty used to be quite the feather in my metaphorical cap.

Now it was just annoying.

I should have known that Laekus would never stop looking for me. There was no way the noble jerk could just leave me alone to perfect anonymity. More than any other Death Knight I’d ever known, Laekus had always embodied the ideals of a knight. He’d been this way ever since he’d been the recently orphaned ten-year-old child I’d rescued from slavers.

I’d killed the slavers, naturally. I don’t take slaves. I take vassals. In gratitude he had asked one Galornus Prime to make him a knight and pledged service for all eternity.

I had granted his wish on a whim.

And that brought me to my current predicament: Laekus the Death Knight, the Butcher of a Thousand Armies, the Most Honorable Evil, was kneeling in front of me awaiting my command.

To make matters worse, he’d dragged five hundred pounds of starmetal, that I’d created off-hand, as tribute.

“All Hail Galornus Prime, Overlord of Everything Above and Beyond, Supreme Master of the Demonic Martial Arts, Arch-Legate of the Order of Death Knights,” Laekus said, head bowed as he bent the knee to his lord in an irrelevant forest of a backwater kingdom.

His form was perfect and reflected his knightly sensibilities.

He wasn’t going to get up until I greeted him.

“I greet you, my champion,” I said, sighing.

“Is he ok, Uncle Willem,” Sally said as she popped up behind me. I’d almost forgotten she was there. She stared at Laekus, her expression concerned.

I turned to face her. Thankfully, Sally hadn’t understood a single word we’d just said. How was I supposed to explain that she was looking at a thousand-year-old Death Knight, who also happened to be in the body of an immortal ten-year-old boy? Besides, it was just as well that she didn’t understand what we were saying. I didn’t exactly need her writing “fluent in High Demonic” on her resume when she applied to become a paladin in Trumar Prime. It might raise a few eyebrows.

“Go back home and tell Aunt Rajani that our cousin Lucas will be visiting,” I said gently. Sally perked up at the thought of a new playmate, her previous concern vaporizing with the casualness only children could conjure.

Before I could stop her, she stepped past me and took a knee in the dirt in front of the newly named Lucas. She replicated his posture perfectly.

Sally looked Lucas in the eye and smiled, sticking her hand out.

For the first time in untold centuries, a human child looked into the eyes of my Death Knight without fear, but with welcome.

For the first time since he was ten years old, Lucas was face-to-face with another child that knew him only as another child that might want a friend.

He stared at her for a moment, his face expressionless. I didn’t move an inch. I waited to see what happened but prepared myself to intervene just in case Lucas saw Sally as a threat. Instead, Lucas reached forward slowly and gripped Sally by the wrist in a warrior’s handshake.

He acknowledged her, a ten-year-old and possible future paladin and demon slayer, as an equal.

Sally realized none of this. She just paused a second in confusion as she stared at Lucas’s unfamiliar grip, before squeezing his hand back and shaking his arm up and down in an absolute breach of knightly etiquette.

“My name’s Sally, Lucas,” she said, her eyes never leaving his. “Welcome to Lower Middleton! I’ll see you back at Uncle Willem’s home!”

She got up without another word, turning to sprint home.

“See you at dinner!” she called out as she dashed away. She threw one worried glance back before she disappeared from sight.

I smiled to myself. Sally was a sweet child. It was important that I imprinted on her early so she would hesitate before trying to smite me. Human children were like ducklings, and hardly more sophisticated.

I examined her trail. Excellent. She barely left a trace on the forest floor. Sally was a fast pupil. Soon even the best scouts in Alteria wouldn’t be able to track her unless she wanted them to.

Lucas said nothing. He stayed kneeling, staring at his hand.

“You taught her the Thousand Steps of the Void Walkers,” he said without looking up. There was no incrimination in his tone.

“She calls it the Sneaky Steps of the Baby Fawn,” I said.

Lucas nodded, as if human children changing ancient demonic martial arts forms were the most natural thing in the world.

