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Veritas was out of iron bolts and this was a problem, because without them the whole project was a structureless bag of meat and bones. He looked at it now, a patchwork giant of flesh and stitches, and tried to hold his frustration inside. He was so close — he was always so close — and yet circumstance continued to hold him back. He took off his goggles and gloves, unwound his scarf, and tossed all onto the gore-strewn table at his side — the least bloody place in the entire chamber, in spite of the pile of unidentifiable body mulch heaped on it.

‘Anders!’ He snapped his fingers at a skull on a spike in the corner of the room. ‘How long since the last tinker visit?’

A red light kindled in the dark hollows of the skull’s eye sockets, turning its fixed grin sinister. It clacked its teeth seven times.

Veritas counted each clack on his fingers. ‘That long? Go and fetch my letters. One assumes the tinker must be back soon, if he didn’t die on the journey.’

Anders’ jaw went slack. Its eyes dimmed ever so slightly.

‘Go on.’ Veritas made a shooing gesture. ‘No time like the present, Anders.’

After a pause, the skull snapped its jaw shut. It started to swivel on its spike, jaw relaxing and tensing, relaxing and tensing, until it had wiggled itself loose. It hit the ground with a hollow crack, righted itself, then laboriously hopped through the squelchy muck toward the door, using its jaw to spring itself forward.

Veritas watched its slow progress, drumming his fingers on his lips. Animating only the skull had been a stroke of genius, of course — none of the groaning and cumbersome weight of a regular minion, and without the hefty power cost of animating an entire skeleton. It was rather more restricted in function than a regular minion, particularly in the mobility department, but Veritas had thus far found it an able personal assistant.

Besides which, he was rather fond of watching the small minion make its awkward way about. It was amusing in the way of watching a puppy tackle stairs for the first time, and Veritas doubted he would ever tire of it.

When Anders had disappeared through the door and out of sight, Veritas sighed and considered his masterpiece of meat. It stared blankly over his head, small, lidless eyes in an oversized head. It was hairless, of course — too hard to make a scalp that looked natural on such a bulbous surface. The flesh was naked now, as he’d had to pull the skin off to work on the internals. Muscles and sinews were stitched together to create something eight feet tall and easily twice the size of a regular minion. It was red and glistening and beautiful, kept fresh and cold both by his exertion of power and by the careful ritual spellwork scrawled under the layers of blood on the walls and floor. 

Sometimes, when he looked at it, he could imagine a sudden movement as it took its first steps, the glorious moment where its eyes would swivel downward to behold its master.

Sometimes he imagined its thunderous footfall as it marched to Tombtown, brushing aside minions and practitioners alike with a shrug of its powerful shoulders, until it found the town council on their high-and-mighty dais and knocked them shrieking back to the earth, where they would grovel before the might of Veritas’ creation.

Now, though, it was terribly, horribly still, and though he’d put on a brave face for Anders, he had no idea whether his beautiful creature would ever be truly undead, or whether it would merely be a macabre statue, a reminder of time wasted on another failed experiment.

He didn’t notice Anders’ return until something bumped insistently against his ankle. ‘Oh!’ He looked down at the little skull, which now gripped a sheaf of parchment between its teeth. ‘Well, don’t be grumpy about it. My mind was occupied with unravelling the mysteries of life and undeath. You can afford to wait.’ In spite of his words, he picked up the skull and tugged the parchment free. 

It was, indeed, a letter from Tombtown’s council — delivered by spectre, no doubt, as the council were rarely imaginative in their choice of minions. Veritas paused a moment, eyes scanning back and forth across the page.

‘He arrived on the tenth of — he’s been here a week!’ He threw the paper up into the air. ‘Anders! Why didn’t you bring me this sooner? Nevermind,’ he said as Anders bobbled apologetically. ‘Fetch my coat and my travel scarf. If we’re quick, we may yet catch him.

He tapped his foot impatiently until Anders returned dragging the required garments. ‘Not through my workroom, Anders! Obviously!’ He met the skull at the doorway, donned a thick, tattered coat with long tails and wrapped a remarkably unstained scarf around his head. He scooped up the skull, still clacking in protest at its master’s scolding, and dropped it into the coat pocket. ‘Now behave in there,’ he said. ‘Until my creation is complete, you are in charge of my security. An honour you may find it difficult to, ahem, live up to, but I trust you would give your unlife to save mine should the situation arise.’

From his pocket, there came a muffled grinding sound, which Veritas chose to take as assent.

He left his workroom full of blood and the antechamber which was less bloody, into his study, which was hardly bloody at all, apart from some very deliberate bloody spell circles drawn on very specific books. Not that there were many books. Veritas was, afterall, an experimental necromancer. A visionary. A trailblazer. Relying on the work of practitioners long past was for far lesser minds than his. No, most of what filled his study — and his bedroom, where he collected his travel pack, and the spiralling staircase of the tower as he descended — were notes of his own making. Diagrams of human anatomy as it was and what it could be. Complex progressions of spell circles, each more intricate than the last. Scribbled notes and reminders, underlined many times and with thick black trails from being nailed to the wall before the ink had dried.

When he finally stepped outside the subterranean door of Astorfell Tower, flanked by the crumbling marble pillars in the likeness of long-forgotten kings, he felt invigorated. Inspired by his own genius. 