He took out a small dragonskin notebook and piece of writing charcoal from his tunic.

“A most excellent modification my lord. I will update the sacred manuals,” he said.

I watched as he scribbled in the notebook he’d bought for himself as a reward for besting the aspiring hero Berial. His writing was meticulous as usual.

What had happened to Berial anyway? The Hero of Shadows I think he called himself? They always had such lame names. I never did find the body.

“What are you doing here?” I said finally.

“I sensed your power, my lord,” Lucas said simply. “And I logically concluded that it was a beacon calling me to arms. Where you are, I am and always will be.”

I sighed again. Theatrically this time. Arthur had been preparing for a school play, and I’d been forced to practice with the children. Inevitably, it had ended up infecting how I spoke. I supposed if I ever became the Demon Overlord Galornus Prime again one day, my monologues would be much more memorable.

“I didn’t summon you,” I said. “And get up. I’m tired just looking at you.”

Lucas got up.

“You may not have summoned me, my lord, but I am First among your Death Knights. Where you are, I am,” he said.

I ignored his comment. What was I supposed to say? The whole point of retirement was getting away from all these entanglements.

“What did you do with your armor?” I asked, looking around. I rarely saw him out of it. I doubted there was a human or any other creature alive that recalled what Lucas actually looked like when he was out of his armor.

For the first time since I’d known him, Lucas averted his eyes and didn’t look at me directly.

“It’s somewhere safe,” he said evasively.

My eyes narrowed, and I stared at him for a moment before walking on. This was a problem for future me, and I would let future me handle it. I would grant Lucas guest rights for a few weeks then send him on his way. Probably with Rajani, and to somewhere far, far away. Then it would be Rajani’s problem.

Delegation was such a beautiful thing. I would kill two harpies with one fireball. If Rajani dared to refuse, Lucas would compel her by swordpoint.

The mere thought warmed my heart. Maybe I’d judged his arrival too hastily.

For now, unfortunately, I had bigger problems. Like a certain trail of destruction leading straight from a newly formed vein of starmetal to Lower Middleton that I would most rather have no one noticing.

This was all Rajani’s fault. If she hadn’t gone messing with the courtship rituals between Elara and Aldrich, I wouldn’t be stuck in this mess. Yet another item on the rapidly growing tab between me and the former Queen of the Succubi who also happened to be my current freeloading roommate.

I’d deal with Lucas and his missing armor another time. For now, I had to cover his tracks before any more unwelcome guests showed up at my doorstep. Clearly my subjects missed me too much to leave me alone in retirement. I’d need to take steps to hide my tracks better. Being adored was such a burden.

I looked at Lucas.

“Watch and prepare to be impressed. I’ve learned a few things since we were last together.”

I raised my arms in a grand gesture. I definitely didn’t peek to see if he was watching.

Lucas bowed. A precise thirty-degree angle, back straight, head lowered. Resplendent.

It was nice to show my superiority every once in a while. And it wasn’t like I was coming out of retirement. I was just reminiscing and sharing my skills with some old coworkers. This was definitely okay. Even retired overlords deserved to attend alumni gatherings every once in a while and showcase new talents.

I summoned the tiniest trace of my power and sent it into the trail of destruction Lucas had left in his wake. The direct path he’d taken hadn’t just resulted in toppled trees. The weight of the starmetal had also compacted the earth and rendered it as stiff as a cobblestone road. Without some interference, it would be months before anything grew properly, and probably years before anything more than moss and some grass took root.

This just wouldn’t do.

I wove life and death magic together gently and the crushed vegetation and toppled logs began to decay before our eyes. In moments, dense oak logs became home to a veritable host of fungus and then decomposed further until they were mere bumps underneath a host of new life.

I was careful not to use too much power. I’d learned my lesson after all. Accidentally opening one mountain pass, revitalizing a river, and somewhat intentionally creating a bonanza of starmetal had been enough of a lesson, thank you very much.

This time, my magic would be generic and tidy.

As I channeled my power, I noticed a patch of heartspice mushrooms growing next to my feet. It was the edible kind that Sally and the children at Arthur’s school were always talking about.

How interesting. I grew distracted for a split second as I considered them.

I’d pick it up and bring it home later. Maybe Sally would like it for dinner. She’d be hungry after practice earlier today.

A few more seconds passed before I let my magic fade. Fungus and other insignificant plant life covered the trail. Anybody who came across it would wonder just how such a straight path had formed without trees but dismiss it quickly as an idle curiosity.

It was abnormal, but not exactly special. Besides, with all that fungus and growth it looked like nobody had walked there for months. My secret was safe.

And now for the starmetal… I pointed at it, forcing it to condense until it was a pure, dense block of refined ore that was a tenth its previous size. It still weighed at least three hundred pounds and was almost twice the size of Lucas, but at least it was a manageable size now.

“Carry that,” I ordered. I wasn’t a pack animal. Lucas dug it up. Therefore, Lucas got to carry it. It was only fair. As he picked up the pack, I stopped to pick a few mushrooms. These would make me quite popular back at the cottage.

Lucas nodded and dutifully wrapped his rope around it before strapping the block to his back. He sank slightly into the ground but showed no sign of strain.

Satisfied, I turned and waved at Lucas to follow me.

“Come on, we’re going to my house,” I said.

“You honor me, my lord Galornus Prime,” Lucas said. “I look forward to visiting your new dominion.”

He walked one step behind me, as was appropriate for my champion.

It was nice to be in the company of cultured lifeforms once more. Rajani didn’t count. She was more like an unwelcome sister that I could neither banish nor slay.

“Don’t call me Galornus Prime anymore. Here my name is Willem Porter, and I am a turnip farmer,” I said. “And from now on, remember your name is Lucas.”

“I hear and obey, Lord Turnip Farmer Willem,” Lucas said.

We walked home silently.

Behind us, a trail six feet wide and a full mile long of the most finely prized heartspice mushrooms in all of the Kingdom of Trumar gleamed, ready to be discovered by some fortunate chef.







Chapter 2

A REUNION OF ANCIENT CO-WORKERS

“What. Is. HE. Doing. Here?!”

Rajani stood at the entrance to my cottage. She did not look in the least bit amused as she stared at Lucas and me. If looks could kill, then Lucas would already be a smoldering corpse. Then again, if looks could kill, Rajani would be in a thousand pieces, courtesy of Lucas’s equally unfriendly stare.

My apparent demise and transition to retirement had done nothing to change their mutual loathing.

The Queen of the Succubi and Mistress of Elegant Seduction was wearing an old apron two sizes too small. It was a gift Mrs. Crankshaw had given Rajani when she began teaching her how to cook. A wide smear of flour decorated her left cheek, and a strand of black hair was stuck to her forehead—clear evidence that she had spent time in a hot kitchen preparing the evening meal. A long kitchen spoon was clenched in her right hand, the remnants of whatever it was she was stirring still smeared in its scoop.

Instead of giving her a disheveled appearance, the imperfections somehow looked artfully applied and served to elevate her beauty. The smear of flour was war paint, the lock of hair across her forehead a fashion statement, and the long wooden spoon her weapon of choice.

This wasn’t far from the truth. Even inanimate objects strove to serve the will of Rajani when she so desired. Rounded objects would take on the point of the sharpest spear and silk the toughness of steel if she asked.

Lucas was suitably unimpressed.

He hadn’t moved a single inch from behind me, but his stillness was not the result of surprise at Rajani’s appearance. It was the stillness of a warrior ready for battle and a hairsbreadth away from breaking out into sudden and permanent violence. The stare he gave Rajani was one reserved for bugs, and a particularly annoying one at that.

“Our cousin Lucas has found us,” I announced loudly and carefully. “He heard I was living in Lower Middleton and came to find me. Just like you, cousin.”

Rajani’s mouth clamped shut, her lips forming a white line as she followed the meaning of my words.