The journey to the southern entrance to the crypt was initially dogged with devious traps and curses of Veritas’ own making. Every time he had to stop to disable a cursed doorway or gingerly trigger a pressure plate and scramble away before the blades shot out, he would boast to Anders of his own cleverness while internally wishing he’d perhaps settled for a few sternly-worded signs. Not that it wasn’t imperative to defend his groundbreaking research: of course it was. But he enjoyed those protections a lot more when he didn’t have to deal with them himself.

He awkwardly skirted bone pits filled with restless spirits. He descended crumbling stone staircases carved into the edges of chasms, every echo sounding eerily like a scream. When the dead awakened at his passing, he would either turn them aside with an exertion of will or wrap his power around them and send them ahead to scout. He rarely held onto such minions for long; it was a waste of his precious power. If he were to encounter a hostile practitioner — or worse, an adventurer — he would be glad that he hadn’t worn himself out on such trivial matters.

Anders started to chatter its excitement as they neared the central mausoleum, but it was soon to be disappointed; Veritas had no intention of passing through the damnable town, or gritting his teeth through forced pleasantries with its poxy council. 

They camped in a lonely tomb, cramped and half-caved in, while the corpse once interred there stood watch at the door.

Travel continued: awkward and slow-going. They camped again, this time beneath a stone table split in half, a rusty stain trailing from the surface to the floor and out of the room. Veritas complained often of the dust, the inconvenience, the exhaustion of it all. Walking was an ignominious mode of travel for one as important as he, and his tired puffing and the blisters on his feet were utterly undignified. Though it had never bothered him in the confines of his workshop, Anders’ company no longer seemed enough to fill the large tunnels and echoing halls they passed through. Anders was, after all, only a minion; a thing made of magic with no heart or soul of his own, who could not speak even if Veritas gave him a tongue to speak with.

So it was with reluctant relief that he began to encounter other practitioners as they returned from the tinker’s exit of the crypt. Sometimes they would just nod at each other, but other times Veritas allowed himself to be stopped and engaged in conversation. Etherea Eversworn was pregnant, apparently, and had to reduce her use of the Craft until the deed was done. Mazerin the Bold had gone to get his tools repaired, and had even managed to sell the tinker one of his smoothly crafted bone knives under the lie of it being of non-human provenance. Not that Veritas would normally care for something as plebian as gossip; he was a victim of circumstance, that was all.

When he finally exited the crypt into cool moonlight, it was with a sigh of relief. The tinker’s campfire was still burning, casting strange shadows across the little pitched tent and wagon. Two fat ponies foraged on the rocks of the mountainside for something tastier than the dry mountain grass. Veritas gave them a wide berth; he’d never quite got the hang of animals. They paused to watch him, their bulbous eyes gleaming with reflected fire.

The tinker’s back was to Veritas, a silhouette against the flames. Though Veritas had warmed up to socialising with passing denizens, he found the tinker gave him pause. 

The tinker was an upworlder, part of that class of people who had driven Veritas and all the other denizens underground. Though the tinker made trade with the crypt and kept their secret, it was only for his own profit; the crypt teemed with treasure which the denizens had no need for, while the tinker provided things they couldn’t do without. Seeds. Grain. Clothes. Utensils. He could charge a prince’s ransom for as simple a task as repairing a broken chair, and the denizens would pay it, for they had nowhere else to turn. Unless they wanted to make the days-long journey to the nearest village, where they would be treated with scorn and suspicion, and apart from anything else, nobody would willingly spend that long away from their projects — or the town politics, lest they shift in their absence.

Veritas stroked the rounded dome of Anders, still nestled in his pocket, then took a hesitant step forward. ‘Tinker! I, Veritas the Vengeful, require your assistance.’

The man lifted his head, still nothing more than a back and a silhouette to Veritas. ‘Bit late to be doing business,’ he said. His voice was high and soft.

Veritas felt the knot of anxiety in his chest grow tighter. The tinker had been an old man, hadn’t he? Veritas remembered hard hands and a gruff voice, eyes lowered. He’d always found the lack of eye contact reassuring, even though it had been clear it was out of dislike rather than out of any courtesy.

Nonetheless, he needed those nuts and bolts. If this man was the lost King of Iyad himself, it wouldn’t stop Veritas from extracting the materials from him.

‘I hardly think it’s for you to determine the terms of the trade,’ Veritas sneered convincingly. ‘I am short on time and willing to pay handsomely for what I need. What do you say now?’

The tinker turned, and Veritas held in a flinch. It really was a different man — not sunburnt and gnarl-skinned as expected, but a man in his prime. His beard, black with only a few flecks of white, was neatly trimmed and framed strong cheekbones. His hair was pulled into a neat tail, and his black eyes gleamed. He wore a blue shirt, plain but well-made, which even in this flickering firelight was striking against his warm brown skin.

He was very still as he considered Veritas. ‘Treasure makes the hour no more sociable, but as you’ve travelled so far, I’d be rude to turn you away.’

It took Veritas a moment to process the heavy sarcasm in his tone, and his approval quickly wilted. ‘Oh, yes. Well, of course you’ve travelled farther, etc, etc.’ He flapped a hand. ‘I require metal bolts and strips to fit these measurements.’ He reached into his pocket and Anders gave him a gentle nip. ‘Ack! Wrong pocket. These measurements.’

He offered the tinker a folded sheet of parchment, only lightly bloodstained.

The tinker slowly accepted it, his gaze lingering on Veritas before unfolding the sheet.

His brow furrowed. ‘Edge-grained screws, metal joins, steel wire … are you making some kind of metal puppet?’

Veritas huffed disdainfully, though in truth the tinker’s acumen
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