I didn’t sense anybody listening, but I couldn’t take the chance. Mrs. Crankshaw and a number of the senior inhabitants of Lower Middleton had demonstrated sensory capabilities on par with any djinn I’d ever known. Where there was scandal, they were sure to find out, and whatever they discovered, they spread faster than telepaths and magnified exponentially.

Speculation and gossip were the true superpowers of humans.

Rajani wasn’t having any of it. “Your cousin,” she repeated flatly. Her eyes hadn’t left Lucas. “You’re calling this abomination your cousin now?”

She sneered at him, and this time there was nothing artful or pretty about her face.

“What did you do with your armor, dog? You look diminished without your toys. Hardly a knight as you’re so fond of calling yourself.”

It was a not-so-subtle insult that wasn’t entirely untrue.

Lucas’s armor wasn’t just defensive in nature. It was powered by his soul and the oaths he’d made as a ten-year-old child. Death magic was woven into each plate and joint that absorbed power each time he killed. After centuries of war, it had accumulated so much power that he could defeat entire armies by himself.

Elara and Aldrich’s fathers had discovered that the hard way.

Without it, Lucas was still incredibly powerful, just not at his full potential. I still didn’t understand why he had left it behind. I wasn’t worried that someone else would wield it. The armor was soul-locked to Lucas and anyone else who used it would be painfully and permanently destroyed.

No, my main concern was some half-educated human mage would try to reverse engineer it. At best they would obliterate themselves. More likely they would trigger the armor’s defenses. The resulting explosion would be the equivalent of a large volcano erupting and spewing millions of tons of ash into the air.

A new ice age would not be good for my turnips. One incarnation I tried large-scale climate change by meteor when I didn’t feel like fighting the hero. The results had been… subpar.

Nobody won by enacting Armageddon-level events.

“Rajani,” Lucas said. For the first time, I registered the eerie calm and depth of his voice. Children didn’t usually sound like this. I would know. I’d spent enough time chaperoning them as they flew kites in my garden.

They squealed, yelled in excitement, and pointed at commonplace occurrences with excitement. None of them ever acted like Lucas.

“Still clinging on to our lord like a parasite?”

“Better a parasite than a dog who can’t learn new tricks!”

Lucas’s eyes turned flat.

“My lord—” he began. I glared at him and he corrected himself mid-sentence. “My Lord Turnip Farmer,” Lucas started again. “As you have indicated to me that your will is no longer dominion and mastery of all creation, but quiet retirement, perhaps now would be an opportune time to rid this pestilence that has long been a blight upon your court?”

Rajani’s eyes narrowed and she snorted. “I’d like to see you try, you sanctimonious old relic. You’re no match for me without your armor.”

Lucas sneered. “And what are you without your court and your thralls? You’re going to fight your own battles now?”

Magic spilled and swirled around the two of them. Two demon lords gathered their power and prepared to settle a grudge centuries old.

Around Rajani, shadows spread even as colors grew more vivid in hue as her powers distorted reality. Her eyes turned violet and refracted light, as if they’d become jeweled orbs. Or the eyes of an insect. She brought the spoon to her mouth and cooed at it gently. It sharpened and grew in length, becoming the first kitchen ladle in history to morph into a spear.

Lucas’s magic sucked his shadow in tight, its edges somehow growing sharp like a blade. The edge of his mouth turned up in a cold smile as he lowered his center of gravity. He turned himself slightly to the side, his right foot forward and left hand on his hip. He lowered his right hand as if he were about to draw his weapon. He plucked a long blade of grass from the ground, his magic stiffening it and making its edge diamond sharp.

Anything Lucas touched could become a weapon. If he picked up a stalk of wheat, it would do as much damage as a two-handed claymore. If he picked up a stick, it could be a war hammer as easily as it could be kindling.

I got ready to intervene before the two fools did anything overly dramatic and permanent. It would be annoying if they wiped Lower Middleton off the face of the earth. The last time the two of them had properly fought—really fought, not just traded barbs and insults—they’d ended up throwing human civilization back into the Stone Age. It had taken me almost two hundred years of gentle coaxing, threatening, and nudging to recreate civilization.

That iteration of Galornus had helped humanity rebuild. Not out of kindness, obviously, but out of pure necessity. Victory over mud-covered primitives was hardly worth the effort. There was no pageantry, no written legends in properly gilt-leaf hardcover form.

What humans and the forces of the Divine failed to understand about me was that I didn’t really want disruption or pointless violence. If I wanted to win through might alone, I could easily rend the world down to its foundational bedrock and rule over a world of microbial organisms.

No, I wanted to win with style. To convince the other side—including the Divine—that my way was truth and that I was the rightful lord and master.

I’d accidentally helped humanity enter a golden age of philosophy, art, and technological advancement that time. They didn’t even know I was the Demon Overlord Galornus Prime. They’d fallen so far that they’d begun worshipping me as the physical manifestation of the Divine. I’d almost been happy when the Hero of Ages that time had finally managed to catch me unaware.

Perhaps I should visit some of my accomplishments from that time period. The Star Palace in Pelan still stood. Maybe that would be a good field trip for the kids.

Rajani and Lucas fighting here would be problematic. And more importantly, it would lead to the destruction of my cottage and all its contents. I hadn’t worked the past few weeks with Tom Fletcher perfecting my rocking chair to allow it to be destroyed so easily.

I was about to snap my fingers and dispel their magic when the front door swung open.

Sally walked out, her hair wet but somehow flat and disheveled only on one side. The child had clearly fallen asleep right after taking a bath and washing her hair. She stood there, rubbing the last vestiges of her nap from her face, blissfully oblivious to the apocalyptic tension she’d just interrupted.

“Aunt Raj,” she said sleepily. “Mrs. Crankshaw sent me to tell you dinner’s almost ready.”

Rajani’s magic shifted in a split second. She dropped her spear-ladle and turned her back to Lucas, shielding Sally with her body. She exposed herself as she focused all her defenses on protecting the child.

“I’ll be right in, dear,” Rajani said. She put both her hands on Sally’s shoulders and gently turned her around. “I’m just greeting my cousin Lucas,” she said without missing a beat.

Sally stuck her head out from behind Rajani and waved widely with a bright smile on her face. “Hey, Lucas! See you inside!”

Lucas stared at her and stood upright, slowly raising his right hand in a mirror image of her action. The blade of grass fell limply to the ground. He flipped his hand from side to side in an awkward imitation of Sally’s motion.

Lucas stared at his own hand, as if recalling distant memories long forgotten. Sally looked at him and smiled quizzically.

Before Sally could say anything else, Rajani ushered her inside. Throughout the entire time Sally had been outside, Rajani had physically blocked Lucas’s line of attack. The Queen of the Succubi, my Death Knight’s primary nemesis within the Hosts of Hell had given him a chance to end their centuries of rivalry without a single thought.

All for the sake of a human child.

And Lucas, master tactician warrior of unparalleled instinct, butcher of untold numbers, hadn’t taken it.

Lucas stared as the door closed behind Rajani and Sally.

In a thousand years of service, I had never seen Lucas look quite so confused and… nostalgic? I had a hard time reading the expression on his tiny features.

Through the door, we could hear Rajani chat with Sally about nothings like school and dinner, and whether or not Mrs. Crankshaw had made Uncle Willem’s—and incidentally her own—favorite dessert.

She had, of course.

Rajani had not lowered her defenses. She still positioned herself between the child and Lucas. It wasn’t a conscious thought, and I didn’t know if Rajani herself was even fully aware of it.

Lucas remained frozen. He stared at the closed door to the cottage.

“Shall we go in as well?” I said softly after a full minute had passed.

He looked at me. In an instant, his bearing returned to that of a knight. Back straight and proper as he faced his liege lord.

“With your permission?” he said. He didn’t quite say my lord out loud this time, but he mouthed the words.

I looked up at the heavens. Maybe
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